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In Apron-Sorrow / Sovereign-Tea (2025, Wakefield Press) Associate Professor Natalie Harkin,
a Narungga academic, poet and artist, vividly summarises the not-so-distant history of
Aboriginal domestic servitude in South Australia. In working on this book, Natalie both
literally and metaphorically puts the kettle on and sets the table to create a welcoming space
for deep listening. And what comes forth are stories of racism, paternalism and abuse, of
Blak joy and sisterhood, of resistance and survival, of unfinished business and non-existent
justice. Such powerful truth-telling demands conscious truth-listening and long-awaited
justice. Natalie’s purposeful centring of Aboriginal women’s lived experiences and a
commitment to reckoning begins with the book’s acknowledgement:

To every Aboriginal woman and girl indentured to domestic service training
and work placements, whose wages were controlled, withheld or stolen, and
whose labour contributions and experiences are not visible, acknowledged or
comprehended. This archival-poetic reckoning is for you. (Dedication page)

Natalie’s foundation as a scholar, poet and artist is evident throughout Apron-Sorrow /
Sovereign-Tea. This is Natalie’s first non-fiction book, having previously published two poetry
collections: Dirty Words (2015, Cordite Books) and the award-winning Archival-Poetics
(2019, Vagabond Press). Preceding the release of Apron-Sorrow / Sovereign-Tea was
Natalie’s multi-disciplinary 2021 exhibition of the same name at Vitalstatistix in Port
Adelaide. Images of the artwork and rationale behind that creative work is included in this
book. In recent years, Natalie has written numerous narrative pieces and poetry as
dissemination of her archival and narrative research, with a particular focus on Aboriginal
servitude, colonisation and historical state-based injustices. These themes are also evident in
the performance and multi-media projects Natalie has presented with The Unbound
Collective, her creative-based academic collaborators at Flinders University: Associate
Professor Ali Gumillya Baker, Pro Vice-Chancellor Simone Ulalka Tur, and Dr Faye Rosas
Blanch. Natalie’s creative practice approach and Aboriginal standpoint is evident throughout
this book.

Our grandmothers from forever away and not so long ago invited themselves
to the table, poured themselves a strong cuppa from the steeping teapot, and
guided our conversations with laughter, lessons and love. (13)

This book is much more than a meticulously curated blend of archival, ethnographical and
creative-based research — it’s a tender ode to matriarchal ancestors and a beacon for an
overdue reckoning. Through the use of rich imagery and artwork, bite-sized extracts from
archival material, personal stories, evocative writing and staunchly honest poetry, Natalie
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has rendered the history of Aboriginal domestic servitude more accessible to a broader
audience.

The various approaches that Natalie has applied to collate and share the truths of
Aboriginal domestic servitude can be seen in the distinctive manner she’s constructed this
book. Part one is the longest, and clearly sets the scene. The devastating history of
Aboriginal domestic servitude, and interlinked polices and actions under racially biased
legislation and procedures, is laid bare. Poetry, personal stories and images of artwork
reinforce the evidence and analysis. Along with providing readers opportunities to pause and
reflect — to catch their breath before proceeding. The heart is in part two. Here are what
Natalie calls Memory Stories; own voice narratives of Aboriginal women who’d served as
domestics in SA, and their descendants. Also in this part are lingering voices from the
archives. Such as letters to the state from parents requesting the release of their children;
and from girls and women asserting their right to assert autonomy. These letters generally
received authoritarian replies from the state and their agents. And within the state
correspondence to/from their agents, missions, institutions and employers there is little to
no attempt to mask the racism, discrimination and deprivation of human rights. These
letters are incriminating evidence that disputes any attempts to declare ‘it was for their own
good.” In the last part of the book are images and brief explanations of the 2021 Apron-
Sorrow / Sovereign-Tea exhibition in Port Adelaide.

