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5
Travels with my mother

Iain Hercus

These are memories of travelling with my mother on her fieldwork trips for more 
than 50 years. Memories are imperfect, so I apologize for any errors – I’m sure 
there are some.

My mother first got interested in Aboriginal languages when some children 
from Framlingham Aboriginal Settlement in western Victoria were being boarded 
in the neighbourhood of our home in Melbourne, and she learnt from them that 
there were Aboriginal languages in great danger of dying out. So she started 
recording these languages in Victoria; often travelling by train, as in the very 
early days she hadn’t learnt how to drive a car. Of these days in the early 1960s 
I was too young to remember much, but I do remember playing with kids from 
Framlingham, visiting Framlingham itself, and occasional times when Aboriginal 
people stayed with us. I also remember some of the early trips in country Victoria. 
One particular incident I remember was my father carrying me across flooded 
floodplains of the Murray near Deniliquin trying to find Stan Day (one of the last 
speakers of Wemba Wemba).

I went to school at Scotch College, Melbourne. Whilst many of my school 
fellows went overseas during their holidays, or went to expensive holiday 
resorts, I went on outback trips, often to insalubrious places. I think I was 
lucky. Occasionally the children from next door or a school mate went with 
us, but most of the time I was on my own. What did I do? I spent a lot of the 
time listening to the Aboriginal people talking with my mother. I found this 
fascinating, although later when my mother had the opportunity to learn from 
fluent speakers I could only understand a little. Or I read a book, or played with 
the Aboriginal children. 

On one occasion, my mother was doing some work in Mildura in north-
western Victoria, so I visited her on one weekend. On the Friday I got caught 
in a rainstorm and my school uniform got very wet. I didn’t tell her this until 
the Sunday night, when I was about to get on the ‘The Fruit Flyer’ – the 
overnight train to Melbourne. The next day my Latin teacher said ‘Hercus, 
you look like you have slept in your school uniform’. This wasn’t far from 
the truth. 
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When we first visited Aboriginal people in New South Wales I was surprised 
by their living conditions which were third world standard. Most settlements 
were some distance from town, often co-located with rubbish dumps. This 
must have been a challenge for my mother, an ex-Oxford don. When aged 
seven, apparently I pointed at the rubbish dump and asked if there were any 
language speakers there. At least some things have changed, although there is 
still a long way to go.

My mother was once given a whole lot of shoes by someone in Melbourne to 
give to Aboriginal people. She was recording an alcoholic man who was in jail to 
get dry. After recording in the morning, she made the strategic mistake of giving 
him all the shoes. When we returned after lunch, all the men in the jail were 
walking around in new shoes, and he was drunk.

When my mother started talking with Mick Maclean, she realised that language 
was inextricably tied in with mythology and knowledge of country, and that this 
information was also in danger of dying out. Mick was very keen to share this 
knowledge so that it would be available for future generations. So we started 
going to outback South Australia with Mick and going off-road to locate sacred 
sites. My father only had four weeks annual leave, so we would do these trips 
once a year, and the other school holidays my mother and I would go alone, but 
not off-road. This meant that we would spend January, the hottest part of the year 
in places like Marree, northern South Australia. The heat was amazing, often over 
110 °F (over 43 degrees Celsius) for days on end. There was no getting away 
from the heat; this was long before the days of air conditioning and certainly there 
was no air conditioned cars.

On single vehicle off-road trips my father insisted on taking large amounts 
of tools, food and water. This was absolutely necessary for safety reasons, but 
having a very heavily laden vehicle did compromise its off-road capability.

