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A Kuku Yalanji Rose
As the son of a Kuku Yalanji mother, I have been witness to the quiet strength, resilience and determination of our people, 
particularly our womenfolk in their caring for family, people and country. One such Kuku Yalanji person was Daphne Rose 

(Aunty Rose) Colless, – my tribal elder - who passed away on the 10th June 2016, 13 days after her 88th birthday.

Aunty Rose spent the best part of the last 20 years, working together with her Western Yalanji people and the North 
Queensland Land Council, on the Western Yalanji native title claims. This was where I came to know her so well. 

Her guidance and strength through these processes was absolutely essential to the cohesion of our group and the 
achievement of native title outcomes for our people. Her memory will live forever in the hearts and minds of Yalanji 

people. 

Aunty Rose raised five children, sons Brian and Major (Robert) and daughters Betty, Diane and Jasmine who compiled her 
eulogy which is a wonderful story of service to her family, people and country. It is the story of an exceptional life lived 

and an inspiration for us all.

I give to you the eulogy of Daphne Rosina Colless nee Oliver.

Danny O’Shane. 
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A Kuku Yalanji Rose

A natural authority. A fighter. 
Animal lover. Loyal to family, no 

matter how thin the ties that bind. 
“Aunty” and friend to so many.

She spoke her mind, wouldn’t dodge an 
argument, was supremely confident, 
and had very high standards.

Like a hurricane, Rose would descend 
upon a situation or workplace, stir 
things up, and move on, having 
forever changed the place and the 
people. Unlike a hurricane however, 
the change that occurred came not 
in the form of damage, but rather an 
empowerment or realisation that you 
didn’t have to just accept what you 
were told, that you could determine 
your own path and that of your family.

Daphne Rosina Oliver was born in Ayr, 
at the Lower Burdekin District Hospital 
on 28 May 1928.

Rose’s parents were Mala Oliver from 
Daintree and Janie Maytown from 
Maytown, descendants of Kuku Yalanji 
clan. She was sister to James, Pauline, 
Norma and Gary.

Mala and Janie were children from 
the Stolen Generation. They were 
removed from their families at the 
turn of the century, escorted by police 
over long distances and finally placed 
at Yarrabah Mission. They were 
baptised and expected to conform to 
a new culture and a new way of life 
with no hope of ever returning to their 
homes or family.

However, Rose’s parents never gave 
up on their strive for freedom. They 
repeatedly ran away from Yarrabah, 
and after the last attempt, they were 
caught and sent to Palm Island for 
punishment. They were eventually 
successful in obtaining an exception to 
learn, allowing them to work outside 
the missions and reserves.

Throughout these hardships Mala and 
Janie endured, they were both strong 
and amazing people; they loved their 
family above all else and didn’t give in 
to bitterness.

Without doubt, Rose’s strength, drive, 
determination to make a difference 
and intolerance of injustice came from 
her parents, particularly her mother.

In Rose’s own words:

“Only one thing has kept me going and 
that is my mother. She used to talk to 
me. She told me that one day I would 
do something for Aboriginal people 
and I couldn’t understand. She kept 
telling me about their customs and 
saying that one day I would be helping 
them, but it didn’t make sense. But she 
said to me, ‘Never let it get you down. 
But never get bitter, no matter what 
they have done to us, because if you let 
bitterness control you, you won’t be of 
any effect to the people whatsoever. 
No matter how many times they kick 
you down you must rise above that’. 
So when all the struggles were going 
on I nearly gave way. I couldn’t eat 
or sleep sometimes and I nearly went 

to pieces. But then out of it all I could 
hear my mother’s voice telling me to 
keep on going.”

Rose started school at Jervis Field, 
Ayr at the age of 5 and later attended 
Woree State Primary School in Cairns 
under a scholarship.

She was offered another scholarship 
to attend high school in Townsville, 
however, Rose later said with regret 
that for the first time in her life, her 
mother gave in to pressure from 
other non-Indigenous mothers. These 
women considered school a waste 
of time for all Aboriginal children, 
so Rose never went back to school. 
Instead, she was sent to do housework 
for 10 shillings a week.

Over time, Rose had a variety of similar 
jobs. She worked as a waitress at both 
Hides Hotel and the Palace Hotel, and 
as a laundress with her mother at the 
Moreton’s laundry.

As a teenager, Rose met her future 
husband, Major Norman Colless. They 
married a few years later in 1947 at St 
John’s Anglican Church, Cairns.

Major and Rose raised five children: 
Brian, Betty, Dianne, Jasmine and 
Major. Rose stayed at home to look 
after her children until the last of them 
was old enough to attend school.

This family grew to include 16 
grandchildren, 35 great grandchildren, 
and 8 great, great grandchildren as at 
the time of Rose’s passing.

