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On Australia Day 1988, the Chairman of the Northern Land Council, Galarrwuy
Yunupigu, announced that ‘Australia’s too old to celebrate birthdays’.2 In the
subsequent decade, mounting sympathy for such views revealed the population’s
anxiety with a nationhood founded on the ‘beautiful lies’ about which noted
paleontologist Tim Flannery has made ample public comment. In a recent essay,
Flannery articulated that the ‘founding’ and most far-reaching deceit—the
doctrine of terra nullius—is ‘central to the dilemma we [Australians] face in
defining ourselves as a people’.3 While the Howard Government wound back
advances in the cause of Indigenous justice,4 and, in conjunction with state
governments, continued to destroy natural heritage underwritten by what Flannery
sees as the keynote delusions5 circulating since settlement, other movements
rallying to Indigenous rights and ecological causes would seek popular redress.
The 1990s saw an increase in local community reaction to the ecological impact of
corporate and state controlled ‘developments’. In response to Prime Minister
Howard’s obstinacy, the decade also witnessed the rise of a mass movement of
‘sorry people’ engaged in the performance of a ‘proliferation of apologies’ made
to Indigenous Australians.6 It was the ‘decade of reconciliation’.
In one mode of redress, citizens launched headlong into Landcare campaigns or

went about ‘decolonising backyards’ through planting native species.7 In another,
they sought to reconcile with Indigenous Australians. From the ‘symbolic
substitution’ of Aboriginality for the monarchy in the mid-decade Republican
excitement,8 to the Corroboree 2000 reconciliation marches and the routine
practice of calling on Aborigines to ceremonially authorise the opening of public
facilities and sporting events (including, notably, the Sydney 2000 Olympics
Opening Ceremony),9 a multitude of public performances would signify a
continuum of practice: from acknowledgement of traditional authority and
recognition of past and present injustice to routinised tokenism. According to
Hodge and Mishra, an obsession with establishing and maintaining legitimacy is
symptomatic of an ‘acute anxiety’ in the Australian national psyche.10 By the turn
of the millennium, as Aborigines were becoming indispensable to constructions of
legitimacy and expressions of belonging,11 the ultimate concern of post-settler
legitimacy seemed to be scripting a range of events. While the Olympic meta-
spectacle may have constituted a self-redeeming ‘resurrection’ of the other—a
vicarious reconciliation12—it also dramatised the special role of Indigenous
peoples in the continent’s heritage. But while 2000 saw such popular revisionary
undertakings13 in the nation’s ‘centres’ (its cities on the ‘edge’ of the continent),
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other, lesser-known performances were transpiring inland. In exploring these
initiatives, this article addresses itself specifically to a discussion of collectives of
activist musicians (‘sound systems’) and their events. In particular, it investigates
Ohms Not Bombs and Labrats, formations which would converge in the
Australian outback during 2000 in a series of events called Earthdream, and which
have responded to requests from various Aboriginal communities (including the
Mirrar, Adnyamathanya and Arabunna) who are seeking support for their
campaigns to defend country, particularly in opposition to uranium miners.14

In the small hours of a post-settler becoming, ‘Australianness’ is predicated
upon the genuine recognition of Aboriginal country. Amid revisionist historicism,
on the global stage and in popular culture, Aboriginal country has acquired a
significant, albeit unpredictable, cache for the population.15 But I want to suggest
here that country under threat has given shape to a more sharply defining mood in
the national imaginary. To use the language of Victor Turner, participation in the
geo-historical drama of beleaguered country is enabled through numerous
‘cultural dramas’— across TV, film, literature, festivals and rituals—evincing
settler anxiety.16 Popularly experienced in the pilgrimage-like gravitation to
remote regions, to ‘the centre’, the ‘top end’, and more generally, ‘the outback’,
the liminal encounter with ‘the other’, the journey, is critical to the search for
belonging. Belonging is no easy task where, as Morton and Smith remind us,
‘nature’ (or country) is ‘simultaneously positioned, geographically and
historically, as the place where Australians are not (the indigenous wilderness)
and the place where Australians can find their true selves’.17 Located in ‘the red
centre’, the ‘heart’ of the continent, arid and semi-arid desert regions represent in
the national imaginary a potent reservoir of revitalisation and rebirth for those who
must trek great distances from the ‘edge’, in journeys involving sacrifice, possible
ordeal, ‘disappointment and death’. Uluru, ‘the Rock’, once reported to be ‘the
sacred centre of a rapidly developing settler cosmology’, has played a principal
role in this national production.18 While the ‘journey to the centre’ reproduces a
misogynist hero–conqueror ‘legend’ and reinforces Aboriginal stereotypes and
disadvantage at the hand of tourism, film and advertising industries, and non-
Indigenous Australians stand to gain from the experiences and services provided
by those industries, these journeys are always contexts which remake an
‘authentic’ Australian identity. They produce alternate truths.
While initiatives to belong to country are undertaken within settler-descendant