Mick Maclean had an amazing knowledge of his country and mythology. 
He would guide us to places he hadn’t been since he was a young man, over 
fifty years previously. I don’t know how he did it. Since he did not know recent 
changes to the landscape, we would consult with the station managers about 
where we were going, but often there would be miscommunication. They would 
say that there was a good new track somewhere, but when we got there, there 
was no track to be found. Or we would struggle along some scarcely discernible 
old track, only to find later that there was a perfectly good new track close by. 
Sometimes these old roads would just disappear, covered by sand, or we would 
find the track obstructed by a dam. Mick would guide us by pointing out the 
direction to go in; he never got lost, but as he was not used to the limitations 
of cars in comparison to bullock wagons, he wasn’t always good at picking the 
best route. Driving through a particularly sandy area he would ask my father 
‘why don’t you keep the wheels straight?’ or he would say: ‘this creek has a 
hard bottom’ – it might for a bullock wagon, but a heavily laden Land Rover 
was a different matter.

In 1966, 1967, and 1968 I went with my mother on a three trips organised by 
Catherine Ellis, who was researching Aboriginal women’s cultural knowledge 
and ceremonies. This included visiting Indulkana and meeting Western Desert 
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people, Antakarinja people who were living more traditionally than I was used 
to. Because I wanted to do something, I was given the job of operating the car  
headlights to illuminate a women’s ceremony that was held at dusk/night. This 
was difficult as there were parts of the ceremony I wasn’t allowed to see.

Many of the early trips started by catching ‘The Overlander’, the overnight 
train from Melbourne to Adelaide and then picking up a Land Rover from the 
Australian Department of Supply. Then we would travel to Port Augusta, after 
making a detour to Point Pearce to see Jack Long. Jack Long was a Madhi Madhi 
man from the Riverina who had been isolated from his people for over fifty years, 
but his knowledge of the language was remarkable.

One place, a flat area, encircled by sandhills. The Oodnadatta track went 
straight through the middle of it. It is normally bone dry, but when wet it 
lives up to its name as a swamp. For these occasions there were various 
detours skirting the sandhills. The road was underwater, so we took one of 
the detours, but not far enough away and we got bogged. As it was getting 
dark and still raining we left the vehicle and set up camp in the sandhill. It 
was still raining and Mick said ‘you know, I’ve known this swamp to fill right 
up’. With visions of the vehicle with all our food being submerged, we had a 
night expedition to ferry food and equipment to our camp. Well, the swamp 
didn’t fill up, but the road was impassable anyway, so we spent a week on 
the sandhill before the swamp dried up enough for us to un-bog the vehicle. 
We had plenty of food and there was water everywhere, but I learnt that tea 
made from muddy claypan water tastes terrible. For this week it was just 
my parents, me, Mick and his grandson; we saw no other people the whole 
time. I learnt firsthand some Wangkangurru words which I still remember 
such as mudlu ‘sandhill’, and wadla which means ‘ground’. This was a very 
commonly used word because everything was on the ground.  We made a 
punga ‘windbreak’ for Mick. My mother did a lot of recording that week! And 
it meant I had a week off school!

In the early 1970s my parents bought ‘Bluey’, a 1960 blue Land Rover (see 
Sutton, this volume, Figure 2). The previous owners had modified it as a camper 
vehicle before bringing it out to Australia from England overland through 
Europe and Asia. My mother used it for many, many trips in NSW and SA. It 
was notoriously unreliable; denoting places by ‘that’s where Bluey broke down’ 
became very confusing as there were so many such places! At the smallest creek 
crossing it would get water in its electrics and stall, leading to several incidents 
when it was ignominiously towed out by a tractor. It was eventually demoted to 
farm duties and then not used at all. It remains on the farm in a dilapidated state. 
One of my long term projects is to restore it.

In the early 1970s my parents decided to look after an Aboriginal boy 
‘Johnny’ after his mother died. His mother, Dora Parker, was one of my mother’s 
friends and consultants. This meant that in a sense we were now related to 
Wangkangurru people; this is a privilege, although once my mother was 
pursued down the main street of Oodnadatta by a very inebriated Wangkangurru  
man calling out ‘Aunty’. Johnny went to school in Melbourne. Unlike me 
he was good at sport and sociable. Unfortunately, after a number of years it 
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didn’t work out, my father was also sick with cancer, and Johnny returned to 
South Australia.