Rose Colless 
(Daphne Rosina Colless nee Oliver)

1928-2016
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Rose was always a proud woman. 
She boasted that she only paid three 
weeks rent in her entire married life. 
They chose to live in tents and cane 
barracks with the children to save 
money for a deposit to buy land. At 
one time, Rose and Major lived alone 
in a tent, in an area scooped out of 
the forest near Black Mountain Road 
outside Kuranda.

Their savings enabled them to buy 
land in Little Spence Street, Cairns. 
Rose always believed she was the first 
Queensland Indigenous woman to buy 
land.

Later, they found a house at Bollard 
Street, and the Colless’s became the 
first Aboriginal residents to move into 
that street.

At age 33 Rose started work at the 
meatworks in Queerah where she 
would work for 13 years. In this time 
she was a union representative, 
which taught her a lot. Rose was 
involved within union strikes due 
to unfair work practices in which 
women were constantly required to 
lift unreasonably heavy boxes of meat.

Employment at the meatworks and 
cane cutting was seasonal, and so 
when Rose and Major’s work finished 
in November/December they would 
travel to Shepparton, Victoria, to pick 
fruit.

Rose was without a doubt a 
powerhouse vehicle of change. The 
career for which Rose would garner 
the most recognition, working 
tirelessly for the improvement of 
Indigenous people, started to take off 
in her mid-40s. She first worked as a 
Liaison Officer with the Department of 
Aboriginal and Islander Affairs (DAIA) 
and later the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Legal Service.

It was during this time Rose was sent 
to the small Cape York community 
of Coen as Manager for a couple 
of months. She was recognised for 
her ability to work at community 
grassroots level, as well as influence 
change at the state and federal levels.

During the brief period of Rose’s 
tenure in Coen, there were four 
different tribes living in the area, with 
a population of about 300 people. 
Initially, the people were not allowed 
to handle their own money and had to 
go through the local police sergeant. 
That changed after Rose. She 
arranged bankbooks for community 
members and taught people how to 
write their own signatures instead of 
using an X. Rose also enrolled much of 
the community on the electoral roll so 
they could vote for the first time.

Furthermore, the workers in Coen 
were not paid very well yet would 
spend much of their pay on grog 
to blow off steam, often leading to 
brawls. Rose would take her torch and 
march down to where the people were 
brawling to break up the fights. Major 
was not well and was often worried 
about Rose going out, but she said she 
never felt in danger, and the people 
would always do as asked. Again, 
Rose’s ‘natural authority’ would shine 
through.

Another example of Rose’s natural 
authority was evident when helping a 
young girl who was required to leave 
her home to start school in Cairns. 
Rose recognised the girl was clearly 
not ready to handle it, and advised the 
authorities of this, but the poor girl was 
nevertheless sent to Cairns. She cried 
and cried until they eventually sent the 
girl back home. Rose asked the local 
constable why the young girl had been 
sent away, that it was not fair, that the 
girl wasn’t capable. Their response: 
“what would they know, they are only 
Aboriginals”. Ever quick-witted, Rose 
immediately retorted, “well how come 
you are only a constable and my son is 
a civil engineer”.  

Rose continued her community work 
for many years, visiting communities 
throughout North Queensland. She 
worked all over the Cape, including 
Normanton where she helped prepare 
legal defences and was very respected 
by all the Judges.

By late 1970s, Rose was recognised as 
a natural authority when it came to 

Indigenous affairs. As she said,

“I was approached many times by DAIA 
to apply for a position on the State 
Government Aboriginal Commission. 
I applied and was accepted in 1977. 
My role was to advise the State 
Government on Indigenous issues.”

Unfortunately, Rose realised the 
Commission was powerless and an 
advisory body only, so she wrote to the 
Justice Department in Queensland out 
of sheer frustration. She contacted the 
Minister for Aboriginal and Islander 
Advancement requesting more powers 
for the Commission, but it was to no 
avail. Again, an agent for change, Rose 
took the brave step of speaking out on 
national television and newspapers 
against the Queensland Government. 
She was sacked two weeks later in 
1978.

There was no denying the extent of 
her commitment to the cause.

Rose’s experiences in the Legal Service 
gave her first-hand knowledge of what 
huge problem drinking was for her 
people and the damage it was doing 
to them. It was here that she became 
determined to push for something to 
be done to help. She felt what was 
needed was a rehabilitation centre 
for alcoholics, and through dedication 
and determination spearheaded the 
creation of the Aboriginal & Islander 
Alcohol Relief Service and thereafter 
the establishment of Nguna Bayun, 
otherwise known as Douglas House.

Under Rose’s command, non-
Indigenous people were also accepted 
into Douglas House. She insisted the 
Indigenous people were to treat the 
white man as equal, saying: 

“Regardless of colour, I just want to see 
the people to be able to manage their 
own lives and affairs and to decide 
what their future is going to be.”

