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0.00 FB: Interview with Pastor Ray Minniecon on the 8th of November 2013 
in the City of Sydney council buildings in Sydney. 

   So, Uncle Ray, can you just tell me your name and who your mob 
is and when and where you were born, please? 

 RM: And it’s ten past twelve. 

 FB: Yes, it’s ten past twelve on Friday afternoon. 

 RM: My name is Pastor Ray Minniecon.  What else do you want to know? 

 FB: Who your mob is and when and where you were born. 

 RM: O.K.  I've got three heritages, Kabi Kabi Nation on my dad’s side, 
Goreng Goreng on my mother’s side and my grandfather was taken 
from Ambrym Island in Vanuatu, part of the blackbirding trade.  
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 FB: So can you just tell me a little bit about your involvement in the 
Black Diggers Project? 

 RM: Sure.  A very good friend of mine – his name is Chris Carpan(?) – a 
project as one of the community members – white fella, actually – and 
said “Ray, we’ve got to do something for the Aboriginal diggers” and so 
we did.  Sadly Chris passed away now.  I'm the deputy chairperson of 
Babana Aboriginal Men’s Group here in Redfern and through the men’s 
group or firstly through the churches as a pastor where I worked with 
the churches to get things organised and get some funding through the 
door because we had a way of processing the funds but it was always 
intended to be part of the Aboriginal Men’s Group. 

2.12  And so after the first year – or two years, really – we decided to move it 
very, very quickly into become a part of the Babana Aboriginal Men’s 
Group to take it to where it needs to be.  And in the early days there 
were five things that we wanted to achieve, five things.  Firstly, we 
wanted a culturally appropriate ceremony where local people could 
begin the process of recognising, honouring and respecting their 
respective family members who fought in every world conflict.  That 
was the first thing.  And so we started in a little church service in 
Crossroads in George Street there back in 2006 and then from 2007 
we took that up into St Saviour’s Church in Young Street and we 
started the bigger service there and we also had a service in Redfern 
Park for a year or two and then we decided that we would turn the 
whole thing around and march from the cenotaph in Redfern Park 
down to the Block and so that to us was a better way of marching.  We 
start at the cenotaph there and lay our wreaths and then we would then 
after the wreath laying ceremony march down to the Block or Redfern 
Community Centre.  The second thing we wanted to do in those early 
days was have an art exhibition by local Aboriginals on Aboriginal 
artists and we held this at the Damien Minton Gallery in – what’s the 
name of that street that comes down there? 

4.13  Gee whiz, I've forgotten the name of the street now.  Gloucester Street 
or something like that, in Gloucester Street Redfern, which portrayed all 
of Australia’s, our Aboriginal Australians, as the forgotten heroes of 
every world war.  And it was beautiful to see the incredible array of 
ways in which the artists portrayed this story.  And one of those artists 
whose name is Reg Lynch who I think he was a cartoonist for one of 
the papers here, Sydney Morning Herald or the Daily Telegraph and 
Reg had this incredible artwork which had the Australian slouch hat, 
army uniform, a slouch hat and then the army uniform but he had no 
face in it and so that’s all it was and so that’s the way in which he said it 
represented the unknown soldier, the unknown Aboriginal digger.  And 
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so that particular piece of artwork became our emblem for the coloured 
digger. 

 FB: So we were just talking about the sculpture by the artist Reg 
Lynch and it’s a faceless soldier that represents the unknown 
Aboriginal digger. 

 RM: Yes, and there were so many other artists who came and exhibited but 
that one just seemed to capture our attention and we made that our 
logo for the Coloured Digger Project.  Now, the other part of the story is 
that we used a poem by Bert Beros – I think he was a Canadian soldier 
– who fought alongside Aboriginal men, but in particular he was fighting 
alongside Private Harold West. 

6.17  And Private Harold West is the Coloured Digger and he just admired 
the bravery of this particular soldier and they were in the Papua New 
Guinea conflict.  In a sense, that Papua New Guinea conflict would 
have been the defence of Australia because it was so close to our 
shores.  Sadly, Uncle Harold West passed away up there, he died 
there on the battlefield alongside three other Aboriginal people who 
were buried up there too as well as his other brothers who he fought 
alongside, so he was buried up there.  What we didn’t know was when 
we were starting to honour Harold West through the Coloured Digger 
story that many of our members, Babana Men’s Group, were actually 
related to him too, because he’s from a place called Weilmoringle up 
near Bourke, Goodooga, in that particular region there.  I mean it’s so 
far away, the story is so powerful when you realise that this little 
community brought out this big hero. 

