Tommy McRae (Yakaduna) c. 1835-1901

First Nations knowledge holder, artist/visual storyteller, community leader, entrepreneur

This citation was prepared in consultation with Yalmambirra, an Albury-based

Wiradjuri elder, and has the support of the Dyiraamalang Girbang, Wiradjuri community.

Tommy McRae.made a valuable contribution to Victorian history in what the Yoorrook
Justice Commission’s Truth be Told report calls ‘the tradition of First Peoples’ approach
to storytelling’. Tommy Mc Rae did not read or write, but his artworks help reclaim voices
and stories previously overlooked or deliberately suppressed. The simple line drawings
he produced record aspects of daily life and ceremonies in pre-white settlement times and

provide rare insights into colonisation from the point of view of a First Nations person.

Biographers differ in explaining Tommy McRae’s origins. They report a confusion of
names, birthdates, and place associations. As Yakaduna, he seems to have been born
¢.1835, when the first colonists were taking up runs along the Murray River. Recently
scholars have claimed he was a Wiradjuri man, who spent his entire life living and
working, sometimes as a pastoral hand, either on or in proximity to his own Country,

along the Murray River between Barnawartha and Corowa—Wahgunyah.

McRae drew many sketches in the ‘whitefella’ tradition, principally with pen and ink in
paper notebooks provided by local European patrons. Most of the titles and inscriptions
applied to his works seem to have been derived from those patrons who began to draw
attention to his work in the 1860s. Colonial collecting agencies took interest in his work

as early as the 1870s. By 1896 he had won some recognition outside Australia.

In most of his drawings, McRae remembered what he called ‘olden times’. The pictures
were often composite drawings of life before conquest. He seems to have been intent on
capturing and remembering ways of life being fast forgotten. He commonly drew detailed
memory pictures of First Nations Peoples’ ceremonies and celebrations and of men
hunting, fishing, and fighting. McRae also drew pictures commenting on social
relationships in his time, when colonists and First Nations peoples were learning to live

together.



In the 1980s and 1990s, museum curators and art historians discovered and explored his
work. They admired the vitality of his drawings, within which he mastered expressive
gestures and created a sense of movement. For them, and later commentators, the pictures
drew added force from the circumstances in which they were produced. They gave
accounts of the economic and social hardships Mc Rae endured and read his work as

demonstrating resilience and cultural resistance.

Tommy McRae lived at Lake Moodemere in north-eastern Victoria, a few kilometres
south-west of Corowa, from about the late 1860s to 1901. It was a small impoverished
riverside encampment, where Waywurru and Wiradjuri families shared Country, on the
fringe of Corowa and Wahgunyah. It was not an official reserve. Residents could claim
rations but had no housing or other support. McRae emerged as a leading spokesperson
for the Lake Moodemere community requesting Victoria’s Central Board for the

Protection of Aborigines to erect housing at the place, but they were unsuccessful.

Nevertheless, camp residents were free from the regulations of reserves. Further, the
encampment held the advantage of being conveniently placed for families to make cross-
border escapes from the Central Board’s forays into the area rounding up children to be
institutionalised. In two swoops on Lake Moodemere during the 1890s, the Board took
four of the McRae family’s children. On each occasion McRae called on his art patrons
to help him dispute his family’s loss. Through all, McRae made his own way and retained

what Carol Cooper calls ‘a sense of dignity and ironic humour’.

McRae was a shrewd businessman. From Lake Moodemere he made trips in his own
horse-drawn carriage hawking curios such as platypus skins, painted gum leaves, and emu
eggs, made by the women of the camp. At Lake Moodemere he organised displays of
singing, dancing, and boomerang throwing. From the 1860s, and most energetically in

the 1880s, he drew and sold pictures to supplement his meagre income.

As an artist, McRae won both scholarly and popular regard. An estimated 200 drawings
survive, principally as sketchbook collections in prestigious national, state, and private

collections in Australia and in the United Kingdom. His works have been selected for



major exhibitions, including the Royal Academy’s Australia exhibition in London in

2013.

McRae was hailed as a local prophet in his own lifetime. Nowadays, his name has been
applied to part of the bridge between Wahgunyah and Corowa. There is also a ‘Tommy
McRae Walking Trail’ by the river, near Lake Moodemere. A sculptural work honouring

him is being installed at nearby Lake King.



