LITERARY FRAUD

The Unbearable Whiteness of Being
The Wanda Koolmatrie Fraud
Literary fraud has recently captured the attention of many Australians.
Here Neil Ldfgren examines the outrage in the literary world and media fracas
following the unmasking of a supposedly Aboriginal woman author as a white middle aged male.

n March 1997, the award-winning Aboriginal
author Wanda Koolmatrie was self-outed by her
creator, a 47 year-old white male taxi-driver
named Leon Carmen. My Own Sweet Time was pub
lished in 1994 by Magabala Books, the Broomebased Aboriginal publisher which specialises in the
works of Aboriginal authors. The book was written
under the pseudonym Koolmatrie, a well-known
Aboriginal name in South Australia. The author's
biography recounted how she had been born in
1945, and was stolen from her Pitjatjantjara mother
in 1950, to be raised by white foster parents in the
western suburbs of Adelaide. The book won the
1995 Dobbie Award for a first novel by a woman
writer, and the accompanying $5,000 first prize. It
was also the prescribed text for numerous secondary
and tertiary level Aboriginal studies courses, and
was used in the 1996 New South Wales HSC exam
amongst an anthology of Australian autobiogra
phies.
This incident raises a number of questions about
the motives of the latest nouveau noir impostor,
including whether this incident constitutes a fraud
or a hoax, and whether there is justification in assert
ing that white middle-aged male authors are hard
done by when it comes to getting published. But first
it is necessary to examine the legal definition of
Aboriginality.
An Aboriginal person is defined by the
Commonwealth's three-part Aboriginality test as a
person who is a descendant of an indigenous inhab
itant of Australia, identifies as Aboriginal, and is
recognised as Aboriginal by members of the com
munity in which he or she lives. This test is the pre
ferred social definition accepted by the majority of
Aboriginal peoples, and accepted by the common
law (Lofgren,1997: 18).
Carmen readily acknowl
edges that he is not of
Aboriginal descent, and
given the offence to
numerous Aboriginal com
munities by his appropriat
ed Aboriginality it is
axiomatic that he cannot
satisfy Aboriginal commu
nity acceptance of his assumed identity. As a matter
of fact and law, Carmen is not an Aboriginal person.
The day the story broke Carmen emphatically
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According to Bayley, the
literary establishment is
more interested in the
works of an “Afghanistan!
lesbian with six fingers”
than those of a white
middle-aged male.
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stated that "Wanda is an indigenous writer. It's her
book", and Carmen's literary agent, and coconspira
tor in the fraud, Jon Bayley agreed that "Wanda
Koolmatrie is the author and clearly she's
Aboriginal" (Stevenson and Hubble,1997a: 9). The
coconspirators attempted to justify their fraud on
the basis that they were circumventing prejudices
which they believed dominate Australian literature.
According to Bayley, the literary establishment is
more interested in the works of an "Afghanistani
lesbian with six fingers" (Stevenson &
Hubble,1997b: 4), than those of a white middle-aged
male. This prompted Robyn Archer, the artistic
director of the Adelaide Festival to comment that
she "found it distasteful when people made 'horrific
Pauline Hanson-like statements that you have to be
a disabled lesbian black to get an arts grant. People
who harbour this kind of feeling and resentment go
in for disguises'" (Lawson,1997: 2).
Bayley further suggested that the literary estab
lishment was pandering to special interest groups
which prompted Adam Shoemaker (1997: 13),
QUT's coordinator of Australian Studies to retort
that it is indeed easier for some groups to get pub
lished than it is for the average punter peddling a
first book. These special groups include "former
Prime Ministers and federal Cabinet ministers; pop
ular rock performers; writers of grunge fiction; wellknown soapie stars; former or current Olympic
champions; and the editors of any multi-author
anthologies with 'sex' in their titles". Similarly,
media commentator Luke Slattery (1997: 2) pointed
ly observed "If the establishment is so easily taken in
by marginal voices, as Bayley claims, why did they
reject the book under Koolmatrie's naming and pur
porting to be an authentic Aboriginal experience?".
Carmen originally stated that his manuscript had
been rejected both by Reed Books, and the
University of Queensland Press. The latter's general
manager, Laurie Muller emphatically denied that a
manuscript had been submitted, and said "it looked
as if Carmen had set out to mislead Magabala, the
only Aboriginal-owned publisher in Australia"
(Russell & O'Connor,1997: 3). Indeed, Magabala's
managing director, Bruce Sims described the inci
dent as a "grubby affair", and suggested that
Carmen's hopes of attracting a new publisher were a
"delightfully naive presumption" (Northern
Territory News,1997: 20). He further stated that

