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Little Kath Ruska (Oodgeroo), was
born in 1920 and grew up on North

Stradbroke Island. She is the
daughter of Lucy McCulloch and

Edward (Ted) Ruska alongside seven
siblings. Ted was a Noonuccal

descendant and Lucy was born in
central Queensland, the daughter of

an inland Aboriginal woman.
Katherine attended Dunwich State
School before being removed and

placed in an institution in Brisbane at
the age of thirteen.

Early Life



Oodgeroo Noonuccal (Kath Walker at
the time) was in the army from 1942 -

1944 as a signaller (a person who
provides communication between

operating bases). The army she
worked for was called AWAS

(Australian Women’s Army Service).
Her brothers fought in World War ll
but sadly they got captured by the

Japanese.   

Military Life



Brisbane, 
Queensland

She left her education at the age of 13
to work as a maid in Brisbane but
that ended in her 30s to return to
domestic work and to support her

young sons when her marriage
ended in the 1950s.

Young Adulthood



In 1987,  Kath changed her name to
Oodgeroo of the Noonuccal tribe in

protest at the Australian
Bicentennial celebration. 

Oodgeroo because it means
paperbark tree and Noonuccal is

the name of her people, the
traditional owners of the

Minjerribah and adjoining lands. 



Oodgeroo Noonuccal protested to
change the Constitution and to end

state control over Aboriginal people. 

In 1960, Oodgeroo attempted to give
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders the
referendum. She played a major role in

helping Indigenous people by helping them
gain more rights like being counted in the

population and giving them the right to
vote. She saw her poems as expressing the

voices of the community.

She believed in not just standing up for
herself, but for all Aboriginal people. 

 

Activism 



Two years before Oodgeroo’s first
book, she got elected as the

Queensland State Secretary of the
Federal Council for Aboriginal and

Torres Straight Islander Advancement
or FCATSIA. She knew there was a
need for Aboriginal leadership, and

rose to the call, campaigning for equal
citizenship rights. 

Rights for Indigenous
people



Oodgeroo worked hard for the cause
she cared about, meeting with

minsters, leading a delegation to the
Prime Minister and writing and

delivering speeches. Along with other
members of FCATSIA, she traveled

around the country and campaigned
for equal rights for everyone,

everywhere. Eventually, her campaign
led to the 1967 referendum to end

state control over Aboriginal people
and finally count them as Australian

citizens. 



Oodgeroo learnt poetry and writing
skills over the years of her activism,
and she began writing poetry in the

1950s. In 1964 her poem ‘We Are Going’
became the first poem writtten by an

Aboriginal person to be published.
Two years later, Oodgeroo wrote a

book of poetry called ‘The Dawn Is At
Hand’, but her poetry was  criticised

for being too “political”.

Poetry + Writing



 She saw poetry as a tool for
storytelling and passing on culture

to future generations. Oodgeroo
used her poetry to draw people's
attention to the mistreatment of

Aboriginal culture and people. She
went on to writing and publishing

more poetry while writing
children’s books and scripts for

plays. 



Oodgeroo’s writing received many
awards including the Jessie Litchfield
Award in 1967 for literature and other

extremely prestigous ones like the
medal for the Dame Mary Gilmore

achievement for a fellowship of
Australian writer award and honorary

doctorates from four universities! 



Later in life, Oodgeroo moved back
to North Stradbroke Island where

she became a teacher, a mentor and
a protester for her country and

people. She was very involved in
environmental causes so she hated
the news of mining on her island.
She spoke out against it and got

them to stop. She also established
Moongalba (sitting down place) as
an educational and cultural center.

Moving Back to
Country 



Oodgeroo Noonuccal is
remembered for her important

work as an Aboriginal protester,
campaigner for equal rights and

her role as a trailblazer in
Aboriginal poetry. Today, she

remains well on her way of being
one of the most well-known and

highest selling Aboriginal poets in
history. 



Oodgeroo
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Poetry Collection





















Oodgeroo Noonuccal was an
amazing Aboriginal poet

as well as a political activist.
Learn more about Oodgeroo
Noonuccal’s life story in this

book.
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