Natalie appears to invite readers to undertake their own analysis of the personal
impact of Aboriginal domestic servitude through presenting an abundance of information,
such as survivor accounts and archival material (state records, correspondence from families
etc); effectively encouraging a deeper understanding. And it’s obvious that Natalie reflected
respectfully on every step involved in researching and producing this work, as she has in past
work:

| am deeply conflicted; acutely aware these are not my individual records or
stories to tell. So how to strike that intricate balance? How to honour the
voices in the files without exploiting their experiences or sensationalising the
trauma? How to hold space and do them justice? (‘Like a Detective’)

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander scholars and authors are increasingly being published
and nominated for literary awards. In the first half of 2026, Natalie’s pivotal book was
longlisted for The Stella Prize, the Margaret and Colin Roderick Literary Award, and the
Association for the Study of Australian Literature’s Annual Gold Medal. And in May was
awarded the NSW Literary Award’s Indigenous Writer’s Prize, with the judges commenting
that:

Natalie Harkin has gone deep into archival records to bring these harrowing
stories of our Elders into the open. She has had to share their pain and trauma
and endure the racist language that was used to describe our people. Apron-
Sorrow / Sovereign-Tea is a hard read but deeply important. Future
generations will understand the sacrifices our Aunties have made and the pain
they have been subjected to, and this understanding will create change. Harkin
should be thanked for recording these stories so everybody can learn from the
past.
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Apron-Sorrow / Sovereign-Tea is unique in that it centres the experiences of girls and women
in SA, is authored by an Aboriginal scholar/creative practitioner who’s analysed archival
material with precision, alongside respectfully engaging with Aboriginal women in SA.
Natalie also references Aboriginal scholarship and personal stories from other states and
territories, demonstrating the widespread occurrence of historical unjust state legislation
and labour exploitation.

Various policies and practices were created throughout Australia to streamline the
removal of Aboriginal children and forced relocation of adults, for the purpose of land
dispossession, labour exploitation and assimilation. In South Australia, this included Acts
such as Aborigines Act 1911, Aborigines (Training of Children) Act 1923, Aborigines Act 1934,
and Aborigines Amendment Act 1939. All states and territories had similar legislation to
remove and control Aboriginal children, and control Aboriginal children’s and adults’ lives.
Until at least the mid-1960s, boards and state-appointed Protectors [sic] of Aboriginal
people used these highly discriminative Acts and policies to regulate where and with whom
Aboriginal children and adults lived, heavily restricted their movement, unjustly incarcerated
and institutionalised them, deprived them of fair working conditions and pay, oversaw their
family and personal relationships, forcibly removed children, and withheld basic human
rights.

Fitting the many aspects of this racialised, draconian history into one book is not an
easy task, even if for just one State. However, Natalie has achieved the seemingly
impossible. Focusing on SA, Natalie traces the connections between forced removal from
ancestral lands, institutionalisation, and labour exploitation of Aboriginal people. Settlers’
intent to colonise both land and people was obvious back in 1836, the year The South
Australian Company, a private corporation, was permitted by the British government to
establish a colony based on commercial enterprise. SA’s foundation was unique, and
involved no British convict labour. Alternative strategies to colonise were devised:

[Tlhe First Annual Report of the Colonization of Commissioners of South
Australia advocated the provision of shelter and training for Aboriginal people
in ‘asylums’ or reserves, in exchange for food and clothing rations, specifically
to ‘accelerate the prosperity of the Colony ... by bringing a supply of native
labour to aid the efforts of the settlers.” (24)

Access to government archives is essential when researching past injustices, especially if the
aim is to contribute to truth-telling and restorative justice. Books such as Apron-Sorrow /
Sovereign-Tea enable researchers to disseminate findings beyond academic readership.
Natalie says the State Aboriginal Records’ Domestic Service files ‘reveal critical voices from
Protectors and mission superintendents, white employers, the parents, girls and women
themselves placed into training or service. These records trigger questions about
surveillance, representation and agency. They are deeply confronting and at the same time,
ripe for critique, explication and response’ (12).

