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[bookmark: _Toc243389464]About this resource
This core texts booklet has been developed to assist teachers in NSW Department of Education schools to create and deliver teaching and learning programs and assessment that align with the English Extension 11–12 Syllabus (2024) (NESA 2024). More information is available via How to use the English 11–12 core texts.
[bookmark: _Toc140045566][bookmark: _Toc230093613][bookmark: _Toc243389465]Purpose of this resource
[bookmark: _Toc145666033]This core texts booklet is not a standalone resource and aligns with the following support materials for the program ‘Author and authority:
Assessment resources: Assessment – 12.1; Core formative tasks – 12.1; Examination – 12.1; Student examination samples – 12.1
Programming resources: Program – 12.1
Resource and activities support in Word: Resources and activities – 12.1
Student-facing resources and activities in PowerPoint: Historical shifts in literary authority – 12.1; Literary debate – 12.1; Phase 1 – engaging with authority – 12.1; Phase 2 – exploring authority – 12.1; Phase 3 – redistribution of authority – 12.1; Phase 4 – evaluating authority – 12.1; Phase 5 – crafting authority – 12.1; Phase 6 – demonstrating authority – 12.1
Teacher-facing resources in PowerPoint: Author and authority – suggested resource list – 12.1; Teacher support – Carpentaria – 12.1; Teacher support – provocations – 12.1; Teacher support – The Swan Book – 12.1; Teacher support – Tracker – 12.1; Teacher support – ‘What happens when you tell somebody Else’s story?’ – 12.1
Scope and sequence: English Extension 2 Year 11–12
Assessment schedule: English Extension 2 Year 11–12.
All documents associated with this resource can be found on the Planning, programming and assessing English 11–12 webpage.
[bookmark: _Toc148432930][bookmark: _Toc148433228][bookmark: _Toc243389466]Target audience
This core texts booklet is created as a teacher resource. It provides the full version of core texts or the full excerpts that are licensed and explored in the ‘Author and authority’ – Year 12, program 1.
[bookmark: _Toc148432931][bookmark: _Toc148433229][bookmark: _Toc243389467]When and how to use
The core texts provided can be used as a basis for the teacher’s own programming and assessment processes. Texts have been selected to support teachers as they address the Stage 6 English Extension 2 text requirements in the NSW English Extension 11–12 Syllabus (2024) (NESA 2024). More information is available via How to use the English core texts.
Teacher note: the blue feature boxes include instructions for the classroom teacher engaging with the resource. These are to be deleted by the teacher before issuing the core texts to students.
[bookmark: _Toc177734515][bookmark: _Toc189750537][bookmark: _Toc233979963][bookmark: _Toc243389468]Opportunities for collaboration
How to use the English 11–12 core texts provides an outline of some of the ways the core texts can be used with colleagues.


[bookmark: _Toc180147746][bookmark: _Toc243389469]Core texts and text requirements
A succinct overview of the texts required for the teaching and learning program is provided in the table below. This brief overview provides the name and details of each text, the syllabus requirement being addressed and points of note.
Table 1 – core texts and their alignment to the text requirements
	Text
	Text requirement
	Annotation and overview

	Wright A (2006) Carpentaria, Giramondo Publishing, Artarmon.
Reproduced and made available for copying and communication by the NSW Department of Education for its educational purposes with the permission of Giramondo Publishing. This resource is licensed until 31 July 2031.
	The texts contains a range of markers which align to the moderately complex to highly complex level of the Text Complexity scale as per Appendix 2: Text complexity. This can be downloaded on the Understand this general capability – Literacy page of The Australian Curriculum website.
EE2-12-01 requires students to evaluate the relationship between author, purpose, form, language, audience and context
The text helps meet the Text requirements for the English Extension 2 course from the English Extension 11–12 Syllabus (2024) (NESA 2024) as students are required to engage with the ways that significant texts generate ideas and develop knowledge of authorship and aesthetics.
	The novel explores Aboriginal identity, cultural preservation and the impacts of colonisation through the lives of key characters, while constructing relationships between people, Country, community and cultural knowledge.
Wright uses expansive narrative, multiple perspectives, complex imagery and an unconventional structure to disrupt expectations about whose voice and knowledge can hold authority within a literary text. The novel provides opportunities for students to examine how narrative choices can distribute authority across characters, communities and Country rather than locating it solely with an individual author or narrator.
Studying this text allows students to investigate the relationship between authorship, cultural knowledge and authority while developing analytical, comparative and evaluative skills and a detailed knowledge of context. It can also support students in experimenting with perspective, voice and structural choices in their own compositions.