communities throughout the nation,19 youth appear especially implicated in
performances through which attachment to place, to finding their place, is
achieved. Thus aggrieved old-growth forest logging/woodchipping campaigners
mount terra-ist initiatives which re-confirm their status as native-forest
defenders;20 mining industry opponents support beleaguered Indigenous peoples
in the fight for country. Seeking redress and a passport to a non-colonialist future,
young people participate in alternative rites of passage.21 Responding to calls for
assistance from Indigenous elders whose lands and culture are threatened by
corporate and Government complicity, they journey to remote inland or hinterland
destinations from metropolitan centres on the coast. Possessing alternative ‘truths’
about the nation’s past and present, traveling through country on the basis of an
educational and/or activist ‘calling’, destined for remote sites of ‘disappointment
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and death’ (for example, by becoming Keepers of Lake Eyre, or kungkas), settler
descendants are getting closer to country.22 Not entirely ‘liminoidal’ in Turner’s
sense of optative or recreative (as opposed to ascribed) performance, these
performances and actions approximate the expression of a duty, an obligation.23

They thus resemble the ‘heteronomic response’ David Monson detected in the
Woomera 2002 Festival of Freedom, where, responding to the call of distressed
incarcerated Afghani and other refugees in South Australia’s Woomera Detention
Centre, participants believed themselves complicit in the detainee’s plight and
thus played an Antigone-like role in the ‘resistance to tragedy’.24

Young Australians have thus become implicated in a process Gelder and Jacobs
call ‘unsettled settledness’,25 dissolving or rendering uncertain the division of
‘other’ (country, indigeneity) and ‘self’ (settler, colonist, etc.) that constitutes a
foundation of Australian nationhood. In this struggle we can detect a duty
to beleaguered people and place that signifies a nascent character in the Australian
imaginary. With new mateships and sacrifices forming around environmental
sensibilities, the contemporary desire to ‘care’ or ‘fight’ for country is antipathetic
to the archetypal ‘Australian legend’—the celebrated bushman whose exploits
are implicated in ecological maladaption and the displacement and dis-
possession of the land’s original inhabitants. In this regard, I examine below
the way in which sound systems have become vehicles for postcolonising
heroics in order to make a broader case for the role of music-oriented and other
inspired formations in a post-settler relationship with Indigenous people and
place.26

Making a Noise: Sound Systems and Systems Sound

Right next to a recruitment drive by the Australian Armed Forces, the Trailer Trash
sound system co-occupied Newcastle’s Civic Park during the 2003 This is Not Art
Festival. With DJ Morphism tracks like ‘Punk up the Wombles’ and ‘I Dream of
Greenie’ booming off an Army Howitzer, you’d be hard pressed to find a stranger
juxtaposition unfolding in the centre of any Australian city, particularly when a
conventional carnival and a temporary stage for local rock bands also occupied this
parkland heterotopia. Yet while, curiously, the military and Trailer Trash had
similar ambitions – to reach the hearts and minds of youth – the country to which
they desired to ‘enlist’ young people to serve was not the same. Trailer Trash is the
recent vehicle of irrepressible artist and producer Pete Strong (aka DJMorphism or
Mashy P). A key player in the emergence of the activist sound system in Australia,
Strong has had an important role in the evolution of an ecologically and social
justice-driven techno-activism destined for the outback.
A sound system is a co-operative music initiative known for its re-purposing of

