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SATURDAY NEWSExtra


Healing ways revived
By NADJA HAINKE

TRADITIONAL WAYS: Gulumbu Yunupingu's
daughter, Bronwyn Wuywa, at the healing
centre at Gulkula, about 35km southwest of
Nhulunbuy. Pictures: SINEM SABAN/YOTHU
YINDI FOUNDATION

ABOVE: Gulumbu Yunupingu. BELOW: Weaving at
the healing centre

`We thought at the healing
centre we could teach young
people to look after
themselves, spiritually as
well as physically'

D
OZENS of women circle
around a hole in the
ground, determined not to
miss the action. Their

bucket hats and pale skin give them
away. They are tourists who have
come to the remote healing place in
the middle of a stringybark forest,
35km southwest of Nhulunbuy.

In the middle of the action is
Bronwyn Wuywa Ð a middle-aged,
wheelchair-bound Aboriginal woman.

Dressed in a dark red shawl, she has
been lifted to the ground, covered in
hot oils and wrapped up in paperbark.

It all seems extraordinary to the
visitors around her but what many
don't know is that the natural sauna
may have saved the woman's life.

``I was crying and crying and
crying,'' Ms Wuywa's mother
Gulumbu Yunupingu, 64, said as she
tells the story of her daughter who
ended up in a coma at Royal Darwin
Hospital several years ago.

Ms Yunupingu, a senior woman
from Yirrkala, spent many years
earning her money with paint brushes.

She won the Telstra National
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Art Award in 2004.

She painted the ceiling of the
Parisian musee du quai Branly.

She featured in Time magazine.
But Ms Yunupingu decided to leave

the paint brushes behind after her
daughter suffered severe injuries from
a car crash.

``The nurse said she's going to die,''
she said. ``They are going to take her off
the support machine.

``I was sitting there crying because
she told me straight up.''

But Ms Yunupingu didn't give up.
She got approval to put on a natural
sauna at Lee Point, near the hospital.

``I was so happy with the help in
Darwin ... to take her out and have that
sauna and give her the treatment,'' she
said. ``After the first (treatment) she
woke up and after the second time she
was moving.''

Ms Yunupingu's daughter is now
independent. Many other Aboriginal
Territorians are still suffering.

A study by the Australian Institute
of Health and Welfare, published this
year, found the death rate of
Aboriginal Territorians was 2.5 times
greater than that of non-indigenous
residents between 2002 and 2006.

The average lifespan for men was at
57.6 years Ð nearly two years lower

than the national average. Alcoholism,
drug abuse, diabetes, cancer and
depression were some of the
contributors to the statistics.

President of the Australian Medical
Association Andrew Pesce shone a
light on Aboriginal health last month,
calling it a tragedy.

Aboriginal leaders spoke out at this
year's Garma Festival in Gulkula,
calling for an end to ``third world
standards'' in their communities.

``There were so many deaths in the
community at the time Ð so many
suicides and road accidents,'' said
Dhalulu Gamambarr, one of the
healers. ``We thought at the healing
centre we could teach young people to
look after themselves, spiritually as
well as physically.''

Ms Yunupingu and her fellow elders
had enough of waiting for governments
to fix the problem.

The Dilthan Yolngunha Ð healing
place for people Ð was founded and
sponsored by the Yothu Yindi
Foundation about two years ago.

Ms Yunupingu said healing
practices had been passed on for 40,000

years Ð long before hospitals were
built in the country.

But, she said, hospitals had
threatened to kill traditional methods.

``The knowledge has been lost
because of the Western medicine,'' she
said. ``It's easier to buy.

``I used to treat people before. I used
to make these saunas at home or back
in the homelands.''

An evaluation report into the
strengths of the centre showed many
benefits for the people.

But money remains the biggest
hurdle Ð the Yothu Yindi Foundation
and donations its only cash support.

The project has now opened up to
tourism outside Garma Festival time
and a three-day healing program is
open for anyone willing to pay.

Raypirri Rom worker Dhanggal
Gurruwiwi said the women were
happy to showcase their
healing techniques.

For information visit
www.healingplace.com.au