	Wright A (2013) The Swan Book, Giramondo Publishing, Artarmon.
Reproduced and made available for copying and communication by the NSW Department of Education for its educational purposes with the permission of Giramondo Publishing. This resource is licensed until 31 July 2031.
	The texts contains a range of markers which align to the moderately complex to highly complex level of the Text Complexity scale as per Appendix 2: Text complexity. This can be downloaded on the Understand this general capability – Literacy page of The Australian Curriculum website.
EE2-12-01 requires students to evaluate the relationship between author, purpose, form, language, audience and context
The text helps meet the Text requirements for the English Extension 2 course from the English Extension 11–12 Syllabus (2024) (NESA 2024) as students are required to engage with the ways that significant texts generate ideas and develop knowledge of authorship and aesthetics.
	In The Swan Book, through main character Oblivia’s experience, the novel explores colonial violence and dispossession, environmental destruction, sovereignty and custodianship, and the ongoing effects of trauma.
Wright uses speculative fiction, allegory, complex imagery and a disrupted narrative structure to challenge dominant narratives about Aboriginal identity, sovereignty and power. These choices position readers to question whose perspectives are privileged, whose knowledge is authorised and how literary representation can reinforce or unsettle established systems of authority.
Studying this text allows students to examine how authors use literary form to challenge dominant cultural and political narratives and to develop analytical, comparative and evaluative skills alongside a detailed knowledge of contemporary issues. It can also provide opportunities for students to consider how speculative and imaginative forms can be used to question authority and reshape perspectives.

	Wright A (2017) Tracker, Giramondo Publishing, Artarmon.
Reproduced and made available for copying and communication by the NSW Department of Education for its educational purposes with the permission of Giramondo Publishing. This resource is licensed until 31 July 2031.
	The texts contains a range of markers which align to the moderately complex to highly complex level of the Text Complexity scale as per Appendix 2: Text complexity. This can be downloaded on the Understand this general capability – Literacy page of The Australian Curriculum website.
EE2-12-01 requires students to evaluate the relationship between author, purpose, form, language, audience and context
The text helps meet the Text requirements for the English Extension 2 course from the English Extension 11–12 Syllabus (2024) (NESA 2024) as students are required to engage with the ways that significant texts generate ideas and develop knowledge of authorship and aesthetics.
	In Tracker, Wright supplements her own knowledge of Tracker Tilmouth with interviews. Wright weaves often-contradictory perspectives together to construct a portrait of one person through many voices.
Wright’s unconventional memoir structure demonstrates how authority can be distributed across an author, subject and community of storytellers. The text draws on oral and collective storytelling and invites readers to consider how the selection, arrangement and juxtaposition of voices shape the construction of a life and complicate assumptions about who has the authority to tell someone else’s story.
Studying this text allows students to explore collective authorship, representation and the responsibilities involved in telling another person’s story, while developing an understanding of unconventional memoir structures and contemporary contextual issues. Concerns explored include the impact of removal, Aboriginal activism, politics and connection to land. These provide opportunities for students to consider how form can reflect and negotiate competing perspectives and sources of authority.


English Extension 11–12 Syllabus (2024) © NSW Education Standards Authority (NESA) for and on behalf of the Crown in right of the State of New South Wales, 2024.


[bookmark: _Toc148432933][bookmark: _Toc148433231][bookmark: _Toc243389470]Core texts
The following texts are included in the teaching and learning program for ‘Author and authority’ – Year 12, program 1.
[bookmark: _Toc243389471][bookmark: _Toc148432936][bookmark: _Toc148433234]Core text 1 – extracts from Carpentaria by Alexis Wright
Teacher note: this text is used in Phases 2, 3 and 4 of the teaching and learning program for ‘Author and authority’ – Year 12, program 1. The PowerPoint Teacher support – Carpentaria – 12.1 can be used to support students to engage with this text.
[bookmark: _Toc243389472]Core text 1 – extract 1 – Chapter 1 (pp 1–11)
[bookmark: _Toc246580][bookmark: _Toc148432937][bookmark: _Toc148433235]From time immemorial
A NATION CHANTS, BUT WE KNOW YOUR STORY ALREADY.
THE BELLS PEAL EVERYWHERE.