Two Western Mining employees, an Aboriginal elder, my mother and I 
went looking for sites in South Australia north of what is now the Roxby 
Downs township. One of the Western Mining employees was driving, with my 
mother and the elder in the front, whilst the other employee and I stood or sat 
in the back of the four-wheel drive utility-type vehicle, getting sandblasted. 
This was sandhill country, with not a rock to be seen anywhere. Well, there 
was one, right in the middle of the track. We in the back saw it and shouted 
and banged on the roof of the cab, but to no avail – those in the front were 
in deep conversation, and bang! After going over a few more sandhills we 
discovered that the rock had damaged the fuel line and the vehicle stalled. 
The two mining employees decided to walk to Roxby Downs, some 30kms 
away. After they left, we found we had no food, apart from a can of plum 
pudding, and no tools, apart from a couple of spanners and Araldite glue. So I 
listened to the test cricket whilst my mother and the elder recorded language, 
although sensibly he was more interested in looking around for bush tucker. 
After a while, we had another look at the vehicle, I temporarily repaired the 
broken fuel line with the Araldite and left it to dry overnight. In the morning, 
I bled the diesel fuel system and we got the car going. Over the first sandhill 
we met the rescue party, sent by the two employees who had completed their 
walk to Roxby Downs. The rescue party seemed disappointed that there was 

Figure 1: Luise Hercus at the Parlani well in the Simpson Desert 1993. Photo: 
Colin Macdonald.
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Figure 2: Luise Hercus, Steven Kenny and Wangkangurru people 2007. 
Photo: Iain Hercus

Figure 3: Luise Hercus at Big Perry Spring (Pupu-thukurlunha). Photo: Colin 
Macdonald.
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After my father died in 1974, there was no-one to drive with for my mother’s 
expeditions, so she organised other groups, predominately with the South 
Australian museum. The object of these expeditions was to go with Aboriginal 
elders to locate and record sacred sites and the mythology that went with them. 
I went with her on some of these field trips, especially the early ones. Having 
multiple vehicles enabled these expeditions to go to even more remote sites, in 
comparison to my father’s previous single vehicle trips. Since then there have 
been many trips into the remote parts of the Simpson desert.

Most of the trips were taken by four-wheel drive vehicles, but occasionally 
using other modes of transport. We once went in a four seater plane from 
Wilcannia to Tibouburra, with our Great Dane dog loose in the back. She just 
went to sleep. In the desert we tried to use quad bikes. The first of these were 
three wheelers which were very unstable, not a success. The later versions 
were more successful. 

no rescuing to be done, and the repair lasted with no problems until we got to 
Roxby Downs. The only casualty was one of the Western Mining employees, the 
driver, so he got little sympathy; he had sand abrasions in his nether regions, from 
the friction of walking that distance with sand in his pants. Since that incident 
my mother refuses to travel with anyone until she has checked whether they have 
adequate food, water, and equipment in the vehicle.

Figure 4: Luise Hercus and the late Peter Clarke on quad bike. Photo: Colin 
Macdonald.
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I only went once with my mother to the Northern Territory, to Elliott and the 
surrounding area. I was impressed by how keen the Aboriginal people were 
to share their knowledge. We went with one of my mother’s friends from Port 
Augusta who bought an in car refrigerator for the occasion. Unfortunately it 
didn’t work properly, but we didn’t want to offend my mother’s friend as she had 
gone to a lot of trouble to get it. She cooked a nice dinner using meat from the 
refrigerator. I had one mouthful, and managed to surreptitiously give the rest of 
the meal to a caravan park dog. But that was enough! The next day I felt dreadful. 
I drove to Marree – a long drive over several days, stopping fairly frequently to 
vomit. The other two seemed to be unaffected, though I found later my mother 
was also sick.

My mother still spends most of her time at the computer working on Aboriginal 
languages, and much of the time answering Aboriginal people’s questions, but 
also writing articles.

From her farm she journeys 50km each way to the ANU three times per week 
where she meets with colleagues in Linguistics and related fields. When she 
returns home she will usually continue to work in her study until 2am where she 
falls asleep at her computer!