 FB: That’s amazing. 

 RM: And it just makes you feel so honoured and privileged to represent 
them in this particular way and so to me he’s still fighting, Uncle Harold, 
not just for himself but for his fallen brothers up there as well as for all 
the other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander diggers throughout the 
country. 

8.06  So the Coloured Digger poem by Bert Beros became a huge big 
inspiration.  There are lots of other poems but this is the one that we 
knew who it was about, we knew who wrote it, we actually got 
permission from the Beros family to use it and they were very honoured 
for us to use that poem and this was the inspiration that a lot of the 
artists used to portray this story.  So that’s the second part of it.  The 
art exhibition and what came out of that was just totally fantastic.  The 
third thing that we wanted to do was have a roll of honour that 
recognised the tribal nations that the Aboriginal diggers came from.  I 
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think that’s really important so that you would have Private Harold West, 
his service number, perhaps where he fought.  I think he was in the 
European conflict, I'm not quite sure, but we do know that he was over 
here in Papua New Guinea, in that conflict there.  So we need to know 
where he fought and then we also need what tribal group he’s from.  So 
then that just completes the story for him, for me anyway, in terms of 
roll of honour of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander diggers.  Now, we 
know that there is some resistance to that but for Aboriginal people this 
is our story, not the non-Indigenous community.  This is our story and 
we want to tell our story, not be dictated by how we can tell that story 
and that to me is really important if we don't stand up and say “This is 
how we want to tell our story”. 

 FB: “Tell our story our own way”. 

9.56 RM: Yes, yes.  Why not?  As it’s our country and our land and they're our 
heroes and when you look at this story and see they fought overseas 
and then when they came back they had to fight all this racism back 
here for them the battle didn’t stop and it’s still going on today.  Now 
their children are carrying on this particular battle so we’ve just got to 
keep on going.  And my grandfather, he was in the Light Horse himself 
and he came back.  Actually, when you look at his service records 
there is no record of him returning to Australia because I think he got – 
and I'm trying to get all of his story – he got the mustard gas or 
whatever it is and ended up in hospital and then he found his own way 
home.  So that’s another thing that gets me a little bit angry. 

 FB: So they left him there or you're not sure? 

 RM: I'm not sure but there’s no record of him coming home, of the military 
bringing him home. 

 FB: There was no assistance when he got sick or anything? 

 RM: No. 

 FB: That’s not good, is it? 

 RM: Not good.  Might have a case here.  Yes, but he’s my mother’s father 
and I need to make sure that he’s honoured.  And the other thing that 
we wanted to do, the fourth thing, is that we wanted to on ANZAC Day 
have a community march through the streets of Redfern in recognition, 
honour and respect of our Aboriginal differs and so we did that.  The 
day we made that announcement back there in 2006/2007, we did 
have the greatest piece of promotion of our march by the federal 
government and by the national whatever you call the person, 
chairperson of RSL [Returned Servicemen’s League].  Is it chairperson? 



                                           Oral History/Minniecon/Transcript 5 

12.02 FB: Yes, I think so. 

 RM: O.K.  Because they went to the media when they found out and said 
that we will not recognise our march. 

 FB: Because it’s not part of the official marches? 

 RM: No, because it’s not part of the official and we weren’t even looking for 
that recognition.  All we wanted to do was honour our Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people.  And so once they did that that was the 
best promotion because we were thinking maybe we would get a 
hundred people to march down the streets; if we got that we’d be very 
happy.  Well, in that promotion we had television from all over the 
planet, we had Aboriginal people up in arms with the RSL - I mean we 
didn’t have to say anything – and then we had this huge big community 
surge come to Redfern there on the day we started our march and 
wanting to know what the story is.  And so I thank Dr Brendan Nelson 
and I don’t know who the other guy was but I thank them for promoting 
our little march and bringing out this story into the broader community 
because that would have been just our little march in Redfern.  Every 
year now our march tries to give some recognition to parts of the war 
that the broader community may not even think about.  So we marched 
once in honour of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
because they were in the war effort.  One year we marched in honour 
of our Vietnam vets.  This year we honoured the prisoners of war 
because we wanted to know more about how many Aboriginal 
prisoners of war there were. 