CHURCH BELLS CALLING THE FAITHFUL TO THE TABERNACLE WHERE THE GATES OF HEAVEN WILL OPEN, BUT NOT FOR THE WICKED. CALLING INNOCENT LITTLE BLACK GIRLS FROM A DISTANT COMMUNITY WHERE THE WHITE DOVE BEARING AN OLIVE BRANCH NEVER LANDS. LITTLE GIRLS WHO COME BACK HOME AFTER CHURCH ON SUNDAY, WHO LOOK AROUND THEMSELVES AT THE HUMAN FALLOUT AND ANNOUNCE MATTER-OF-FACTLY, ARMAGEDDON BEGINS HERE.
The ancestral serpent, a creature larger than storm clouds, came down from the stars, laden with its own creative enormity. It moved graciously – if you had been watching with the eyes of a bird hovering in the sky far above the ground. Looking down at the serpent’s wet body, glistening from the ancient sunlight, long before man was a creature who could contemplate the next moment in time. It came down those billions of years ago, to crawl on its heavy belly, all around the wet clay soils in the Gulf of Carpentaria.
Picture the creative serpent, scoring deep into – scouring down through – the slippery underground of the mudflats, leaving in its wake the thunder of tunnels collapsing to form deep sunken valleys. The sea water following in the serpent’s wake, swarming in a frenzy of tidal waves, soon changed colour from ocean blue to the yellow of mud. The water filled the swirling tracks to form the mighty bending rivers spread across the vast plains of the Gulf country. The serpent travelled over the marine plains, over the salt flats, through the salt dunes, past the mangrove forests and crawled inland. Then it went back to the sea. And it came out at another spot along the coastline and crawled inland and back again. When it finished creating the many rivers in its wake, it created one last river, no larger or smaller than the others, a river which offers no apologies for its discontent with people who do not know it. This is where the giant serpent continues to live deep down under the ground in a vast network of limestone aquifers. They say its being is porous; it permeates everything. It is all around in the atmosphere and is attached to the lives of the river people like skin.
This tidal river snake of flowing mud takes in breaths of a size that is difficult to comprehend. Imagine the serpent’s breathing rhythms as the tide flows inland, edging towards the spring waters nestled deeply in the gorges of an ancient limestone plateau covered with rattling grasses dried yellow from the prevailing winds. Then with the outward breath, the tide turns and the serpent flows back to its own circulating mass of shallow waters in the giant water basin in a crook of the mainland whose sides separate it from the open sea.
To catch this breath in the river you need the patience of one who can spend days doing nothing. If you wait under the rivergum where those up-to-no-good Mission-bred kids accidentally hanged Cry-baby Sally, the tip of the dead branch points to where you will see how the serpent’s breath fights its way through in a tunnel of wind, creating ripples that shimmer silver, similar to the scales of a small, nocturnal serpent, thrashing in anger whenever the light hits its slippery translucent body, making it writhe and wrench to escape back into its natural environment of darkness.
The inside knowledge about this river and coastal region is the Aboriginal Law handed down through the ages since time began. Otherwise, how would one know where to look for the hidden underwater courses in the vast flooding mud plains, full of serpents and fish in the monsoon season? Can someone who did not grow up in a place that is sometimes under water, sometimes bone-dry, know when the trade winds blowing off the southern and northern hemispheres will merge in summer? Know the moment of climatic change better than they know themselves? Who fishes in the yellow-coloured monsoonal runoff from the drainages, with sheets of deep water pouring into the wide rivers swollen over their banks, filling vast plains with floodwaters? The cyclones linger and regroup, the rain never stops pouring, but the fat fish are abundant.
It takes a particular kind of knowledge to go with the river, whatever its mood. It is about there being no difference between you and the movement of water as it seasonally shifts its tracks according to its own mood. A river that spurns human endeavour in one dramatic gesture, jilting a lover who has never really been known, as it did to the frontier town built on its banks in the hectic heyday of colonial vigour. A town intended to serve as a port for the shipping trade for the hinterland of Northern Australia.
In one moment, during a Wet season early in the last century, the town lost its harbour waters when the river simply decided to change course, to bypass it by several kilometres. Just like that. Now the waterless port survives with more or less nothing to do. Its citizens continue to engage in a dialogue with themselves passed down the generations, on why the town should continue to exist. They stayed on to safeguard the northern coastline from invasion by the Yellow Peril. A dreadful vision, a long yellow streak marching behind an arrowhead pointing straight for the little town of Desperance. Eventually the heat subsided. When the Yellow Peril did not invade, everyone had a good look around and found a more contemporary reason for existence. It meant the town still had to be vigilant. Duty did not fall on one or two; duty was everybody’s business. To keep a good eye out for whenever the moment presented itself, to give voice to a testimonial far beyond personal experience – to comment on the state of their blacks. To do so was regarded as an economic contribution to State rights, then, as an afterthought, to maintaining the decent society of the nation as a whole.