Carmen would never be forgiven for what he
had done, and any publisher who came to
sign him "would be despicable".
Other members of the literary community
commented. James Fraser, publishing direc
tor of Pan MacMillan stated "We're blessed
with genuine writers. Why would we bother
with impostors? Anyone who did has got
rocks in their head"
(Jopson &
Wyndham,1997: 3). The literary agent Lyn
Tranter observed that "I wouldn't touch him
with a barge pole as an agent. I don't think
anyone would risk this after the Demidenko
thing". And the author Peter Corris suggest
ed that Carmen's behaviour "verges on the

Tikotin,1992: 105). Bradley further stated
that:

“Leon Carmen is the
Pauline Hanson of
the book brigade.
What he is really say
ing ... is Aborigines
get favoured treat
ment; poor whites
like me are disadvan
taged”

Perpetual Trustees further revealed that
the $5,000 prize cheque was endorsed with
the signature of Wanda Koolmatrie, and
signed over to Carmen's literary agent for
banking. They also referred the matter to the
New South Wales Fraud Squad.
News of the fraud prompted a number of
responses from the Aboriginal community.
The Pitjatjantjara Aboriginal Council's
Damien Aidon stated that "Carmen should
be held in contempt and made to apologise to
those
people
legitimately
named
Koolmatrie" (Courier Mail,1997: 2). Indeed,
Yvonne Koolmatrie, whose weaving will be
exhibited at this year's Venice Biennale said
her family was angry that Carmen had called
himself Koolmatrie. She said:

fraudulent and I think that there's no place
for this in Australia's writing culture".
The Dobbie Award is administered by
Perpetual Trustees who stated that the most
disturbing aspect of the whole incident was
that Nita May Dobbie, whose bequest created
the award for the best first novel by a woman
author, was cheated in her intention to bene
fit female writers. The firm's managing direc
tor, Graham Bradley labelled the incident as
fraudulent. A fraud is legally defined as
"Generally, any conduct tainted with dishon
esty, deception, moral blame, or which is
unfair, or which contravenes, what are nor
mally taken to be standards of fair dealing
and proper behaviour" (Marantelli &

A hoax is after all, a light-hearted prank, a
bit of a joke, an amusing but harmless piece
of mischief. It would be more accurate to
describe this act as a deliberate deception
and deliberate dishonesty. Carmen had
deceived his publisher, allowed his work to
be entered for an award for which it is ineli
gible and accepted the prize. At this point
hoax crosses the line separating prank from
fraud.
(Stevenson & Hubble,1997a: 9).

He picked the wrong name in South
Australia

because

we

know

all

the

Koolmatries. We thought did one of our
aunties have a child and adopt her out? But
then we worked out he must be a fake ... I'll
meet up with him one day and find out the
story ... I'll tell him you've got to be one of
us (to write Aboriginal stories). You've got
to be who you are.
(Lloyd,1997:12).

Carmen was also urged to apologise by
Lydia Miller, director of the Australia
Council's Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Arts Board, and Dr Roberta Sykes,
renowned 'Aboriginal' academic. Carmen
defended his actions admitting to "dictio
nary definitions of trickery and deceit but
that's not necessarily malicious", while
Thomas Shapcott (1997: 13), the executive

One of the most
vehement critics of
the appropriation of
Aboriginality is Robert
Eggington...[who]...be
-lieves it is important
for Aboriginal people
to reclaim owner
ship of Aboriginal cul
ture and history and
to ‘out’ pretenders.
director of the National Book Council sug
gested that "Leon Carmen is the Pauline
Flanson of the book brigade. What he is real
ly saying, like her, is Aborigines get favoured
treatment; poor whites like me are disadvan
taged".
There are also others who were dragged
along by the fraud, amongst the most tragic
of whom were the judges of the Dobbie
Award, and the myriad of critics who gave
favourable reviews. Ironically, Dr Roberta
Sykes was called upon to launch the book, as
according to Bayley, Wanda was working in
London at the time. It is well known within
the Aboriginal community since the early
1970s that Sykes is of African American
rather than Aboriginal descent. Carmen
praised Sykes who described My Own Sweet
Time at the launch as an "un-black sort of
book", he further stated "I'd have to agree
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she was one of the few who seemed to be on
to it. I suspected she had tumbled to it"
(Stevenson,1997: 5).
One of the most vehement critics of the
appropriation of Aboriginality is Robert
Eggington, coordinator of Dumbartung
Aboriginal Corporation, a Perth-based
indigenous arts and culture institute.
Eggington "believes it is important for
Aboriginal people to reclaim ownership of
Aboriginal culture and history and to 'out'
pretenders. He feels this is necessary to coun
teract past cultural thefts and historical lies
that have been used to oppress Aboriginal
people" (Dixon,1996:6). Last year Eggington,
and other members of the Western
Australian Nyoongah community investigat
ed the Aboriginality of Mudrooroo, head of
Aboriginal Studies at Murdoch University,
and author of several novels, volumes of
poetry, and numerous essays and plays.
Mudrooroo is "well-known on the academic
circuit, here and abroad, as someone with
acerbic and interesting things to say about