14.08  Next year we want to honour the unknown soldier and this is a request 
by one of the diggers themselves, a Vietnam vet, and the reasons why 
he wants to honour the unknown soldier, what he’s saying is that we’d 
left a lot of our men in foreign countries; they're buried over there.  Now, 
we want to do that because we don't know who’s buried where and 
where our people are buried so we’ve got to make sure that that story 
starts to become a part of the national story here and we do the 
appropriate research necessary to find out where our Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people are buried.  We know that the three guys 
up there in Papua New Guinea, Harold West was buried overseas. 

 FB: And do you know where he’s buried? 

 RM: Yes. 

 FB: You do? 

 RM: Yes.  They’ve gone over there and did all that research and they went 
over there, a group actually from, Rod Plant and an old uncle down 
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there, who was his uncle.  Gee, I forget his name.  They just showed 
the film down here; they made a movie about it.  What’s uncle’s name.  
Sorry, I can't remember.  And they did a fantastic job.  They raised their 
funds and they did all of that work for that.  What the march also did 
was bring the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, many of the 
servicemen and servicewomen, to our march as well for the first time 
and so they also marched with us and that gave it a lot of greater 
inspiration to our community and so every year now a lot of those men 
still march with us. 

16.15  They march in the main march but they come down and march with us.  
And one of the outcomes of that which hopefully down the track it'll 
happen is that our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men and 
women will lead the march here in Sydney.  That will be very special.  
So it might happen; we’ll just keep working at it. 

 FB: Just keep working at it. 

 RM: But the main thing about that march was the recognition from firstly the 
Governor of New South Wales, Marie Bashir, and secondly from the 
[Lord] Mayor of Sydney in Clover Moore and to me it’s just interesting 
that it was two women, white women, who were more forthcoming in 
making sure that this story is recognised and I've just got to ask the 
question “When are the white men going to stand up and be counted?” 

 FB: Yes. 

 RM: It just poses that question in my mind, “Do they still have those 
attitudes of racism that they can't give recognition to these men?”  And 
when I read some of those stories, even particularly when you look at 
Captain Reg Saunders – now, he’s the greatest Aboriginal decorated 
serviceman that we’ve had in this country – huge story, a hero, but he 
came back from fighting overseas to fight with the RSL in getting us 
recognition.  It should not be so.  

 FB: Because a lot of the fellas that went to war, when they actually 
came back they weren’t allowed into the RSLs [clubs]. 

18.02 RM: When they came back they weren’t allowed in RSLs because they 
came back under the act again, back onto the missions, back onto the 
reserves, under the same restrictions as everybody else.  Many of 
them didn’t get the allocation of land that was there, the pensions; all of 
those kind of things that were given to all the other diggers they didn’t 
get and I think that’s some of the reasons why I think a lot of them 
threw their medals away or did whatever they did.  They were just very, 
very, very deeply hurt and wounded by that.  And so that’s a part of 
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why we have to march and make sure that they're recognised.  That’s 
the reasons why we want to make sure we look at all aspects of the 
war effort and make sure that they're all included, whether they're 
prisoners of war, whether they're Vietnam vets, those who went off to 
Korea.  We haven’t even marched to honour them yet and there’s a lot 
of those who went off to war.  The Citizens’ Military Forces, it’s just a 
huge big story that just continually needs to be uncovered and 
unearthed and put out there so that in the end we hope that we can get 
the stories that we need to honour these men.  The fifth thing that we 
wanted to do was have an appropriate – we called it a sculpture and 
that was for political reasons because the moment you mention 
memorials it then has to go through the military and because we 
wanted something for us as Aboriginal people we called it a sculpture.  
We want to honour them because they weren’t going to do it.  Or 
maybe another way of saying it is maybe they weren’t at this particular 
stage in the national story, they weren’t at the stage where they could 
allow that to happen or wouldn’t give support to that so we made it 
happen, we pushed it, we forced it, our community, because we’re 
deadly. 

