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I grew up knowing I had Indigenous ancestry, however at the time I didn’t ‘feel’ Aboriginal. At three weeks of age I 
was adopted by a non-Indigenous family named Cook. Early-on my parents made me aware I was adopted and had 
Aboriginal heritage, they also told me I was from somewhere in western Queensland. Coincidentally, Cook was also 
the maiden name of my unmarried biological-mother. At the hospital prior to adoption, my adoptive-parents were 
asked if they were related to any Cooks in western Queensland. They were informed that if there was even the 
remotest relationship they would not be able to adopt me.

As the youngest of six children (and the only one adopted) I have never felt anything other than the equal of my 
siblings. My adoptive-mother knew most of the Aboriginal community in the area where I was raised and she and 
two close friends were known as ‘Charlie’s Angels’ because they helped local Indigenous kids who were in trouble.

My adoptive-mother had strong views about Aboriginal rights and this gave me a good understanding of my ancestry 
and the reasons for my adoption. She explained how my biological-mother had only been sixteen when she became 
pregnant. Being a teen-aged single mother living in a small country town in the late-1960s, conservative views within 
the community meant she was expected to offer me up for adoption.

My adoptive-mother received a small amount of information about my biological-mother, such as her age and the 
general area in which she lived. She also learned the name my biological-mother had given me: Michael. My 
adoptive-mother kept that name.

My adoptive-mother once explained to me that mothers who offer a child for adoption often have regrets later in life, 
usually around their fifties, as they have always wondered what happened to their child. She said that if I ever wanted 
to contact my biological-mother she would fully support me. The issue had always been in the back of my mind and 
when I turned thirty, knowing that my biological-mother would be getting close to fifty, I decided to make contact.

Initially this occurred anonymously through letters delivered by a Queensland adoption agency and we wrote to each 
other for six months before deciding to meet. I'm not sure why I wanted a meeting. I think it was partly to tell her that 
I was all right, had a loving family with lots of brothers and sisters, and that she need not worry too much about me. 
Another reason was to meet and learn more about her.

I also wanted to learn about my Indigenous ancestry; something my adoptive-mother had always nurtured, both 
personally and politically. In my childhood, the first Aboriginal person I strongly remember was Neville Bonner — 
standing on our front verandah, around 1970, having a conversation with my adoptive-mother about politics. She 
knew him well, as they were both members of the One People of Australia League.

My adoptive-mother was always a fighter for her political beliefs. She later spent many years on local council and 
people either loved or hated her. The haters were usually property developers, over her stance to stop high-rise 
developments with the intention of protecting foreshore parks in our local area. As a result of her personal efforts, 
the area continues to retain much of its natural beauty. I now know that my adoptive-mother had a future-vision, 
rather than that of the money-grabbing developers who simply wanted to fill their own pockets with cash.



I always called my adoptive-mother ‘Mum’, yet I often wondered who my biological-mother and -father were. Had I 
passed them in the street? Did they look like me? Had we met and not realized? So, after six months of 
correspondence, I arranged to meet with my biological-mother in Brisbane. She and her husband met me at the 
Botanical Gardens, where we talked for about an hour. Many of my childhood questions were answered.

Since that first meeting, I have always approached my biological-mother with a quite laid-back attitude. I think I have 
done this because to have behaved any other way would have shown disrespect to the family that raised me. I think 
being male and meeting her in my thirties made a big difference; to this day I still call her by her first name. I just 
couldn’t call her Mum, as this would have been disrespectful to my adoptive-mother who raised me. This doesn't 
change how close I am to my biological-mother, it's just how I feel.

I now have a very close relationship with my biological-mother and she has lived next-door to me for the past seven 
years. She told me about her relationship with my biological-father when she was sixteen and how she had never 
told anyone in her family of seven that she had fallen pregnant to him. She kept it as a secret for thirty years. After 
I contacted her and we had decided to meet, she resolved to tell her whole family (including her parents and a sister 
to whom she was very close) that she’d secretly had a child when she was seventeen.

From her I also learnt some things about my birth-father and my extended Indigenous family. Six months after our 
initial meeting my biological-mother raised the courage to contact him, although I think the shock was too much and 
I have never heard from him. 

After seeing a picture of him, I realized I had walked past him in the street a few years earlier. I remember looking 
at a man sitting in the window of a cafe and thinking “that could be my birth-father” and now I realize that it was. 
Since then, I have seen him another four times: either in restaurants or walking past just by coincidence. I’m still not 
sure if he knows who I am.

I create artwork about Indigenous issues, past and present, and how the past relates to the present and eventually 
moulds the future. I’m not sure where I belong, or whether I really need to belong anywhere. Put simply, I’m a person 
of mixed ancestry — some of which is Indigenous.

I’m sure that my understanding of the world and the angles I take in my work come from my adoptive-mother’s beliefs 
and the upbringing she gave me, yet she is white. I have never been to my ancestral country (Bidjara), though this 
is what gets listed beside my name at every exhibition in which I’m involved. I was raised in Hervey Bay: homeland 
of the Butchula (people with whom my adoptive-mother had a strong connection) and the place I call home.

Who am I? Where do I belong? Does it really matter? Probably not to me. I have a family and a strong connection 
with the area where I was raised, I have a biological affiliation to a place I have never seen. Who knows if I would 
have a connection there? It doesn't really matter to me. I look at the big picture, I am Australian, I tell my stories to 
Australians of all races and also to those beyond our shores. I am a part of the human race.



This self-portrait is about not feeling Aboriginal enough.

I was adopted at three weeks into a non-Indigenous family yet I always had a good understanding of my Indigenous 
ancestry. In earlier years I knew I ‘was’ but never ‘felt’ Aboriginal. People used to ask me where I was from, thinking 
I was Italian, Spanish or Greek. I would say, “I'm Aboriginal” and their reply would typically be, “No you’re not” or “I 
thought you were Spanish or something”. This made me feel that my Aboriginal ancestry was something to be 
embarrassed about.

Some people ask why my Indigenous ancestry is so important to me. I was raised to be proud of my origins at a time 
in Queensland where it was customary to be ridiculed for being Aboriginal or dark-skinned. Though I have always 
known I am Aboriginal, I don't have a direct connection to that part of my ancestry, therefore I don't feel a real 
connection. Yet I think it's natural to want to learn more about my history.

I am part of Australia’s diverse multicultural population and I know my story echoes those of people like myself as 
well as those of different backgrounds. Aboriginal people are extremely diverse, our country’s history has ensured 
this — we are who we are. Circumstances from the past have made me who I am today and I’m here to share my 
story. 

To make this image I downloaded a photo from the Internet of a family member from the Aboriginal side of my 
ancestry. He probably doesn't even know I exist. I then placed some of his features over an image of myself. This 
family member has very strong facial features — the lack of which is something I have been questioned about 
whenever queried about my origins.

Third parties constantly associate my artwork with my Bidjara heritage, though I have never been to Bidjara country 
and have no connection with the community there. Aboriginal people today comprise many diverse groups and gone 
are the clichés of how we are supposed to appear. This self-portrait shows a connection to my Indigenous origins, 
Bidjara country, a place I have never visited yet one with which I am constantly associated.

Preferably, I believe I belong to a wider community: humanity.
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