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KEEPING  LANGUAGE  ALIVE 
Editorial by Monica McInnes

Monica McInnes speaks with local 
Aboriginal leader, Dr Stan Grant AM 
and learns how he has brought the 
Wiradjuri language back to life. 
“Each language is a unique expression 
and repository of human experience.  
The loss of any language is a tragedy.  
To recover a language is not simply a 
major feat of intellectual, cultural and 
community leadership, but an enduring 
contribution to humanity.” – excerpt from 
the Citation for the conferral of a Doctor 
of Letters (honoris causa) for Mr Stan 
Grant AM from Charles Sturt University, 
16 December 2013.
For Dr Stan Grant AM boyhood 
memories of learning his native language 
of the Wiradjuri people from his father 
and grandfather are among his fondest.  
On school holidays they would go bush 
for a while, trapping rabbits and telling 
nighttime stories.  “It really was a great 
time in my life. My grandfather was a 
very special man and there will always be 
a special spot in my heart for the old man.  
And I hope my grandkids think the same 
about me,” Dr Grant reveals.  

As one of only a few Aboriginal people alive 
still able to speak the Wiradjuri language, 
Dr Grant, with the help of his brother Cec 
(Cecil) Wungamma, who uses his traditional 
name, and Australian/Aboriginal linguist Dr 
John Rudder, embarked on recovering the 
Wiradjuri language.  The work commenced in 
the mid 1980s and took nearly three decades 
to complete.  The result is a Wiradjuri/English 
dictionary published in 2005 – a copy of which 
can be borrowed from the Wagga Wagga City 
Council Library.
Dr Grant says it’s about giving young people the 
opportunity to learn their traditional language, 
and anyone wanting to learn more about the 
language, culture and heritage of the Wiradjuri 
nation. 
Initially Dr Grant thought learning his native 
tongue should be limited to the Wiradjuri 
people.  On reflection, he agreed with others 
who argued “non-aboriginal people learning 
it will give more respect for our culture and 
our language”.  He is now an advocate for 
having traditional Aboriginal language taught 
in schools like other popular languages such as 
Japanese or French.
In fact, several non-Wiradjuri people are 
currently studying a Graduate Certificate in 
Wiradjuri Language, Culture and Heritage 

from Charles Sturt University.  The 18-month 
course, which was designed with help from 
Dr Grant, was introduced 12 months ago, and 
the first class of around 40 students is set to 
graduate this July.  By all accounts it has been 
a resounding success with 100 percent student 
retention and many achieving high results.
Letetia Harris of Cowra is one student 
undertaking the course by distance education.  
The Wiradjuri woman is pursuing her dreams 
of teaching her traditional language in schools 
and passing down knowledge about culture and 
heritage of her people and the land. 
Letetia explains how studying the course is 
empowering her with the tools to strengthen the 
identity and understanding about the Wiradjuri 
people, their language, their culture and their 
heritage among young people.  “Without 
cultural practice you don’t have a strong identity 
and language is part of our cultural practice.  It 
gives us back that ability to communicate and 
pass on knowledge in our own language the way 
that it had been done for 150,000 odd years.”
Referring to ‘Uncle Stan’, Letetia credits Dr 
Grant with leading her to this stimulating career 
path and she is excited to be able to continue his 
work in ‘handing back’ the Wiradjuri language, 
culture and heritage.  “Uncle Stan is a brilliant 
man.”
And the proof of Dr Grant’s legacy is in the 
pudding.  In December 2013, he was awarded 
a Honourary Doctorate – Doctorate of Letters 
(honoris causa) from Charles Sturt University 
for his work with the university and Indigenous 
communities.  Dr Grant is also a member of 
the Order of Australia (AM), with the 2009 
membership citation reading; ‘For service to 
Indigenous education and the preservation 
and promotion of the Wiradjuri language and 
culture, as a teacher and author, and to youth’.
Dr Grant is rightly proud of his efforts over more 
than 30 years working to recover the Wiradjuri 
language.  The awards recognise his hard 
work but he remains humble.  “I didn’t do this 
work for the accolades or awards.  I did these 
things for my people, for some recognition and 
knowledge of their language and culture.”
Once students of the Charles Sturt University’s 
Graduate Certificate in Wiridjuri Language, 
Culture and Heritage graduate as custodians 
of his life work, it is clear Dr Stan Grant’s 
‘enduring contribution to humanity’ will live 
long after his retirement plans.  And it is a safe 
bet that it will be more than his grandchildren 
who will hold a special place in their heart for 
him.

KNOW THE BASICS: 
ENGLISH TO 
WIRADJURI
“I tell this story, my totem 
is magpie, so in Wiradjuri 
that is ‘Garuu’, now I could 
yell at a magpie saying 
‘magpie magpie, blah blah 
blah’ but it wouldn’t turn 
and look at me.  But if I 
say ‘Garuu’ that magpie 
will turn around and look 
at me.  It is speaking back 
to your country that’s what 
connects you back to your 
country.” – Letetia Harris.  

Welcome: Gawaymbanha
Goodbye:  Yanha-nha-
dhu
Have a nice day: 
Gadhaandhuray  Yiradhu
My name is: Yuwin Ngadhi
I’m from: Birrandhi  badhu
Mother:  Gunhi
Father:  Babiin
Sister (older): Mingaan 
Brother (older): Gaagang
Brother  (younger): 
Gagamin
Sister (younger): Minhi


