Bill Bull video transcript

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander viewers are advised that this video contains images and voices of people who have passed away.


Narrator: Bill Bull was born at the Lake Tyers Mission some time in the 1880s.

The Lake Tyers Mission was established in 1861 by the Church of England. It was to be a refuge for Aboriginal people faced with frontier violence, massacres and dispossession.

There was a strike by the Aboriginal population at Lake Tyers. It’s believed that Bill may have been one of its leaders. After this strike Bill is said to have left the mission to find work elsewhere.

Like many other Gunai-Kurnai people living in the Gippsland region, Bill was a gumleaf player. Indeed, he was an expert.					

This is Herb Patten whose family also come from the Lake Tyers area, and who today, maintains the proud tradition of gumleaf playing.

Herb Patten: I met the Bull family when I was only in me primary school, from about six to seven. They were still full blood. They had the blackest of black skin that I’ve ever seen. And they spoke their own lingo sometimes, which wasn’t recorded properly. 

Narrator: Bill eventually found his way to Melbourne. Being Aboriginal excluded him from job opportunities, so Bill made a living busking with his gumleaf at landmarks such as the GPO in Bourke Street.

Bill also wowed spectators at football matches, cracking a long whip in the middle of the field, throwing a boomerang splendidly, and playing his gumleaf to the crowds.

Busking was Bill’s primary means of supporting himself. It was also illegal.

Bill’s arrest record shows he was regularly locked up for begging alms, or busking, being drunk and disorderly, and for being of insufficient means – that is to say – homeless. Bill spent a lot of his life in a jail cell.

Herb Patten: Well, for Bill, he would have been targeted because he was blacker than most of the Aboriginal people at that time. I think white Australia didn’t know much about Aboriginal people, or they didn’t care. There were some people that did. Bill was lucky, he did have someone to look after him in the long term. The welfare system was pretty hard. The laws were pretty hard. Because of the way this country’s been developed in the first place. They took the country off us, without no consent. We never ceded sovereignty, and I think that’s why the struggle still goes on.  

Narrator: Sadly, in 1954, Bill died in a jail cell at Fitzroy Police Station, apparently from natural causes.
Herb Patten: Well, I’m very grateful. Because I’m here today. And also many other buskers. And I think, in one sense, we do owe some homage to his plight of being a busker, and the laws that have been changed today. I do hope that research tells us that it was Billy Bull who changed the tide of busking where it is today. 

Narrator: By the time of his death, Bill had endeared himself to Melbournians through his music and performances.

Members of the public paid for his funeral. Police officers, footballers, Aboriginal rights activists and many others attended. Aboriginal men performed hymns on gumleaves as Bill’s body was lowered into the ground. Those who knew Bill described him as kind and friendly – a gentleman.

He will not be forgotten.