sound technologies and its role in the amplification of grassroots community
concerns. Contemporary sound systems are DIY affairs: they involve a ‘loose
network of artists and musicians who base themselves around the mobile PA’
and whose collectivity enables the sharing of equipment and skills.27 Historically,
the sound system has been a context for the development of Jamaican dancehall
and émigré reggae and hip hop cultures. From the 1940s, when Kingston ‘sound
men’ began using record players, amplifiers and rare records, the sound system
became the principal conduit for what has been known as the ‘alternative sphere’
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of dancehall performance.28 With the extemporaneous MC (initially, also the
‘selector’ or DJ), the sound system would become a vehicle for amplifying local
concerns. Playing ska-beat (a mix of calypso and R&B) and later reggae at private
houses into the late hours, emigrant sound systems appeared in the UK in the
1960s. By the 1970s, dub reggae had been politicised through its appropriation by
second-generation black British youth, and non-black youth would gain an insight
into the sound systems during both the annual carnivals in Notting Hill and
Handsworth and the reggae, soul and hip hop transmitted on pirate radio through
the 1980s. Gradually, sound systems would become infused with punk, traveller
and, from the late 1980s, techno-rave coordinates which precipitated the
development of a host of techno sound systems.
Incorporating the cooperative dancehall tradition but playing increasingly

harder and faster breakbeats, intimate networks of sonic squatters held discretely
organised (free) ‘house’ parties in disused warehouse spaces and at outdoor sites.
The techno sound system rose up out of a cauldron of musical, subcultural and
transgressive traditions, the politics of its implied interracial alliances exemplified
by the Luton community activists, Exodus.29 The ‘exodus’ trope of this sound
system revealed a mobile emigrant trajectory, one that sought to escape the
confines of the city and British nationalism. It was a longing for difference
satisfied on the road to other places and other times, and in ‘tribes’ succeeding
from the parent culture: an adoption of a technomadic lifestyle respecting no
authority other than that of the road itself. With the Criminal Justice Act (1994)
making free outdoor events increasingly difficult, the UK was no longer regarded
as a suitable landscape within which to remain mobile, and ‘the traveling circus of
the late 20th century’30 would make the physical exodus from Britain to transport
a cooperative techno culture around the globe.
With their slogan ‘make some fucking noise’, Spiral Tribe, the most notorious

UK sound system, would inspire an international travelling techno-circus
showcased in the European ‘teknivals’—especially the annual Hostimichi festival
in the Czech Republic.31 Spiral Tribe inspired Glasgow’s Desert Storm who, with
their ‘beats not bullets’ sensibility, formed during the 1991 Gulf War. Like the
Spirals, Desert Storm displayed a predilection for camouflage netting, transporting
themselves in RVDs (‘rapid development vehicles’) and dressing in khaki and
black. According to Alan Lodge, ‘Desert Storm gigs feel like they are taking place
in a bunker with a civil war going on outside. The visual impact of a Desert Storm
gig drives home the concept of a revolutionary culture boiling under the surface of
modern Britain’.32 In 1994, the group joined a worker’s aid convoy to Tusla in
Bosnia. According to member James:

We started playing on the move and we had thousands of people following us through
the streets in two-foot snow and minus ten degrees. We played one techno record with
a chorus that went ‘Get going to the beat of a Drum BANG!’ and all the soldiers fired
their AK-47s in the air ‘kakakakaka’ and it was such a fucking buzz it was incredible.
We played the same record about ten times. At one point a policeman came up to tell
us to turn the volume up, but to turn off some of our lights as we were attracting
shellfire. The frontline was only ten kilometres away.33
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Part of a subterranean cultural vanguard humping techno to the front lines, sound
systems were conducting international cultural work. They would come to be
respected far and wide for transgressions accomplished and extremes endured in
the endeavour to throw parties for the greater good. They were participants in a
frustrated diaspora whose ‘no boundaries’ decree was pursued abroad.34 While
this legacy of generosity and transgression had an impact on an Australian cohort,
new fronts demanded new tactics. Allying with various communities of aggrieved
Indigenous peoples in the fight for country, and respecting rather than
transgressing cultural and physical boundaries as a matter of principle, local
techno-activists would commit to sound interventions: in noise amplified and in
wider social practice