Normal Phantom was an old tribal man, who lived all of his life in the dense Pricklebush scrub on the edge of town. He lived amidst thickets of closely-growing slender plants with barely anything for leaves, that never gave an ant an inch of shelter under a thousand thorny branches. This foreign infestation on the edge of Desperance grew out of an era long before anyone in the Phantom family could remember. They had lived in a human dumping-ground next to the town tip since the day Normal Phantom was born. All choked up, living piled up together in trash humpies made of tin, cloth, and plastic too, salvaged from the rubbish dump. The descendants of the pioneer families, who claimed owner ship of the town, said the Aboriginal was really not part of the town at all. Sure, they worked the dunny cart in the old days, carted the rubbish and swept the street. Furthermore, they said, the Aboriginal was dumped here by the pastoralists, because they refused to pay the blackfella equal wages, even when it came in. Right on the edge of some-body else’s town, didn’t they? Dumped the lot of them without any sign of lock, stock or barrel.
No, the Pricklebush was from the time before the motor car, when goods and chattels came up by camel train until Abdul and Abdullah, the old Afghan brothers, disappeared along the track called the ‘lifeline’, connecting north to south. After much time had passed the jokes came about Afghans being shifty dogs, dodgy dogs, murdering dogs and unreliable. When the cupboards turned bare, the town talk finally turned to the realisation that very likely the camel men were never coming back – then everyone in town assumed they had died. A few of the Christian-minded, trying to capitalise on the gross lack of decency in town, sniffed, Well! That ought to teach you now, won’t it?
But no one else thought so, because by then the grog and the tucker was being freighted up by mail truck, which everyone thought was a more convenient method of road transport by any stretch of the imagination.
One cloud-covered night, the camels finally turned up in Desperance, jingling and a-jangling, their foreign bells swaying around their necks, vespers on such a still night. The residents woke up in childlike fright, sitting straight up in their beds, eyes wide open like zombies, seeing dark figures moving in their pitch-black bedroom, same time reckoning it was ghosts with an Afghan smell, true God, just came straight in, levitating, taking over, helping themselves, walking around people’s homes with no mind youse, not one shred of good manners whatsoever. Couldn’t even knock on the door first before coming into someone’s house. That was the trouble with new Australians the town claimed: Even dead ones had no manners. Unnaturalised. Really unAustralian. You shoulda sent out a search party. What a relief it was for dawn to come and everyone could see for themselves it was just poor old Abdul’s and Abdullah’s camels.
Over the following days no one thought to capture the animals to retrieve the rotting pack saddles. The townsfolk had a deeply felt aversion to touching the belongings of dark-skinned foreigners – or their animals. So, the camels just wandered around at their own will, covered with sores from the rotting packs of foodstuff: flour, sugar, grain growing sprouts that had died, still strapped over and hanging off their backs until something had to be done. The poor beasts were officially rounded up. The screaming, uncooperative animals didn’t comprehend English, or barbarism either. After being hounded for several hours by their pursuers on foot and horseback, and stoned and whipped, the camels were eventually moved out over the claypans and shot. In the archival records written with a thick nib by a heavy-handed municipal clerk it is recorded, Camels removed. The first entry of work completed by the Town’s Municipal Council.
In the old camel-drivers’ camps the seeds of mimosa embedded in camel dung sprouted their hard little shoots in the Wet season. Thousands of seeds spread along every track and gully, flooding with sheetwater from the rain to regenerate in shallow mud pools. The shoots sent down their fat roots to take a steely grip on the claypans, holding the land together in a mirage that looked like it might last forever without water. In this mirage the cattle properties prospered on traditional lands taken but never ceded. Today, herds of Brahman-cross cattle leave their tracks crisscrossing the landscape in the Dry season, as they search for stubbly patches of bluegrass and grind the top layers of soil to powdered bulldust.
The Pricklebush mob say that Normal Phantom could grab hold of the river in his mind and live with it as his father’s fathers did before him. His ancestors were the river people, who were living with the river from before time began. Normal was like ebbing water, he came and went on the flowing waters of the river right out to the sea. He stayed away on the water as long as he pleased. He knew fish, and was on friendly terms with gropers, the giant codfish of the Gulf sea, that swam in schools of fifty or more, on the move right up the river following his boat in for company. The old people say the groper lives for hundreds of years and maybe Normal would too. When he talked about the stars, they said he knew as much about the sky as he did about water. The prickly bush mob said he had always chased the constellations: We watched him as a little boy running off into the night trying to catch stars. They were certain he knew the secret of getting there. They thought he must go right up to the stars in the company of groper fish when it stormed at sea, when the sea and the sky became one, because, otherwise, how could he have come back?