Delving into archives that contain offensive assumptions about Aboriginal people, that
coldly document survivors’ stories, is not without a personal cost for First Nations scholars
and writers. Natalie has previously stated that ‘[t]he key is to read along and against the
archive grain, to shed light on these records, interrogate their origins, and activate some
awakening to reckon with it all’ (‘Like a Detective’).
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The DOMESTIC SERVICE archive is the hardest bit. | dip in and out, lured to new
depths of surveillance data stirring on unthinkable currents. There are no limits
to these files. No solid foundation to ultimately reach or push back and spring
up from: just murky beginnings and slick surfaces. | navigate through
thousands of carefully crafted handwritten and typed letters and file notes and
do my best to make sense of the chaos. (Apron-Sorrow 134)

First Nations writers, poets and artists are increasingly researching archival material in their
creative works. Associate Professor Elfie Shiosaki, a Noongar and Yawuru scholar and poet,
uses archival material in both her creative and academic work to highlight histories of the
Stolen Generations and Aboriginal labour exploitation in Western Australia. In her book
Homecoming (Magabala, 2021), Elfie transformed government records and family
correspondence into powerful poems that critiqued legislation that controlled the lives of
Aboriginal people, such as the Western Australia Aborigines Act 1905. Elfie says: ‘Sometimes
we can hear the echoes of Noongar ancestors, their voices speaking to us through the
historical archive. We hear them in the hundreds of letters they wrote preserved in the
archive from the mid-nineteenth century, their words asserting our collective humanity and
human rights’ (‘Hand on Heart’).

Another comparative work that combines scholarly research with creative practice is
that of Badtjala visual artist, filmmaker and academic Associate Professor Fiona Foley. In her
book Biting the Clouds (UQP, 2020), Fiona uses archival material, and images from her art
installations and photographical exhibitions, to emphasise the history of settler-colonial
dispossession and exploitation of Aboriginal people in Queensland. Fiona demonstrates how
that state’s Aboriginals Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act 1897 was similar
yet different than other states’ legislation. Of note is how Aboriginal people were often
‘paid” in opium in exchange for labour, instead of food and clothing rations like in other
states. This Act was later repealed by the Aboriginal Preservation and Protection Act 1939. In
her critical analysis of the 1897 Act and events happening at the time, she asserts that in
Queensland:

An Aboriginal labour force was manipulated through forms of payment not
known to them before: the use of opium ash or charcoal opium. This form of
drug was already smoked, with the residue more potent than the first, and it
was used in lieu of payment to Aboriginal men, women and children. It meant
the addiction of a race; in return an economy flourished. (73)

Homecoming (WA), Biting the Cloud (QLD) and Apron-Sorrow / Sovereign-Tea (SA)
demonstrate why books that emphasise localised histories are important to help unravel
shared histories and reveal distinctions. Narrative nonfiction is one of the many ways that a
closer, more personal telling of these stories can be achieved. In Natalie’s book, accounts
from women who’d served as domestics, or their descendants, are respectfully recorded and
presented in twelve Memory Stories. Natalie calls these narratives ‘the beating heart to
Apron-Sorrow / Sovereign-Tea’ and notes: ‘There was uncanny recognition in the shape of
each other’s memories as we yarned’ (13). These stories also featured in Natalie’s Apron-
Sorrow / Sovereign-Tea 2021 art installation. Natalie says of these ethnographic pieces:
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Collectively, these stories convey the diversity of Aboriginal women’s domestic
service experiences in South Australia, with common intergenerational blood-
memory threads spanning love, sorrow, solidarity, resistance, and refusal
through time. There is inevitable emotion in the telling, with a quiet dignity
and a desire to honour women who previously had no voice, or choice. (13)

Accessing personal or familial state archives are mentioned in some of these stories. In her
memory story, Sharon Meagher shared her rationale for not reading state records: ‘I started
to go into the state archives on our family, but decided to spare myself the pain. Anyway,
the story is already in me, and | know my life and my living is the direct consequence of
before | was born’ (13). Natalie recognises that stories are passed down in powerful ways,
even if unspoken, as one’s body can carry familial memories:

