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Bart Pigram, who shows visitors the “hidden” side  
of Broome in Western Australia, found a future  

by delving into his past, writes Di Webster.

Photography by Abby Murray

Bart Pigram and his son, Leo, 
at Entrance Point, Broome
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The Fitzroy River flows through the Danggu Geikie Gorge

“
You can’t get bored 
in the Kimberley, 
you can’t.

”
Bart Pigram
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dinner was a chance to meet shipmates and 
members of the expedition team, who 
would, in coming days, zoom us around  
on Zodiacs explaining rock formations,  
bird colonies, marine life and the meaning 
of it all to Australia’s earliest inhabitants. 
Which brings me not to a Pigram brother 
but a Pigram son – Bart, a Yawuru man 
born and bred in Broome, who at one point 
during the soirée was stage-right on guitar. 
The operator of Broome tour company 
Narlijia Experiences (toursbroome.com.au), 
Bart was hand-picked by A&K to be the 
cruise’s Indigenous culture lecturer. “How 
good was the trip we were on!” he enthused 
in response to a recent email. “Amazing 
experience for a little Broome boy!”

Slim and agile with a warm, open smile, 
Bart was a mesmerising presence on stage 
in the ship’s theatrette, educating his largely 
white and universally well-heeled audience 
about the area’s rich Indigenous history, 
drawing on his own mixed ancestry to add 
punch to stories of slavery, bravery and 
events that led to the complex racial make-up 
and laid-back nature of today’s Kimberley.

He is well equipped. The youngest of 
Stephen Pigram and Gayle Singer’s three 
kids (he also has two stepsisters and three 
stepbrothers), Bart – himself a father of  
six – has Indigenous, Filipino and English 
heritage on his father’s side, as well as 
Indigenous, Scottish and Canadian on his 
mother’s. “Everybody in Broome has  
a massive mix of heritages,” says Bart, 
largely thanks to the area’s renowned 
pearling industry, a lucrative but historically 
brutal enterprise that, in the 1800s, saw  
an influx of Japanese, Filipino, Malay and 
European labour. Many of those immigrant 
men married local Indigenous women. “It 
was,” says Bart, “the wild, wild west.”

More mild than wild these days, Broome 
– gateway to one of the most remarkably 
picturesque regions on the planet – is 
known as “the pearl of the north”, as much 
a nod to its beauty and exotic culture as it 
is to the industry that put it on the map. 
Cable Beach, a 22-kilometre canvas of soft 
white sand and turquoise water bleeding 
into a duck-egg-blue sky is the obvious 
postcard. But it’s the red cliffs and historic 
shell middens of Roebuck Bay across the 
peninsula that, to the saltwater Yawuru 
people at least, is Broome’s beating heart. 

Tearing around this natural wonderland 
with mates as a kid, spearing fish and 
catching mud crabs, “we never looked at 
each other as black, white or Asian,” says 
Bart of Broome’s harmonious diversity.  
“We were just Broome kids.”

With a huge extended family – Bart’s 
paternal grandmother, Agnes, had 12 
children – gatherings such as Christmas 
meant upwards of 100 people in the house. 
“Dad would have a few beers and, of course, 
they were the famous Pigram Brothers  
so they would sit around and play.” Bart 
listened but didn’t get involved. “Mum 
directed me away from being a typical 
Pigram,” he says. A “typical Pigram”, a quick 
online search of the clan reveals, sings, 
dances, plays a musical instrument, acts, 
writes songs or plays AFL football at an elite 
level. Bart? “I did taekwondo,” he says, 
laughing. And despite being “young and 
dumb” with no idea of commitment, he 
did it well, like a typical Pigram, and came 
third in Olympic trials at the age of 17.

As a self-confessed “aimless” youth,  
Bart shuttled between Broome and Perth, 
where his mother moved after his parents’ 
separation. “I was a country boy going back 
to Perth to a school with 1000 students  
and no friends.” And when the Pigram 
Brothers released their first album, he had 
a powerful reminder of what he’d left 
behind. “I used to play that at night and it 
would put me to sleep and I shed a couple 
of tears sometimes. I was missing home but 
I was more missing my grandmother and 
being on country with her.”

In 2008, when the Yawuru people won 
native title over 5300 square kilometres of 
their land – including the town of Broome 
– they formed a corporation called Nyamba 
Buru Yawuru and hired Bart, first as a youth 
worker and later as a cultural development 
officer. “I was spun into this world of 
cultural revitalisation and language and 
repatriation,” says Bart of the new role, 
learning from Elders of his own and  
other groups as well as anthropologists, 
archaeologists and museum experts. He 
had found his passion. In 2015, seeing a gap 
in the tourism industry for a Yawuru 
person, he started his own tour business.

