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To some extent this taxonomy of spiritual objectives was justified by the
Bishop’s concern for the ‘white heathenism’ among the settlers. A little English girl
had not recognized the term ‘God’ and Sunday in the bush signified ‘perhaps more
sleep and a little less work’. Plumbing, perhaps, a greater depth, the Bishop
remarked: ‘White savages are far worse than blacks’ (PDT, 27 March 1880). Yet ina
tour of England to attract clergy and financial support to North Queensland, he took
with him Robert Christison, a North Queensland pastoralist, and a nine year old
Aboriginal girl on whose behalf Christison “pleaded that something should be done
for thenativeblacks’ (PDT,4 December 1880). White souls, however, had precedence.

Such an order of priorities was not, at first, apparent with the Roman Catholic
church. Indeed the vicariate of North Queensland ‘was elected with a special view
for the Conversion of the Aboriginals’ (Moran 1894:423). In 1876, the Italian priests
of Saint Peter and Paul in Rome took charge of the missionary diocese of North
Queensland which was centred on Cooktown. The local Catholics apparently
regarded any attempts to ‘civilize’ or convert the Aborigines as hopeless. The priests
appointed found it difficult to communicate with colonists because of language
barriers and with Blacks because, at that time, they could only be met with in remote
districts. After eighteen months these ‘zealous priests [were] transferred to a more
genial mission field"and replaced by Irish Augustinians who ‘soonfound themselves
wholly engaged inattending to the spiritual wants of the White populations’ (Moran
1894:423-4, 650).

The Catholic priest, Duncan McNab tried to counter the popular pessimism of
Queensland Catholics with his individual efforts in the late 1870s both as member
and as critic of the Aboriginal Commission. Indeed the Reserve scheme of the 1870s
typically saw the churches trying to co-operate with the government to ameliorate
the condition of the Aborigines while the government was directly concerned with
using the Aboriginal Commission and its church members to divert attention from
its main policy of aggressively dispossessing the Aborigines with the aid of the
Native Police (Loos 1982).

The failure of the Aboriginal Commission was underlined by the resignation of
McNab, and the Anglican Drew, and by the belated criticism of Queensland’s
frontier policy by the Anglican Bishop, Hale. This seemed to indicate the
incompatibility of the churches’ working with the Queensland government to
ameliorate the condition of the Aborigines. Such, however, was not the case. In
addition to attempting to control, or at least legitimize, the use of the Native Police
on the frontier, Griffith felt the government ought to make some attempt to meet the
needs of its black citizens. Predictably he saw this in terms of charity rather than as
a social problem demanding as a right an unavoidable call on the colony’s public
revenue. Just as predictably the nineteenth century churches approached the
Aborigines’ problems as they did charitable institutions. They saw a response to the
needs of the Aborigines as a moral duty rather than as an inescapable responsibility
upon which a Christian’s likelihood of salvation depended (Evans 1969:301).

In 1885, Griffith included in the estimates 2500 pounds for Aboriginal relief and
1000 pounds for reserves (QPD, L, 1886:1132). He explained the first sum as being
intended to provide for emergencieslike the recent drought, which had necessitated
feeding Aborigines on the Hodgkinson Goldfield (QPD, XLIV, 1884:1563). The
following year he provided 1000 pounds for both purposes, on the grounds that
seasonal conditions were improved and that the sum for reserves had not been fully
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