uation of genocide" (Meade,1997: 3).
The most intriguing parties to this inci
dent are the coconspirators who concocted
the fraud over a game of pool. Bayley entered
the book in the Dobbie Award, and when he
was told that the publisher wanted the
author to receive it personally, he had
Carmen write a letter from Wanda to the
organisers saying that award ceremonies
were not her cup of tea. In a newspaper arti
cle written by Carmen (1997: 27) explaining
his motives, he explained how he and Bayley
discussed writing in general and literary
hoaxes in particular. On the night the story
broke, Carmen stated on A Current Affair
that:
I wanted to illustrate that there is not really
such a thing as black writing or white writ
ing or women's writing - or there needn't be.
The same kind of mind could belong in any
category. In other words, to look at someone
and say, "Oh, yeh, black writer", and know
what is coming - that's kind of insulting ...
(Jopson, 1997a: 38).

The most intriguing
parties to this incident
are the co-conspira
tors who concocted
the fraud over a game
of pool.
Aboriginality" (Laurie,1996: 28). He is also
the recipient of several Aboriginal grants,
and literary awards.
Eggington also successfully campaigned
for Mario Morgan, anthropologist, new-age
spiritualist, and controversial author of
Mutant Message Down Under to apologise for
fabricating her book which documented her
spiritual enlightenment after being rescued
from the desert by a nomadic Aboriginal
tribe. Eggington called for Carmen's book to
be removed from public library shelves and
destroyed along with those of Morgan, and
Mudrooroo. He said some "People might see
it as Nazi-like, or burning books, but spiritu
ally, to us, it is our religion, which is a special
thing, being distorted" (Jopson,1997b: 5). His
comments were made from Tokyo after
tracking down Morgan who was in Japan on
her latest $30-a-head lecture tour before an
audience of several thousand Japanese.
Interestingly, Mudrooroo (1997: 259) has
recanted his Aboriginality, but passionately
attempted to justify his deception in a recent
ly published essay, which Eggington dubbed
an example of the spiritual and on-going
colonisation of Aboriginal people, "a contin

Even Leon's mum, Lily Carmen, 82, of the
Adelaide suburb of Plympton was inter
viewed. She stated she was shocked by the
uproar surrounding revelations that her son
had written a book under someone else's
name, but added, "I'm not surprised: he had
it in him" (Cock,1997: 3). Given the wealth of
information disclosed about Carmen (1997:
27), it is ironic that he commented that
"Authors as Personalities were attracting
more attention than their books". Carmen
also disclosed that he:
... considered the option of submitting the
book under my own name, as fictional auto
biography or something, with an explana
tion at the front. But I was pretty sure I'd
stick to the hoax angle, and didn't show my
notebooks to anyone but Jon [Bayley], who
would, of course act as go-between.

Carmen and Bayley’s
publishing naivete is
only rivalled by their
cultural insensitivity
to the Aboriginal com
munity in relation to
the appropriation of
Aboriginality.
Aboriginality.
Nevertheless, Carmen stated that "Now
that the facts have come to light, several peo
ple have no doubt been embarrassed. This is
the unfortunate part of the story and, to those
in awkward situations, Jon and I would like
to express our regrets and sincere apologies.
We'll of course be speaking to those con
cerned". In conclusion, it is worth recalling
Thomas Shapcott's (1997: 13) prediction that
"In three months, the name of Leon Carmen
will not even be used as a clue in crossword
puzzles and I'd take bets on any future pub
lisher ever considering his next book".
Carmen and Bayley's account of the fraud,
Daylight Corroboree, remains unpublished.
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