
THE GARNDUWA FESTIVAL  
 

 1 

The Smarter than Smoking Garnduwa Festival is the pre-eminent event of its kind in Australia. It is 
not a tourist event but a Kimberley celebration for remote community members that is managed 
and run by Aboriginal people. 

It is culture, music, language, art and lifestyle underpinned by respect for the Aboriginal cultural and 
recognition that these are all integral parts linking together the heart and soul of the festival and of 
Garnduwa itself.   

Many different traditional owner groups, language groups, communities and family groups descend 
on Fitzroy Crossing once a year during for a four-day celebration of cultural and traditional music 
and dance, contemporary music and youth artistic expression.  

It is an opportunity for remote community residents to come together in a smoke and alcohol-free 
family environment to share stories and renew old acquaintances.  

During the festival, over 3000 Kimberley community members have an opportunity to showcase 
skilful sporting talents, particularly in the areas of football and basketball. For the majority of these 
vast Kimberley remote communities, the Smarter than Smoking Garnduwa Festival is a prized 
opportunity for their sporting rivalry to have an outlet. 

 

FESTIVAL HISTORY 

Following extensive community consultation, Fitzroy Crossing was selected as the venue and in 1992 
the first Garnduwa Festival was organised by Fitzroy local identities Marmingee Hand, Rosita Shaw 
and Laurie Shaw.  

The very first Garnduwa Festival saw six football teams, twelve basketball teams and ten band and 
dance groups perform over two days. Twenty-two communities were in attendance. 

The Festival has always been staged in Fitzroy Crossing, with the exception of 1994 when it was held 
about 200 kilometres east of Fitzroy Crossing in Looma Community. Even though it was a great 
success, the Garnduwa Executive Committee decided that all future festivals would be run in Fitzroy 
Crossing due to the size of the event. 

Garnduwa has been fortunate that the Fitzroy Valley Aboriginal Sporting Association (FVASA) has 
been a key organisation in enabling the event to operate each year by partnering with Garnduwa to 
provide the on the ground logistical support to ensure the Festival runs smoothly.  

The Festival could not happen without the contribution of the senior elders from around the 
communities who have commonly become known as the ‘Redshirts’ due to the distinctive uniforms 
that they wear over the course of the Festival. The Redshirts are community relations liaisons for the 
Festival organisers and the police, making sure their mob are monitored, looked after and kept out 
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of trouble. Since the Festival has been running, there has been no serious incident or dispute and 
this is directly attributable to the Redshirts’ relationships with their communities. 

 

CULTURAL IDENTITY 

One of Garnduwa’s core underlying operational principles is the recognition, promotion and 
retention of Aboriginal culture in all its programs. 

The recognition and welcome of the visitors by the local Bunuba traditional owners is an integral 
part of the official opening ceremony. The smoking ceremony and accompanying traditional dancing 
not only welcomes people to their country it also acts as a cleansing to ensure everyone is safe while 
on country. 

The guidance and mentorship by senior members (as Red Shirts) during the Festival also promotes 
the respect of elders and their vital role in communities. 

 

FESTIVAL HEROES 

The Festival thrives on the support and energy provided by local community volunteers and 
supporters uniting together to get the many areas of work done that makes the Festival run 
smoothly year after year. Up to eighty local people come forward each year over a three-week 
period to assist the organisers to deliver a successful event.  

In 2012, coinciding with Garnduwa’s 20 year anniversary celebrations, Garnduwa chose to 
commence annual recognition for the contribution of local community volunteers towards the 
successful staging of the Festival since it first began in 1992 by introducing a ‘Festival Hero’ award. 

Festival Heroes are classified into one of three categories: Red Shirts, Blue Shirts and Artists. 

 

RED SHIRTS 

The Red Shirts are the senior Aboriginal people who put themselves forward to guide the Festival 
organisers in cultural and community matters surrounding the operations of the Festival.  

Around thirty senior men and women from participating communities don their red shirt as a badge 
to clearly mark themselves as the people that make sure their community members are safe and 
understand the rules of conduct for the Festival.  

Their role includes assisting with interpretation, community safety, leadership and cultural guidance. 
They are the link between the contemporary and traditional that makes the Festival what it is. 
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Red Shirts who have been awarded Festival Hero status are: 

Dora Cox  Gina Cox  Sam Cox 

Don Gilligan  Nola Rogers  Louise Chestnut 

Maliki Hobbs  Alan Dadada  Bobby Dadada 

Butcher Wise  Janet Spinks  Daisy Smith 

Eva Juboy  Percy Bulgardie  Thomas Dick 

Doris Doherty  Joe Brown 

 

BLUE SHIRTS 

The Blue Shirts are the manpower behind the operations part of the Festival.  

Their blue shirts are worn to signify that they are part of the team that looks after the venue from 
setting up prior to the event until the pull down and clean up at the end. In between, they ensure 
the venue is clean and tidy and ready for smooth operation the next day or evening. A contingent of 
the Blue Shirts also provide the workforce for canteen operations to feed everyone. 