20.13  And so the sculpture now, we had our own sculpture that we used to 
use as a battering ram through the bureaucracies to make it happen 
and we’ll continue to use it as a battering ram because ours hasn’t 
been put up yet.  But we came up in the early years there with a 
concept that I think really summarises for me anyways a very special 
sculpture called ‘Dancing with Strangers’.  And the concept behind it is 
that this particular sculpture represents the spirit of the Aboriginal 
warrior because here he is.  The sculpture is six dancing figures in 
Aboriginal dance forms, male and female, and the idea behind it is that 
here they are, dancing with us, they're celebrating, they're living in the 
land with us and then when they go overseas to fight for us the reasons 
why they're fighting is here in this dance, to make sure that they're 
protecting our dance and they're also ensuring that we can continue 
the dance here in our own country.  So that’s the spirit of the warrior.  
Why would they want to go over there and fight somebody else other 
than to make sure that we’re being protected and continuing the 
cultural ways of life that we enjoy here.  And then when they come 
back into the country, this particular sculpture says “Come join the 
dance again”.  And so that’s why we designed it in that way: that to me 
was our contribution to the spirit of the warrior in our Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people which I feel is really significant and special 
and important and powerful. 

22.14 FB: It is.   
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 RM: And so we want to get that particular sculpture put up somewhere 
because I think it just says so many things about us. 

 FB: So you’ve got that sculpture but you're looking for a place? 

 RM: Yes.  Put it this way.  The thing that the sculpture needs, the first and 
foremost thing, is a bit of land, a bit of Aboriginal land here in the City of 
Sydney, that’s all we needed.  And the space of the place that we want 
to put it is really on the foreshore down there in front of the MCA 
building because that’s where they went off to war.  The boats took 
them out of the Sydney Harbour and over and across the seas and 
then they brought them back and dropped them off there and so the 
sculpture standing there on the sidelines there would be saying “Come 
and join the dance again”, whether Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal people, 
“Come join the dance again”.  That to me is very, very striking and very, 
very powerful; it says a lot of stuff to a lot of people.  So our sculpture is 
still here, we haven’t been given the piece of land and then you can't 
go out and market it in terms of getting the funds necessary unless 
you’ve got a place to put it.  So we’ve got to find a place to put it and 
once we find a place to put it then we can go out and say “O.K, we’ve 
got the sculpture.  This is how much it’s going to cost.  Can somebody 
pay for that?”  But the City of Sydney, through our Mayor here, Clover 
Moore, she’s the only one who’s stepped up to the place, she’s the only 
one who made funds available as well as land available and then 
rightly so she put it through the proper processes and called for 
expressions of interest and out of the thirty-odd artists sadly ours 
wasn’t chosen. 

24.13  Disappointing but that’s fine.  The aim of our project was to have a 
sculpture or a memorial for our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
veterans.  We got it through Tony Albert [artist] and we’re very, very 
thankful for that but that’s not the end of it.  We need not just one, we 
need many, many sculptures or many, many memorials right 
throughout the country and it’s time that other local councils and state 
governments pulled their finger out and helped us to do this, honour 
our veterans in that particular way in their communities amongst their 
nation groups.  That to me would be very, very appropriate.  So the 
sculpture is really, really significant, it’s really, really important because 
it tells our community very clearly for the first time “We’ll give 
recognition, we’ll give respect in the ways in which we bring together 
these stories and put them in some kind of artistic monument where 
our people can go and say “Yeah.  Well, this is my grandfather, he 
fought for this”.  They can't do that right now; they're not going to go to 
a war memorial.  And, you know, wherever I go – you can go into the 
council chambers and you'll see the big war memorial there with all the 
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names, you can go into churches, you can go into all these civic 
buildings and you see all of these things here but which one of those 
are Aboriginal?  We don't know but we need to know.  It’s not about the 
gubbas, it’s about us: we need to know because they’ve all got English 
names. 