“I try to get people to see other parts  
of Broome,” he says, “the hidden parts,  
the parts that don’t get on the cover of 

Long before smartphones and social media, 
a camera company coined a phrase  
that neatly summed up the thrill of an 
experience, the joy of a reunion, the beauty 
of a sight that will live on long after 
memories of it fade. It was called a “Kodak 
moment”. An example? You’re standing  
on the foreshore of Cable Beach in Broome, 
Western Australia, as its renowned camels 
clomp home in the blue twilight, their steps 
soundtracked by gentle crooning and the 
hypnotic whine of a harmonica, a protest 
song by the town’s famous Pigram Brothers 
band, cleverly disguised as a lullaby. 

Did I say you’re standing on the 
foreshore? Actually, it was me. And while 
it’s a perfect example of a Kodak moment, 
the chances of ever forgetting it are close 
to zero. The sinking sun, the vermillion-
striped sky, the still, warm air, the camels, 
the music. It was transcendent.

I was at a beachside reception with  
a couple of hundred cruise passengers 
counting down the hours until we boarded 
the expedition ship Le Laperouse (chartered 
by luxury travel outfit Abercrombie &  
Kent; abercrombiekent.com.au) to begin 
the adventure of a lifetime to Darwin. The 
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magazines.” That means never taking 
travellers to Cable Beach, with its dazzling 
sunsets and those camels. Instead, Bart’s 
guests see the sand dune where in 1981  
his Scottish-Canadian maternal grandfather 
found the bones of a 350- to 550-year-old 
Indigenous woman and Gantheaume Point, 
“another big story in our cultural songlines… 
where else in Australia can you stroll down 
a beautiful beach and see 130-million-year-
old dinosaur footprints?”

But it’s culturally significant Roebuck 
Bay – with its marine life, migratory wading 
birds, sand dunes and ancient shell middens 
– that Bart truly loves showing off. “When 
the sun is setting,” he says, “it has the 
colours of a pearl shell.” While telling stories 
of his heritage (Bart’s great-great-great-
grandfather was a “blackbirder”, a slave 
trader who rounded up Indigenous men  
to sell to pearling captains), Bart leads 
apprehensive visitors through mangrove 
swamps where starfish stick to the mudflats 
like brooches, stingrays glide and baby 
turtles, stranded by the falling tide, find  
a gentle hand to ease them into the water. 
They collect mud crabs and oysters, which 
Bart cooks over a fire. Just as he did with 

his beloved grandmother, Agnes, who died 
in 2006. “It’s stripping back all that glossy 
stuff to really experience proper Broome.”

But Bart isn’t always the teacher. Pulling 
into Freshwater Cove, 200 kilometres north-
east of Derby, on our Kimberley cruise, his 
deference to the traditional custodians,  
the Worrorra people, was striking. “Us  
mob have an informal agreement and 
understanding that we only operate in our 
traditional areas because it’s respectful.” 
When guide Neil “Junior” Maru described 
the ancient rock art on shore, Bart looked 
as awestruck as the rest of us.

On visits to other Kimberley regions, 
such as Windjana Gorge and Tunnel Creek 
– freshwater country – he makes a point of 
connecting with the traditional custodians. 
Knowledge gaps are “not a black/white 
thing,” he says. “Even us Aboriginal people 
have to be a blank page when we go to 
someone else’s country… I shut my mouth, 
listen and learn from them.”

One of his favourite spots is Danggu 
Geikie Gorge, about 400 kilometres inland 
from Broome. On his first trip down the 
Fitzroy River past its bleached-white 
limestone walls, Bart felt an aura. “As 

Aboriginal people, when we go somewhere 
different, we either feel good or feel bad. 
That’s our sixth sense telling us, ‘You’re 
welcome here or you’re not welcome here.’ 
I was with a traditional owner; whether 
that added to the presence of it I don’t  
know but it definitely had a special feeling.”

Bart was a saltwater man in freshwater 
country. “It’s a different scene for us,” he 
explains. “We get put back a bit because 
we don’t have this; we don’t see this. Same 
when freshwater people come here [to 
Broome]; they’re spellbound, amazed at 
how much life is in the ocean.”

The diversity of the landscape, the 
cultures and history make the Kimberley 
“the best place in the world,” he says. “You 
can’t get bored in the Kimberley, you can’t.”

Before we say goodbye, I ask Bart to  
zero in on his hometown and nominate  
his favourite thing about Broome. He 
doesn’t miss a beat. “My heritage. It’s just 
a fascinating story. I love talking about it 
on my tours.” This patch of Australia, he 
adds, “is a beautiful place but my heritage 
and connection here is so comforting. 
Understanding it all – good, bad and ugly 
– is what grounds me here.”  

Bart readies a just-caught salmon to barbecue as the sun sets