Most Aboriginal families | know in South Australia carry intimate histories of
domestic service through living memory and intergenerational blood-memory
passed on. These stories of servitude are important, often reluctantly
disclosed, and held close to our bodies, leaving an indelible imprint for our
future. Despite the significance of these stories in collective memory of
Aboriginal South Australians, the government-orchestrated system of
indentured labour remains largely hidden and unacknowledged in the state’s
dominant and official public narrative. (13)

Natalie is rightfully critical of the biased nature of files held in the State Aboriginal Records.
Since 2004, these files have been heavily restricted (17), making it even harder for Aboriginal
people to research their own family history, including for the purpose of reunification.
Natalie states:

It is our truth-telling right to know our history, to find missing pieces of the
jigsaw, or to simply try to make sense of our lives. And to see the strength and
courage of our ancestors through intimate records about us, contained by the
state. Access to our family records is vital. (19)

This cruel blocking of access to information is even more shameful given how the current SA
government prides itself on being the first state to create a First Nations Voice to Parliament.
The SA government has also chosen not to grant Aboriginal people compensation for their
stolen wages. So far, class actions have been finalised in Queensland, Northern Territory and
Western Australia. It was common for Aboriginal people’s wages and government
allowances to be deposited into accounts held by state departments, or missions and other
institutions, to be held in trust for individuals. Government departments and institutions
benefited from the accrued interest. Despite many attempts, Aboriginal people have not
been able to access their stolen wages. Class actions are a solution, although imperfect.
Natalie observes that ‘[w]hile many states have instigated their own stolen wages
compensation schemes, compensation was only for limited amounts of what had been
earned and what was owed’ (69). As with class actions for survivors of the Stolen
Generations, time is running out for reclaiming stolen wages as the majority of people who
were deceived by these policies are now elderly or deceased. In addition, the cut off point
for descendent claims is limited.
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A common thread in the personal and familial accounts in Apron-Sorrow / Sovereign Tea is
the intentional pipeline of state removal of Aboriginal children to state-controlled
indentured servitude. The disadvantage, fear and trauma caused by these government
policies and actions is intergenerational. However, despite everything, we have survived.

| recognise now how protective and fierce the women are in my family. This is
our truth-telling. These stories of domestic service and child removal are in our
DNA and those protective traits have been our survival. That fear of losing your
kids into the system is still strong with many of us, and as a mother, | know this
first hand. (From Colleen Raven-Strangeways’ memory story, 14)

Training in domestic duties and labouring began early, with children first expected to work
within the institutions that housed them. By adolescence, they would often be sent to
households and businesses during school holidays or on weekends, to practise their future
roles as domestics and labourers. Aboriginal children looking after the children of white
families or serving at dignitaries’ tables was commonplace. They were required to
permanently leave the institutions at the age of eighteen, sometimes younger, to work as
domestics or labourers. Some girls and young women planned different futures for
themselves, pushing up against the limits set by government and institutions.

By 1960, Aboriginal girls exiting institutions for stolen children were permitted to work
as nursing aides, and nursing training eventually became an option in all states. Previously,
Aboriginal girls and women only worked in non-professional roles in hospitals, such as
laundry, kitchen or cleaning duties. In the late 1950s, Martu woman Doris Pilkington
(deceased) trained as a nurse in WA (Under the Wintamarra Tree 147). In her late 50s Aunty
Doris became an internationally known author and Stolen Generations advocate. While
working as a domestic servant in SA, at the age of sixteen Yankunytjatjara woman Dr Lowitja
O’Donohue (deceased) chose to become a nurse’s aide. Later, after initially being blocked
from nursing training, she had a long career in nursing and became a renowned advocate for
the Stolen Generations and Aboriginal health (Rintoul, Lowitja). The armed forces were
another avenue to avoid domestic servitude. In 1961, knowing she had to leave Sister Kate’s
once she turned eighteen, Ngoonooru Wadjari woman Sue Gordon, now a retired
magistrate, signed up for the Women’s Royal Australian Army Corps in WA (Gordon 42, 50).