The ‘Groovement’: City Sounds – Outback Bound

Sydney would be the early centre of Australian grassroots techno cooperative
experiments owing much to earlier operators in Jamaica and England. Crossovers
and subcultural hybridisation in the late 1980s and early 1990s assisted the transit
from acoustic punk rock to the seamless aesthetic of live techno mixed by DJs. As
environmental activists gravitated to Sydney, Melbourne and the NSW north coast
scene around Byron Bay, techno music became the centrifugal force of a protean
arts-activist movement. Emerging out of the Chippendale punk collective the
Jellyheads, Circus Vibe Tribe operated free (and fundraiser) parties in Sydney
Park and other venues from 1993; their techno-activism consisted largely of
resisting the commercial exploitation of electronic music and the privatisation of
space in the inner city. Squatting disused warehouses, reclaiming public space and
establishing ‘temporary autonomous zones’, ‘the spirit of punk was sustained and
painted fluro as the Teckno seismic shift sent its tremors across Australian
dancefloors’.35 Accumulating trends that circulated in the global music
underground, these self-identified ‘new rave travellers’ were dedicated to what
they called the ‘vibe’. Scholars of contemporary dance culture point out that a
party’s ‘vibe’ is its raison d’être—with a ‘good vibe’ indicating a successful
event. Victor Turner helps us understand this through his concept of
‘communitas’, the ‘direct, immediate and total confrontation of human identities’
in liminal sociality, which approximates this experience.36 In the dance party,
collective expenditure, self-sacrifice and abandonment to music are deemed
critical to the vitality of social relations—for post-party (post-liminal) affairs.
Typically, the ‘vibe’ is a measure of the transgression of the conventions, demands
and distinctions of daily life, enabling a clandestine ‘time out of time’, an orgiastic
interlude, a clamorous disappearance in the present. For Vibe Tribe, the party
communitas was driven by a DIY anarcho-punk ethos that ensured nobody would
achieve either idol status or ungainly profits. This was arguably the essence of the
‘doof’: a free party with a purpose. By contrast to the rave, where demand for ‘a
shared present’ is thought to convey ‘an imperative not to give in to the future’,37

the doof’s vibe was one of ‘reclaiming the future’ in which cumulative
environmental and social justice concerns combined with a proactive liminality.
However, this vibewould also be spatially conditioned.Outdoor, bush, forest and

desert locations would, for example, be desirable since such places were thought
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to possess a favourable influence on the party. In this thinking (which owesmuch to
a redressive ecologism that co-evolved with dance culture, especially trance
culture, in early 1990s San Francisco) a place—or its perceived ‘energy’ or
sacrality—can influence an event’s vibe.38 While the threat posed by aggressive
police tactics or a negative drug experience might constitute a ‘bad vibe’, the latter
is also considered a consequence of irresponsible conduct in or, treatment of, place
(for example, the ‘trashing’ of nature such as leaving behind rubbish, disturbing
wildlife, etc). In accordance with emergent ecological sensitivities and recognition
of country, Vibe Tribe and their eco-doof successors would demonstrate a
determination to ‘give something back’ to place. A key presence in this doof-laden
rapprochement with land and people would be Ohms not Bombs. Formed in 1995
by Pete Strong, Ohms was a mobile doof collective on a quest for a nuclear-free
future and recognition of the sovereignty of Indigenous Australians.39 Inspired to
catalyse a movement of anti-nuclear activists, Ohms, like Vibe Tribe, was infused
with the techno-millennial sensibility of the early rave scene. Ohms began as an
outfit consisting of around twenty musicians, artists and activists participating in a
‘growing groovement’ that coincided with the millennium.40 Transporting a self-
identified ‘travelling circus of resistance’ and with ‘Earth Defender’ painted along
its side panels, their old State Transit bus (the ‘Omnibus’) was renovated to tour the
continent. One objective of the ‘groovement’ was to communicate ecological and
social justice issues, particularly those relating to Indigenous Australians and
country, and Ohms would create informative ‘doofumentaries’ consisting of a
syncopated audio-visual apparatus and information stalls at doofs.41 Strong once
stated to me that ‘when people come to our parties they might not come for the
politics . . . [but] they go away with more than just a hangover’. In an effort to
address the ‘social apartheid that exists between Indigenous and non-Indigenous’
Australians, the party machine was raised to ‘fast-track the reconciliation
process’.42 Outback-bound, the Ohms mission became ‘a noughties version of Ken
Kesey’s Merry Pranksters meets a Russian Revolution propaganda train meets
Priscilla, Queen of the Desert!’43