26.04 FB: So do you think it’d be important to have specifically an 
Aboriginal war memorial? 

 RM: Wouldn’t that be deadly?  Yes.  Why not?  Yes: our country.  And 
perhaps even in that particular way we could also then start to look at 
addressing the other war heroes that we have and that’s the frontier 
war heroes, the Pemulwuys and all these other ones that have fought 
so bravely for our country and our land too.  So we haven’t even 
started that journey yet.  So I'm thinking of how can we do this and get 
our community and the public alongside so that we can tell that part of 
the story too.  It’s a bit more tougher but we can do it. 

 FB: Uncle Harry, for instance is travelling to Adelaide this weekend.  
They're unveiling a memorial in Adelaide to honour Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander servicemen and women and this morning 
we’ve just been at the launch in Hyde Park to announce that Tony 
Albert is the artist who has designed an artwork to go in Hyde 
Park.  So why do you think it’s really important that we honour our 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander servicemen and women? 

 RM: Why do I think it’s important to honour them?  Because they haven’t 
been honoured.  They are the unknown, the forgotten heroes of this 
country and you can't just honour one side of the community in saying, 
you know, “All these whitefellas fought for this country” without 
honouring the people of the land, the First Nations people.  That’s why 
it’s important, because they haven’t been honoured before, and every 
one of them who came back went back onto the missions without that 
recognition, hung their heads in shame because they fought for this 
country and then they had to fight back here against racist attitudes.  
That’s just wrong. 

28.14 FB: It is very wrong.  So can you tell me a little bit about your 
involvement in the Hyde Park memorial, the launch today? 

 RM: It’s not just my involvement, it’s our community here in Redfern through 
our Babana Aboriginal Men’s Group.  We’re the ones who made it 
happen and we just needed to make it happen and it’s happened.  So 
it’s not about me, Ray Minniecon, it really is about our community.  This 
is something that the community are very, very strong about, this is 
something that our community needed to do and so it’s not about me, 
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it’s just about us.  It’s about us and that’s the most important thing; if 
you haven’t got the community behind you or wanting to do these 
things here then it’s no use trying to do it. 

 FB: And just in regards to Paul Lynch’s artwork, so whereabouts is 
that located? 

 RM: Reg. 

 FB: Reg Lynch, sorry.  Whereabouts is that artwork located? 

 RM: What an important question.  I'll have to try and get hold of Reg 
because we’ve got it somewhere but I don’t know where we’ve put it.  
We just took the photograph and put it on our logo.  Hey, gee whiz, 
you're asking me a good question.  What happened to that?  I'll have to 
ask Damien about that too. 

 FB: So that was created in around 2006, was it? 

 RM: 2007. 

 FB: 2007, O.K.  And did you bring that out for one of the marches you 
had recently that you had this year? 

30.07 RM: The logo?  Actually, I need to do that.  Thank you for reminding me of 
that because Reg is still around – he lives up here in Woy Woy 
somewhere.  I just need to find that piece of artwork and actually make 
it into a poster or something and blow it up.  It’s just that we get so 
focused on some of the other things in our community.  We just lived by 
hand to food on this particular project, whoever can help us to fund it.  
Because these particular marches and stuff cost around about up to 
twenty thousand dollars a year we’ve got to go out and find that cash.  
So, yes, they're not cheap so if there’s anybody out there that you 
know who can help us to fund the next year then that’ll be great; 
otherwise we’ve got to find the money. 

 FB: So every year your march is held in Redfern, is that right? 

 RM: Every year we hold the march in Redfern and we start at the cenotaph 
there by laying our wreaths and then we march from there down into 
The Block – or now it’s the Redfern Community Centre there – and we 
have our ceremony down there and that’s all laid out.  We have special 
guests and music and hand out special things to community there 
who're supporting this and it’s a very special day for our people.  And if 
there’s another person to thank, it’s actually Hannah – what’s your first 
name, Hannah? – Paul Hannah, is it, Peter Hanna? [Michael Hannah]  
Anyways, he’s the guy who owns Harry’s Pies. 
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32.03 FB: Harry’s Café de Wheels? 

 RM: Yes, Harry’s Café de Wheels.  And every year he gives us free pies 
because that was part of the war too, these pies, and so we enjoy our 
relationship with him.  We enjoy our relationship with the City of Sydney 
because they’ve been so supportive.  We enjoy our relationship with 
the governor of New South Wales and although we haven’t utilised or 
manipulated or tried to get them to do some fundraising for us we’ve 
just did it ourselves because at the end of the day it’s our responsibility 
as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to do this. 