It wasn’t only Stolen Generations children who were forced into domestic servitude and
labouring. Natalie states that:

From an early age, the girls on the missions were being assessed for their
potential as part of the future domestic workforce. The state acknowledged
that its policies and ‘special’ measures had negative impacts on the girls and
their families, and that the conditions in some workplaces weren’t ideal, but
they pursued their agenda in the girls’ ‘best interest’ regardless. The
Aborigines Protection Board had the state-granted right to send the girls
wherever they wanted, and chastised parents and girls if the orders given or
opportunities offered were not taken up. (137)
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Authorities also coerced parents into sending their children to training schools, which were
often hours away in Adelaide. Permission was needed for the children to visit their families
back on the missions for holidays, funerals or any other reason. Infringements of rights were
evident in workplaces, which were rarely screened. Complaints of mistreatment, or even
sexual abuse, were ignored or covered up. Absconding from a designated workplace,
disobeying the commands of the Protection officer or their representatives, generally
resulted in police being called.

However, people did stand up for themselves and others, and even successfully
escaped. Natalie says that ‘[t]he girls clearly understood the complex policy regimes they
were required to navigate and the racialised nuances of white privilege and power. Where
possible, they questioned, challenged and handled the punitive actions of employers and
authorities, and utilised their personal power within the limits imposed on them’ (181). In
her 2002 biography, Ngarrindjeri Elder Veronica Brodie (deceased) outlined the many ways
the Protection Act tried to control her life, including labour exploitation and freedom of
movement, and the steps she took in resisting:

[T]he policies of the Aboriginal Protection Board made some of us stronger.
We fought against them and came out on top. And we went to Parliament
House many times over, or to the ombudsman. We told them of the treatment
that Aboriginal people were receiving under the Protection Board system, and
forced them to listen to us. (p77)

‘Dog tags’ were another strategy of control: select Aboriginal people were granted
exemption from aspects of the ‘Protection’ legislation. This was a false freedom that added
new layers of state control, systemic racism and humiliation. Some Aboriginal people
refused to accept an exemption. Aunty Veronica noted:

If you were exempted and you became a white person, you used to have to
wear a little tag on your chest, which we called the dog-tag. When you went to
the hotel or to a restaurant anywhere, you showed them your dog-tag, which
told them: ‘I’'m not an Aborigine any more. I’'m one of you, I’'m white. You gotta
serve me.” On it was your name and your photo — it was a little ID card, but it
stated on the bottom ‘this woman is not an Aborigine.” (Brodie 87)

Exemption also restricted relationships and interaction with non-exempted Aboriginal
people, including family members. Returning to the mission or family home, even briefly for
a funeral, required special permission from the Protector or their representative. An
exemption wasn’t a magical pass to better working conditions and pay. The
intergenerational damage caused by the overlapping apartheid-like era of segregation and
systemic racism of assimilation, with connected strategies of Aboriginal labour exploitation,
internment on missions and removal of children, cannot be swept under any rug.

Domestic is servitude: a history of indentured Aboriginal labour. Slavery. A
black-breasted-wet-nurse’s life-giving sustenance. It is stories in tea-leaves and
tea gone cold with half-empty hearts. It is dust wiped from surfaces and being
threatened by Master Six over spilt milk; it is holding family and culture close
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to your linen apron-bound body. It is never being invited to sit to lunch.
(Harkin, ‘Domestic’)

Categorising the past labour exploitation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people is
still contentious: slavery, non-chattel slavery, indentured labour, domestic servitude,
coerced labour and numerous other terms have been used. As these practices took place for
many decades, all across the continent, under various conditions, it’s unlikely that one term
could comfortably fit every situation. Before the government appointed themselves
overseers of a mostly unpaid, coerced workforce of First People, earlier British colonisers
had cruelly exploited them for labour. A practice that was continued by pastoralists and
other settlers in the expanding colony. And before the arrival of the first fleet, European and
American sealers and whalers were trading, trafficking and coercing Aboriginal children and
women into sex slavery and labour.