As part of its drive to tap the party for extra-party purposes, the Ohms trajectory
was inland, or more accurately Australia’s ‘Top End’—a destination realised in
July 1998 when the Dig the Sounds Not Uranium tour was launched. With a crew
of thirteen aboard the Omnibus and with a PA, digital cameras and live techno
equipment, the tour would host thirty events (parties, actions, music workshops)
around Australia over four months before it reached its goal: Jabiluka uranium
mine in Kakadu National Park.44 Writing on behalf of the Mirrar traditional
owners in 1998, Jacqui Katona of the Gundjehmi Aboriginal Corporation
circulated the following statement from a clan meeting: ‘Mirarr people have
fought to protect country and people from uranium mining for many years. Now
we are defending our country against the proposed Jabiluka development. We
invite you to come to our country to join our struggle to uphold the cultural and
environmental values of Kakadu’. The Stop Jabiluka campaign began and Jabiluka
Action Groups were established around the country as activists prepared for a
major blockade of the mine site. The mutual threat to ecology and Aboriginal
culture that the mine represented triggered an intercultural alliance that, while
troubled, was held together under the chanted maxim ‘keep it in the ground’.45
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Contributing to an ultimately successful campaign,46 Ohms responded with a
‘Mobile Autonomous Zone’, a travelling multi-media sound system from which
they would ‘drum up opposition’ to Jabiluka, ‘catalyse further actions and ideas
about breaking the nuclear cycle locally and globally’ and ‘actively promote
grassroots reconciliation respecting the original people of the land’.47

Ohms was indeed a catalyst. Its tactical ‘doofumentary’ provided an inspiration
for the Labrats’ alternative energy sound system. With a solar powered PA and a
wind powered cinema hauled by a van with an engine converted to run on
vegetable oil, Labrats would become a unique and dynamic presence in the
emerging Australian sound system scene. Its two principals—street performer,
cartoonist and ‘human techno beat-box’ Izzy Brown, and trained geologist, funk,
reggae and dub DJ-producer Marc Peckham—met in 1998 at Jabiluka, where they
were exposed to the Ohms road show and combined to entertain and enthuse
fellow campaigners.
Brown and Peckham subsequently responded to Arabunna elder Kevin

Buzzacott’s call for assistance, and the Labrats mobilised in support of his
opposition to Western Mining Corporation (WMC) in outback South Australia.
This campaign focused on securing the listing of Lake Eyre Basin as a World
Heritage area, in turn protecting the region from the activities of WMC and other
bio-developers. WMC had been mining and milling Roxby Downs, one of the
world’s largest uranium ore deposits at Olympic Dam, since 1988, and Buzzacott,
known as ‘uncle Kev’ to his ‘extended family’, had travelled widely to rally
support for the struggle. WMC’s growing demands on underground water sources
in one of the driest regions on the planet has had a devastating impact on Arabunna
and Kokatha peoples, since such sources feed the precious springs around the Lake
Eyre region essential for their cultural survival. Brown had first encountered the
Arabunna leader in 1999 as a participant in Humps not Dumps. At that time
Buzzacott had implored: ‘Lake Eyre is calling People to make peace with the
People and the Old Country’, and ‘The country got a big power. Big energy . . .
Somebody got to go back and say sorry to that country’.48 With Peckham, Brown
would eventually join the Keepers of Lake Eyre, a camp established on the shores
of Lake Eyre South, 180 kilometres north of Roxby Downs. The Labrats’ DIY
solar and wind powered system posed an exquisitely sharp contrast to the
operations of a mining giant that fuelled global nuclear power and had a negative
impact on local Aboriginal culture. Adopting direct dance-activism and jacking
into sustainable power sources, they would constitute the soundest system yet
seen. As Brown and Peckham assert, the solar powered sound system pulled ‘the
party scene back to its roots as a revolutionary force of beats and breaks, bleeps
and squeaks in the face of an authority that is destroying our environment and the
people that depend on it for their survival’.49

Developing a multi-media assemblage inflected with funk, hip hop and techno
traditions, and using cut up and sampling techniques, the Labrats have
communicated their antagonism toward ERA, WMC and other bio-developers,
and promoted their living alternative to audiences in metropolitan centres
Australia-wide.50 Their message is principally amplified via their hip hop/techno
formation Combat Wombat, whose debut album, Labrats Solar Powered Sound
System, was released in 2002.51 While the rebellious sensibility found in hip hop

OUTBACK VIBES

327



is often superficial in practice, as a politically progressive outfit Combat Wombat
are decidedly counter-hegemonic. Marc looks to ‘message rap’ like Public
Enemy’s ‘Fight the Power’ to explain:

I remember when I first heard that song it felt like our generation was invincible and
capable of anything. All I could think of was, why do they keep calling our
generation, Generation X, when actually we’re Generation Y . . .. Why? Because
we’re the ones asking the questions.52