Rose was Managing Director of 
Douglas House for 16 years. She 
recalled this experience by saying,

“One of the happiest moments at 
Douglas House was when I would see 
a man completely rehabilitated – he 
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could work and was really on his feet 
and could help others. This is when I 
would feel it was worthwhile.”

If Rose saw a need and thought 
something should be done to help 
Aboriginal people, she did all she could 
to make it happen.

She was the driving force behind Dija 
Meta Aged Hostel, meal services in 
the parks of Cairns for local alcoholics 
and homeless people, the Emerald 
Creek Alcoholic Rehabilitation 
Facility, Rose Colless Haven in 
Mareeba and the Yarrabah facility for 
alcohol rehabilitation. Rose always 
acknowledged how fortunate she was 
to have loyal and professional people 
backing her including those former 
colleagues from the Legal Service.

Rose was on the Home and 
Community Care Advisory Committee, 
the beginnings of today’s Gumba 
Gumba – an organisation caring for 
Indigenous Elders, including a home 
care service invaluable to the local 
Indigenous community of Cairns. She 
was instrumental in creating Gumba 
Gumba, and her son, Major, continues 
his mother’s work as the current 
manager.

The entire span of Rose’s career reads 
like that of a champion for Indigenous 
issues, working:

• As a Regional Councillor for ATSIC;

• As a Deputy Chairperson of the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders Women’s Corporation 
for Elders;

• As a Chairperson of the first North 
Queensland Aboriginal Land 
Council; and

• A foundation member of 
numerous other organisations and 
Board positions and task forces in 
support of Indigenous issues.

For her work, Rose was acknowledged 
with several accolades by her peers, 
community and federal bodies.

In 1984 she received the Order of 
Australia Medal.

And three years later, Rose became the 

first ever recipient of the Australian 
Human Rights Medal for her ongoing 
fight for improving the lives of 
Indigenous Australians, particularly 
her efforts in housing and drug and 
alcohol rehabilitation.

But her fights weren’t limited to the 
living. Rose even proved a champion 
for one young man many years after 
his death. Trooper Harry Doyle, a 
very close friend of the Olivers, was 
removed from Fraser Island mission 
and sent to Yarrabah as a child and was 
one of the first veterans in Warhaven. 
Rose noticed headstones on the 
graves of numerous Light Horsemen, 
but couldn’t find Harry’s grave, as 
headstones were arranged by the 
fallen’s family members, and his grave 
was unmarked. This wasn’t good 
enough. With the aid of her Legatee, 
Mick Storr, Mike Fordham, the RSL and 
family members, Rose raised sufficient 
funds to properly honour the resting 
place of Harry Doyle.

Right up until her last days in hospital, 
Rose continued the push for ensuring 
natural justice. Many of you here 
today were often contacted by Rose 
when you were overseas or down 
south to carry out Rose’s wishes. A 
recent example being to ensure that 
a parcel of land on the Tablelands will 
stay in Aboriginal control.

After a lifetime of fighting for justice, 
it took an insurmountable foe like 
stomach cancer to eventually halt 
her crusading. Rose passed away 
peacefully on 10 June 2016 at the 
Cairns Private Hospital, 12 days after 
her 88th birthday. Truly a life well 
lived, and a life that made a difference 
to so many.

It is difficult to imagine Rose not being 
around and I’m not sure how we will 
all cope. As we gather here today to 
remember and commemorate Rose’s 
life, let us bid her farewell as we 
mourn the loss of Rose. Her legacy will 
live on forever through her children 
and anyone else’s lives she touched.

I think what a lot of us are feeling is 
best expressed by long time friend, 
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Alex Ackfun, who unfortunately could 
not be here today. He said:

“Aunty has always been one of my 
favourite mothers whom I have 
cherished and used as a moral 
compass over my life. I have known 
Aunty for forty years and going back 
to Cairns will be quite empty without 
being able to visit her in the flesh. 
Although, we will go and have a quiet 
chat with her wherever she is resting.” 

Just as we continue to acknowledge 
the work of Rose, so too Rose was 
always insistent her parents be 
acknowledged. She is concerned 
the younger generations do not 
understand the challenges and 
struggles their ancestors faced to 
straddle the white mans’ world and 
give future generations a fairer life. 
This was one of the major drivers of 
the book Reaching Back, created to 
gather stories of some Aboriginal 
people of their life at Yarrabah, before 
their stories were forgotten and lost 
forever. 

And as we all know, Rose would want 
to have the last word… as she said,

“I’ve often sat down and thought about 
what my parents went through. I want 
my children and grandchildren to know 
where their roots are. Our children are 
not being taught enough, of where 
their grandparents really come from. 
We want our grandchildren to know 
they are Aboriginal first, ahead of 
anything else. We feel that they have 
got to know where their place is.”

Rose, may you be at peace and God 
bless you.