Later, State legislation controlled and expanded existing exploitation of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people. Archives have preserved government ads that offered low-paid
Aboriginal domestics and labourers to non-Indigenous businesses and households.
Households also placed notices in newspapers and on community notice boards, seeking
Aboriginal domestics; often stating preference for light-skinned girls. The government and
their representatives weren’t too concerned with screening employers or workplaces,
monitoring work conditions or ensuring the safety of minors.

In Talkin’ Up to the White Woman (2020 edition, UQP), Distinguished Professor Aileen
Moreton-Robinson, scholar and Goenpul woman of the Quandamooka people, states in
relation to Indigenous domestic servants: ‘[T]hese Indigenous women had neither the right
to appeal nor the means to seek justice when governments sanctioned their exploitation and
abuse through legislation. The difference between slavery in America and indentured labour
in Australia was that government, not free enterprise, controlled the terms and conditions of
the trade’ (11).

Gomeroi academic Professor Heidi Norman says: ‘The definition of slavery is an
American one. It doesn't apply to the Australian experience’ and she suggests ‘it's in
that sphere of domestic labour that we can see much more clearly patterns of slavery
emerge in Australia’ (Purtill).

In the foreword of Apron-Sorrow / Sovereign-Tea, Professor Jackie Huggins, a respected
historian, author and Bidjara and Birri-Gubba Juru woman, unapologetically names this
labour exploitation as slavery:

Aboriginal women served as domestic servants for decades, in a brutal part of
our history. They were perceived as chattels and slaves, and while this
perception was true, their agency and strength are often overlooked due to
the perilous times and unimaginable treatment they were subjected to. These
works depict evidence of their tenacity and power and in doing so, they build
the language of power and resilience.

Apron-Sorrow / Sovereign Tea is a testimony to Blak strength and survival. It’s an exposé of
the conflicting accounts of people with lived experiences and those who'd prefer this history
was forgotten. Reflecting on the memory stories, in contrast to the state archives, Natalie
states:
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Overwhelmingly, Aboriginal women in service were remembered and
recognised for their strength, resilience and survival tactics, as well as their
sisterhood and solidarity with other domestic workers, and the incredible work
ethic passed on through generations. Despite some women being represented
on the state’s record as wayward, naughty and problematic, they are
remembered here for being brave through wilful acts of defying state authority
and working the system to maintain connections with family where they could.
There are many stories of girls “absconding’ or running away, despite knowing
the inevitable punishment, and speaking up for themselves with sass, rebellion
and good humour. (14)

Since at least the 1980s, personal and familial accounts of labour exploitation of First
Nations people have featured in biographies and memoirs, and have been portrayed in
novels, poetry, plays, movies and documentaries. State-sanctioned fracturing of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander families, with a careful eye on state expenditure, alongside labour
exploitation, was a well-documented strategy across the continent. Australia really was built
on the backs of First Nations people who were deprived of basic human rights.

Apron-Sorrow / Sovereign Tea is one of many accounts of Australia’s dark past,
expertly told by an Aboriginal scholar-poet. In reading this book, some uninformed readers
might find the personal accounts, government documents, and correspondence to/from
children and their parents confronting. Persevere — truth-telling is not a bedtime story.
While others will see our own or our family’s experiences reflected in these pages, and feel a
sense of pride — we are still here.

Government and institutions’ lip-service reckonings will not do. It’s time for restorative
justice, genuine retribution and payment of overdue reparations. It’s time for truth-listening.
Pick up a copy of Apron-Sorrow / Sovereign Tea, and pour that well-steeped Blak tea; sugar
optional.

she lingers in archives  her trace is my memory  we labour dig sweat
blister imagine  know them more intimately so much work to be done
so much work to clean up this colonial mess (9)
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