But they don’t just ask the questions, they claim to ‘offer a solution’.53 While
political avant-garde projects are uncommon in a scene ‘espousing decidedly
conservative discourses of nationalism and community’,54 and while they may be
largely removed from hip hop’s—or, for that matter, dancehall’s—machismo,
Combat Wombat give voice to a virtual given in that culture: an identification with
place. In most urban hip hop the ghettoes, neighbourhoods or the suburbs are
defended turf.55 But the ‘place’ Combat Wombat defends is the country itself.
Tracks on their debut album convey a desire to defend threatened country and
culture. In May 2000, Marc commented that ‘Lake Eyre is calling, and its calling
us back. The old spirits are calling us to come and protect the country and look
after the country. So we need to be there to make sure nobody comes in and stuffs
up the country. So basically we sit on our hill that overlooks Lake Eyre. We keep
an eye on Lake Eyre’.56

That ‘eye’ fixed on country, and the relationships formed with traditional
owners, trigger the language used to represent country. Ian Maxwell explains that
to ‘represent’ is to communicate a ‘true’ (committed) expression of the arts of hip
hop, a process amounting to ‘the subordination of self to [hip hop’s] cultural
essence’.57 To be true (to yourself, and those who you represent) is to be
‘hardcore’, so that practitioners are motivated by goals other than wealth or fame.
Hip hop is the medium and the cause, its true expression enabling a respectable
hardcore sensibility. But with political hip hop, we find that commitment to causes
external to hip hop itself provides its principal motivation. Combat Wombat
identify as ‘messengers’ who’ve been ‘called’: to mediate the stories of traditional
owners whose lands and culture are threatened by mining companies, to represent
country. When she raps that ‘white Australia has a black history’, Izzy divulges the
‘real’ history—one that should be recognised:

these old people these mates of mine

have been roamin the land since the start of time

they know the creation stories of the land

and i try my best to understand

but a lot of the lands been poisoned or stolen

as capitalism keeps the western world rolen

multinational companies dividing up the communities

with brain washing and bribery

stories you wont read in the library
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coz white Australia’s got a black history

that never ceded sovereignty58

In the tradition of hip hop, Combat Wombat make claims for the authenticity
derived from proximity to the street, the experience of the margins, and being ‘true
to the music’. Like the oppressed black Americans from whom hip hop derived,
they could give voice to their struggle through rapping. Yet while they sing from
the margins, this is qualified by the fact that—as with other middle-class youth
cultures—they are self-marginalised; their marginality is chosen, not imposed.
Life on the road is determined by a compulsion to ‘make a difference’. In choosing
this life, Combat Wombat/Labrats subordinate themselves to possibility, to the
future, to the possibility that the future holds. Committed to ‘make things right’,
their effort is one of living the future in the present. Rapping and other media, such
as audio digital samples, graffiti, film, alternative energy workshops, etc. convey
this desire to live the ‘future now’. While a concern with the future appears to
eclipse the need for articulating roots in an immediate site of origin,59 legitimacy
is derived from alliances sought and formed with the continent’s original
inhabitants. Aboriginal authorities60 (such as the Mirrar and Kevin Buzzacott) call
upon them to serve country. And they have responded:

uncle kevin’s charging them with genocide

to pay the rent for all those that died

and his cultural lands that have been destroyed

some times it makes me wonder why

but ain’t gonna sit back and cry

got to go out there and show ya care

coz we can make a difference everywhere61

According to Marc, ‘There are many people who come to our parties for the music,
but who, after hearing the message from the street, became involved in
campaigns’.62 Combat Wombat also represent this community of activists, an
‘underground nation’ who’ve felt the threat to country and desire to ‘make a
difference’. Thus in the anthemic ‘Miraculous Activist’, they acknowledge the
presence of a movement of those who ‘hear the call’.

Outback Calling: Dancing Up Country

In 2000, Ohms not Bombs and Labrats would be in the vanguard of an odyssey in
which a nomadic countercultural network amassed in the Australian outback. UK’s
Bedlam sound system were a principal node in the network.63 Playing Jamaican
roots, dancehall and ragga, ‘bringing a music of resistance and postcolonial
survival from one black people to another, via the London underground dance
scene’,64 Bedlam came to Australia for a significant intercultural (and inter-
subcultural) ‘happening’. Earthdream2000 was a technomadic event where actions
were mounted and performances staged in solidarity with Aboriginal people
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throughout Central Australia and the Northern Territory. For over five months
between May and October 2000, eco-radical collectives, new spiritualists, sound
system crews and other artists and performers spiraled up the spine of the continent
from Adelaide to Darwin (and East Timor). Earthdream’s principal visionary was
Robin ‘Mutoid’ Cooke, co-founder of London’s industrial sculpture group Mutoid
Waste Co. Inspired by the semi-nomadic traveler life in Britain, in the early 1980s
Cooke anticipated ‘a whole mobile road show consisting of mutated personnel and
vehicles’ traveling the country. Mutating trucks and buses and sculpting military
hardware into extraordinary object of beauty, the dream was realised in MWC
adventures in Europe in the 1980s and early 1990s.65