 FB: So that march is held on ANZAC Day? 

 RM: It’s held on ANZAC Day, every ANZAC Day but we hold ours in the 
afternoon simply because we didn’t want to interfere with the mornings 
and what traditionally happened on ANZAC Day is they did all the 
marches in the morning and in the afternoon they went out and played, 
what do they call that, two-up? 

 FB: Two-up. 

 RM: And so we weren’t interfering with any of the official stuff; it was just our 
own stuff that we were doing in the afternoons.  So we complied with all 
of that kind of stuff but we enjoy having that in the afternoon.  We start 
around about one thirty, two o'clock, go through till four o'clock and we 
enjoy our day. 

 FB: And you're getting more and more people come along each year? 

 RM: Rough estimates.  This year we would have had around about fifteen 
hundred, two thousand people but usually seven hundred, maybe eight 
hundred people on average each year.  But it grows and we’re not 
looking for the growth, I guess, we’re just looking for the march; 
whoever wants to come along come along. 

34.00  And one of the beautiful things about it now is this year was to see the 
number of people coming out with the photographs of their war heroes.  
That is special and families can come and say “Well, this is who my 
grandfather is”.  That’s special. 

 FB: So what does ANZAC Day mean to you? 

 RM: In the past it didn’t mean much to us but now it’s much more significant 
when we’re included in it and when we’re given due recognition and 
respect.  I know for many of the soldiers it really is a day for them to 
remember their brothers who fought alongside them but ANZAC Day, 
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that’s what it’s supposed to be.  It’s supposed to be a national day for 
all Australians and so we just want to make sure that we’re included. 

 FB: Just going back to Private Harold West, so they found where he 
was buried and is his grave marked or honoured in any way? 

 RM: Yes. 

 FB: It is, yes. 

 RM: It is marked and the local people up there look after those graves.  
There is a video out that will be showing of that particular part of the 
story and actually his granddaughter, Katie Beckett – this is his great 
great granddaughter, I think it is, Katie – she actually did a play around 
it, she wrote her own play around honouring her grandfather.  So all 
these little things come out and that’s the beauty of these things.  You 
start something but the creativity and the ways in which your 
community comes out and supports those is just extraordinary.  The 
other part of this story too which people don't know is that I work also 
with stolen generations and many of those stolen generations say that 
“While my father was over there fighting for this country they took his 
kids”. 

 FB: That’s terrible. 

 RM: And then I know one particular uncle who was down in Bomaderry 
Homes when his father came back to take him home, they wouldn’t let 
him go home.  So you can see the fight that poor old fella had. 

 FB: Yes. 

 RM: It’s just - - - 

 FB: It’s terrible - - - 

 RM: It is. 

 FB: - - - that he wasn’t there to protect his family. 

 RM: He wasn’t there to protect his family. 

 FB: They took his kids. 

 RM: They took his kids while he was fighting for the country. 

 FB: He was serving the country.  That’s terrible. 

 RM: And he was putting in Kinchela Boys’ Home.  Well, actually I think there 
was eight in the family and they were all taken. 
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 FB: That’s very sad. 

 RM: It is, very sad. 

 FB: So just moving onto that, you did quite a lot of community work.  
Can you just tell me a little bit about what you do with the Babana 
Aboriginal Men’s Group in Redfern? 

 RM: Babana Aboriginal Men’s Group, we’ve got that project there, the 
Coloured Digger Project, we have an IEP which is an Indigenous 
Employment Program which we try to put young Aboriginal people into 
jobs.  We have a lot of community events that we sponsor and organise 
around health, mainly our community health as well as men’s health 
issues. 

38.04  And we have a meeting place where our men can just come and chill 
out for a while or want to talk to somebody and we also network with a 
whole range of other service providers, including the police, to make 
sure that our community is a place where that’s well looked after and 
well catered for. 

 FB: Thank you.  Is there anything else you'd like to add? 

 RM: I can't think of anything else. 

 FB: No?  You’ve shared quite a lot today.  Thank you for your time, 
Uncle Ray. 

 RM: No worries. 

 FB: I'll let you get back to work. 

 RM: Yes. 

Interview ends 

 