Blue Shirts who have been awarded Festival Hero status are: 

Frankie McCarthy James Chang  Ray George (dec) 

Ronnie Rawlins  Scotty McCarthy David Gardiner 
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Steven Bilgin  Patrick Kennedy Micky Rawlins 

Philip Green  Susan McCarthy 

 

ARTISTS 

The music and arts component of the Festival provides the soul of the event. The elements include 
music, arts, dance workshops, the youth performance evening, traditional opening ceremony and 
band nights.  

Local community musicians, dancers, singers and artists contribute their talents freely over the three 
evenings of the Festival. For a number of the performers it is the only time in a year that they will 
get the chance to perform on quality equipment in front of a large crowd. A significant number of 
these artists have used the Festival as a starting point to launch a musical career. 

Musicians and artists who have been awarded Festival Hero status are: 

Angus Hobbs  Keith Andrews  Dillon Andrews 

Tom Lawford  Danny Marr  John Quilty 

Danny Jinderah  Spider Snell  Dolly Snell 

Mark Bin Barker George Brooking 

 

MUSIC AND ARTS 

The music and arts component of the festival make up the ‘modern day equivalent of a traditional 
corroborree’. It provides the families with fun and entertainment during the evenings when the 
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athletes are having a rest. Didgeridoos, clap sticks, guitars and drums take over from the footballs, 
basketballs and umpires whistles during the evenings’ performances. 

Up to twenty community bands and musicians who have been practising their latest creations use 
the festival to strut their stuff in front of a large, live audience on a top-notch stage with great sound 
and lighting. 

Country rock, reggae, rap, blues, rock and roll and even a bit of heavy metal get a gig. 

The music is complemented by traditional and contemporary dancing performed by the Festival’s 
younger and older set. This is not to mention the huge crowds dancing to the live band music from 
popular bands such as Fitzroy Express, Dry Metal and Walkabout Boys on the closing night. 

There are youth performances from contemporary dance to country music. Community bands are 
the most popular evening activity at the Garnduwa Smarter than Smoking Festival.  

All bands and performers must nominate well in advance of the Festival to secure a position on the 
program.  

The first performance evening at the Festival is set aside for newcomers and inexperienced bands, 
with the emphasis being on youth performers. This evening is free of charge for entry and has a 
concert feel to it with country, rock, reggae and solo artists making up the main acts. 

The last evening of the Festival is when the more experienced bands and performers get the chance 
to strut their stuff. It usually has a strong rock and roll focus with plenty of dancing and celebrations 
for the winners of the different sporting competitions. These evenings often draw upwards of 3000 
attendees. This is the only event of the Festival that has an entry charge and also includes the 
presentation of the football trophies. Where possible, recordings of each artist are made and 
presented to them after the Festival. 

 

Music Workshops 

The Smarter than Smoking Garnduwa Festival has always been about giving emerging bands, 
performers and young people an opportunity to play a “live gig on a big stage”.  

As part of the overall Festival philosophy, improving the skills and confidence of any individual or 
group who want to perform at the Festival is a priority. In many instances, the training and 
mentoring required often takes place many months before the Festival in the communities where 
the performers are based. 

Sometimes workshops were held directly before the Festival performances in Fitzroy where stage 
craft was discussed, musical composition worked on and final presentations refined. 
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Those bands and individuals who were repeat performers in subsequent Festivals moved up the 
pecking order as more workshops were attended and performances took on a more professional 
feel. Not unlike the football, the performers tended to slot into grades. The A-grade performers, 
who had exposure to multiple workshops and had played before, got listing towards the end of the 
evenings and the B-graders (the emerging bands and musicians who were still learning the trade) 
played on the Saturday night or earlier on in the evenings. 

Throughout the Festival’s history, the most successful acts have always been those that have 
regularly attending workshops in advance of the Festival. 

 

SPORTS 

Aussie rules is king of the sports for Kimberley Indigenous communities. Up to twenty remote 
community teams play more than eighty games of football over a period of four days. Teams from as 
far apart as Balgo in the south, Bidyadanga in the west and Kalumburu in the north come to Fitzroy 
Crossing to contest the McPhee and Joe Brown Cup’s. Temperatures often in the 40s do not deter 
the 600 or so young men from having a red hot go. Community footy at its best! 

Amongst the women, basketball is the game. More than twenty teams from across the Kimberley 
compete in two divisions for the honours of the top remote community basketball champions. 
Fortunately, in the last few years the newly covered courts have given the girls relief from the heat. 
Fast attacking basketball is the go. 

Another very popular event is the sprinting. Being the fastest male and female over 100 metres at 
the Garnduwa festival is a sought-after prize. Big crowds line the track to cheer on their champions. 

Sports fill the days so families can come and watch their brothers, sisters, cousins, aunties and even 
sometimes their grandfathers in a safe and secure environment. 

 

 