However, while some of the most extraordinary caravanserais were mounted,
Cooke was dissatisfied with the (lack of) direction in which this mutated waste was
traveling. As the Australian outback became the focal point for an event
constituting an alternate inland journey, an alternative was conceived. Originally a
‘mega tribal’ gathering to be held at Uluru at the turn of the millennium,
Earthdream2000 became what Cooke described as ‘an exploratory spiritual
journey across this land, actively working with it’. For him, ‘our interaction with,
and care of, that land is paramount. We believe that we can learn from the
Indigenous people of Australia. Earthdream will attempt to relearn those “key
factors” that white consciousness seems to have lost with regard to living with and
on the land’.66

As a ‘learning process’ forecast to last at least thirteen years, Earthdream was
envisioned as an annual corroboree, a transhumant experience, a means by which
many, mainly young, people populating the edges of the continent (along with
those who would travel from overseas) could meet Aboriginal and other local
communities, and participate in country in an intentional and persistent pattern
unrivaled by most coastal events: ‘We’re going to be able to reach parts within the
individual make up of people that the normal one-off dance party would never
even start to touch’.67 Dialogue with Aboriginal peoples and custodians would be
critical to the journey. In September 1997, Cooke met Arabunna brothers Kevin
Buzzacott and Ronnie and Reggie Dodd at Roxstop, a desert action and music
festival at Roxby Downs. Cooke consulted with Buzzacott regarding a possible
route through Arabunna country in 2000. Buzzacott, who was campaigning to
expand his support base at Lake Eyre South, welcomed Earthdream; they traded
visions and formed an alliance.68

The Labrats were committed to educating artists, new spiritual seekers and
other pilgrims trekking into the outback in 2000 about the disastrous impact of the
nuclear industry on land and people. Desiring ‘to give something back’ to
Indigenous peoples suffering the ongoing impact of colonisation, they had an
enthusiastic audience. As intermediaries for Earthdream travellers and Aboriginal
opponents of uranium mining, the Labrats saw the journey develop into a direct
action carnival. The motivational films projected by their wind-powered cinema
proved a significant source of inspiration and solidarity. The recruitment drive
began in May at Wilpena Pound in the Flinders Ranges, South Australia. There,
Izzy and Marc conveyed the concerns of a core group of Adnyamathanha people
seeking assistance to protect their cultural heritage in the Spencer region of the
Flinders Ranges, where Beverley uranium mine was being trialled without their
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consultation, despite the region’s cultural significance.69 With enthusiasm, charm
and logic, and together with members of the Flinders Ranges Environmental
Action Collective (FREAC), Izzy and Marc encouraged many to go out to meet
community leaders at the town of Nepabunna. Senior Adnyamathanya members
Kelvin Johnston, Judy Johnston and Ron Coultard, representing the community
majority opposed to the mine, led a convoy of more than two dozen vehicles out
past the Gammon ranges to establish a non-violent protest camp. The main
entrance to the mine was blockaded over several days. After the blockade,
travellers regrouped and debriefed near Nepabunna where Adnyamathanha
camped with protestors who listened to stories told about the cultural significance
of the region (including the Beverley site).70 In meetings around the fire and in
confrontations with police, Kevin Buzzacott announced that the police ‘ain’t the
law here’, and that the state government (which had approved the mine and leased
the land) had ‘no jurisdiction’. Buzzacott’s standoff with STAR officers at
Beverley, where he attempted, with fire stick in hand, to ‘make a fire for peace’
between their line and the blockade, made a remarkable impression on all
present.71

