LITERATURE: THE TALL MAN

Hooper's genuine sorrow at the irreparable damage done to Aboriginal culture, particularly the
Aborigines on Palm Island, is inescapable. It permeates her exploration of religion, the corruption of
the Queensland police force and her perpetual attempt to achieve balance and objectivity. Hooper
unhesitatingly confronts the bleakness of the situation and lifestyles that the Palm Islanders have to
endure. She contends that Palm Island ravages those who are forced to reside there, observing one
woman in the first passage, who “looked to be in her eighties, but was probably closer to sixty.” All
that the Aborigines have lost is not something that can be quantified, but Hooper highlights certain
aspects in order to convey the extent of their deplorable situation, such as the fact that one Palm
Island woman was “haunted all her life by not being able to remember her own mother’s
appearance.” The impact of being without parents goes beyond this, and it began the cycle of
brutality that now pervades Palm Island. How could these people ever learn to parent, if they had
never been parented? How could they know how to love, when they did not know what it meant to
be loved? Just as Hooper does not allow her obvious sympathy and compassion for the Palm
Islanders cloud her assessment of their damaging behaviour, she does not allow her understanding
of the racism inherent in Queensland’s police force, or of Hurley’s role in Doomadgee’s death taint
her writing. Instead, she continually strives to remain impartial and present both sides of the story.
This can be seen in the third passage, when Hooper questions, “What had Chris Hurley dreamt of
being?” and follows it by asking “What had Cameron Doomadgee?” One of the clearest examples of
her careful consideration comes in the riot scene, when “each group was seeing its reverse.” The
“blackfellas” saw “men with jobs...Men who’d had chances...men whose deaths would be properly
investigated.” The repetitious “men” in these sentences serves to reinforce all those privileges held
by whites that the Aborigines had long been denied. However, Hooper acknowledges the
perspective of the police officers, too, who saw “ungrateful children,” and “themselves as the true
victims.” The epitome of Hooper’'s balancing act follows Tracy Twaddle’s statement. Hooper notes
that “in the midst of what is rotten,” alongside all the negativity, “there is the ongoing human attempt
to find joy.”

Queensland authorities are harshly critiqued by Hooper throughout the text for their early actions
against Australia’s native people, as well as their continuing tendency to join forces against them. In
the first passage, Hooper writes of a woman who “had been taken by the police from her parents...”
to become one of the stolen generation. The extent of this forced removal of children from their
parents on Palm Island is pinpointed in Hooper’s remark, tinged with sad resignation, that “This was
an island of Stolen children.” The policemen and Queensland authorities were just as set in their
ways of colluding against the defenceless Aborigines, as a picture book described in the third
passage attests. Hooper observes that “the police recruits in the pictures were all white,” and
implies that young children are being wrongly taught, from such a young age, that coloured people
have no place in establishments like the police force. Hooper also repeatedly alludes to a “code”
that exists between members of the Queensland authorities, an unwritten agreement to defend one
another. This notion is widely adhered to, as one of being determinedly anti-Aborigine. Hooper
ascertains that there were very few who thought differently through her strategic inclusion of a letter
received by Andrew Boe from a Queensland police officer. It reads “Not all police are racists and
liars — many are...Good luck — at least one police officer was on your side.” The letter is a piece of
primary evidence, and its inclusion authenticates Hooper’s claims. While at first glance it seems to
suggest that there was some support for the Palm Islanders, albeit from a very small minority, its
true purpose is to emphasise the fact that of all the police officers in Queensland, only one chose to
express his or her indignation at the disgraceful behaviour of his or her colleagues. In addition,
according to Hooper, by the time of the inquest, “the lines were firmly drawn” between the two sides:
those defending Hurley and those seeking justice for Cameron Doomadgee. She uses the words
of Robert Mulholland to prove the existence of such a corrupt system, who said that “police officers
will at times, even generally honest police officers, turn a blind eye to the misconduct of their
colleagues.”
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The most scathing condemnation is reserved for Christian missionaries, of whom Hooper is
irrefutably disapproving. In the first passage she commented that children in the Palm Island
dormitory were “made to attend Church three times on Sunday,” when this religion was utterly
foreign to them, and was in fact one of the greatest factors in the destruction of their culture. Hooper
identifies the reason that the aborigines clung so readily to Christianity when she attends Church
with Elizabeth, bitterly alleging that “those who had lost everything welcomed the promise that they
would see God and inherit the Earth.” Witnessing the reunion of women who had grown up in the
dormitories in the third passage, Hooper’'s tone has become much more personal and her deep
connection with Palm Island and its residents cannot be overlooked. She states that while singing
hymns, “their voices sounded thin and flat and raw: terrible and beautiful at the same time.”
Hooper’s earlier cynicism leaves no doubt as to the accusation she is levelling at the Christian
missionaries who “fought over souls,” to the point where “dying lepers were sometimes baptised
twice.” This religion, originally the cause of their ruin, now held them together, as the women, who
were never shown any mercy or good will by the missionaries, “now sang about grace.” Hooper
poignantly affirms that “their own resigned grace was all that stood between them and chaos. And it
was too much.”

In The Tall Man, Hooper has created a microcosm — the story of the legal battle for justice between
Chris Hurley and the dead Cameron Doomadgee is a representation of the age-old struggle
between black and white. Hooper maintains a carefully cultivated balance between both sides
through her scathing commentary on religion, juxtaposing information and scrutiny of the corrupt
Queensland system. There is a duality in Hooper’s writing — she does not shy away from the bad on
palm Island, but despite her acknowledgement of it, she chooses to broaden her focus and
obstinately cling to the goodness she can find.
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