Many participants then travelled to Buzzacott’s ‘Arabunna Coming Home
Camp’ near the shore of Lake Eyre South, and later under his direction to Roxby
Downs, where a Reclaim the Streets-style protest enclave was established at the
main entrance to Olympic Dam. There, Labrats were joined by Ohms not
Bombs,72 where they jointly orchestrated a four-day carnival of protest. The Ohms
bus and the urban camouflaged van Marc referred to as a ‘Dis-army Diprotodon’
parked in opposing positions on the road, providing bunkers for rival MCs to
perform ‘rhyme battles’, providing both a context for DJs to launch tracks overlaid
with provocative audio samples and the opportunity for Labrats to screen their
own footage at night. The reclaimed road possessed a charged atmosphere
resonating as an affront to colonial practice. The DIY multi-media event also
fermented ‘guerrilla theatre’ which dramatised corporate greed, land disposses-
sion, radiation sickness and the struggle to continue a non-violent activism.73

The vibe at Beverley and Roxby Downs spoke to a desire for legitimate
presence among participants possessing diverse motivations and interests.74

While protests were an important context for generating alliances with Aboriginal
communities, they were neither the only nor even the chief means of expressing
one’s relations with country. A series of parties (‘corroborees’) during
Earthdream2000 were significant contexts for disparate participants to relate
with one another and country. An event is more than just a party, especially when
it involves traversing thousands of kilometres into the desert. As Turner would
have it, the liminal sociality of the pilgrimage is a potent context for the
transmission and reaffirmation of values. As ‘intentional’ dance parties in remote
regions, the Earthdream2000 ‘corroborees’ were permissive contexts for the
expression of participants’ ultimate concerns, particularly those involving ecology
and Indigenous rights. These were given expression within the social context of
the party via alternative technology and through inter-cultural dialogue. Dancing
is an embodied participation in landscape, an intentional means of connecting with
place. According to Earthdreamer Emily Vicendese, ‘We need to take
responsibility for our land, to respect and revere the Earth, to see it with the
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eyes of its native caretakers—as sacred land’. Vicendese refutes the perception
that the outback is a desolate, empty place; after several days at Lake Eyre, she
says,

It became obvious that the red and barren earth is not a terra nullis (sic) . . . Without
the distractions of the city it is easy to hear the Earth: she speaks to us like an
electronic frequency which tweaks a line in your neural net and spreads the current
down to the pads on your fingertips and feet. Doofing in the desert to funky music
under a vast blanket of stars was an experience that everyone should know and
understand, and fight to preserve.75

The party is thus a context for attachment, and the accumulation of parties and
actions was felt to raise the ‘vibe’ of Earthdream itself. Sound systems and other
performers, as party machines, were critical to generating the experience. Bearing
audio-visual equipment and fire-art technology, Bedlam, Ohms not Bombs,
Labrats, and Mutoid Waste Co were the bearers of the party gift which would be
presented for the main show on 21 June 2000 at the Clay Pan near Alice Springs,
one of several such parties held on land to which Earthdream was invited by
Aboriginal custodians. On this winter solstice night, 500 people were present,
including traditional owners who ‘climbed the hill adjacent to the dance floor and
addressed the whole camp offering welcome and telling the creation story of the
claypan, which was coincidentally a place for dancing, the ripples of hills
caused by the stomping of feet way back in the dreamtime’.76

Conclusion

Amid growing historical sensibility and ecological sensitivity, belonging to the
continent, becoming Australian, hinges on an understanding by non-Indigenous
peoples that the maltreatment of Indigenous people and ecology (and the shame of
the settler population) will continue, lest noises are sounded. While the sound
system is not at all central to Australian youth culture in the way that it is, for
example, in Jamaica, it has nevertheless become an important medium for
amplifying the post- and non-colonial concerns of youth. As a rallying point to
country, sound systems offer one kind of vehicle for post-settler becoming. In the
early 1990s, the mobile system that made its exodus from the UK had acquired an
anarcho-traveller ethos where the ‘vibe’ would coincide with, and be consequent
upon, the transgression of national borders (and nationhood) amidst a general
flouting of conventions. In the Australian context, the sound system would modify
as techno mobility evolved in line with deference to ecology and traditional
owners. While it remained, it was no longer transgression for its own sake, but a
vibe built around the ‘resistance to tragedy’. In 2000, reconciliation would be seen
to be effected nationally through mass public performances, yet at a sub-national
level, countercultures were investing their energy in Earthdream—itself
considered to be the beginning of a long ‘learning’ curve. In a complex
serious of events whereby travellers generated strong alliances with besieged
Aboriginal peoples, rather than pursuing what many perceived to be ineffectual
‘reconciliatory’ practice, Earthdream2000 provided participants concerned with

GRAHAM ST JOHN

332



environmental and Indigenous justice issues the opportunity to begin ‘making a
difference’.
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