‘How you do that?’ was the question everyone asked.
‘The water doesn’t worry me,’ Normal Phantom answered simply, although he knew that when his mind went for a walk, his body followed.
Everyone in Desperance was used to the sight of Normal’s jeep driving north to meet the river’s edge. It was the only vehicle he had ever owned. Always, the small tinnie boat, full of dints, a stray bullet hole or two, strapped onto the roof. A vessel purchased with cross-country road transport in mind, much more than water safety.
They say he knew these deep muddy waters better than the big salties: crocs that got tangled up in the nets in the middle of the night. Glassy-eyed monsters that came over the side of his tiny craft looking for action with the big river man. Jaws charging for a winner-takes-all kind of fight in the swamping boat, snapping in full flight, water splashing up into a storm with the swishing, thrash, thrash, thrashing of an angry tail against the side of the boat. People like to remember Normal saying in melancholy fashion (faking a thoroughly modern Americanised impersonation of a Presidential Captain Hook): those snapping jaws meant diddly squat to him. Meanwhile, he moved like a hopping hare, fumbling for what seemed like ages to find the gun. Normal ended hundreds of lives of prehistoric living fossils this way, with his gun pointing all over the place in a turmoil of water and thick leather crankiness, until he made a direct hit between the eyes of the reptile caught in an instant of moonlight.
In this otherwise quietly living population of about three hundred people, no living soul remembered what the port had looked like before. No picture could be put on display in a showcase at the museum of scarce memorabilia, because no one at the time of the heyday thought it was worthwhile to take a photo. But everybody knew that this was Normal’s river.
One day, someone in town, whose name is not worth a mention, was languishing around in a laconic stupor following the months of heatwave in the Wet season build-up, waiting for the rain to come. Lying flat-out like a corpse on the bare linoleum floor in the hall-way of a house exactly like the one next door. Capturing in a long sigh of appreciation the northern sea breezes that came waltzing straight over twenty-five kilometres of mudflats, whistling their arrival through the front door while, on the way out, slamming the back door open and shut. All of a sudden this someone of no consequence thought of changing the name of the river to Normal. And, in a town where change never came easy, it came to be.
There was a celebration by the local Shire Council. The occasion was the anniversary of the port’s first one hundred years. It coincided with a spate of unusual happenings during a short-lived era of Aboriginal domination of the Council. Harmless coercing of the natives, the social planners hummed, anxious to make deals happen for the impending mining boom. Meaningful coexistence could now accommodate almost any request whatsoever, including changing a river’s name to Normal. During this honeymoon period, those Aboriginal people who took the plunge to be councillors, wisely used their time in public office to pursue scraps of personal gain for their own families living amidst the muck of third-world poverty.
All this was part and parcel of the excitement of Desperance when the first multinational mining company came into the region. Numerous short-lived profiteering schemes were concocted for the locals, in order to serve the big company’s own interests as they set about pillaging the region’s treasure trove: the publicly touted curve of an underground range embedded with minerals.
The elaborate white linen ceremony, paid for by the mining company, attracted southern politicians who flew in for the day. Most of them were known by the local dignitaries as a bunch of fly-by-nighters. And what’s more, as they rolled out the welcome smile, some locals whispered unmentionable insults behind the backs of their very important visitors. Other locals who liked the sound of their own voices attacked the politicians straight out with a diatribe of insults. Yelling out, the crowd picked up bits wafting in the wind gusts: Youse are always cowering down on the ground. Are youse the runt of the Australian political litter or something? Yah! falling over yaselves to any foreign investor flocking up the steps of Parliament, knocking on the big door, and smelling like money.
The politicians and mining executives mingled uncomfortably with the crowd, then pushed themselves up against the old hero Normal for a photo opportunity, and got snapped by members of the media circus who had jockeyed for free rides on the official executive jets. Then everything got ruined by a normal sort of dust storm thundering in from the south. A thick wall of red dust mingled with all manner of crunched vegetation and plastic shopping bags gathered up in its path, damaging the cut sandwiches when it came through. The fidget-prone adults panicked, running for cover along with their red and green cordial-stained screaming children.
Then came a violent electrical storm when the rain ruined the day anyway – as the town’s sceptics said it would. A taut occasion, despite these dramatic interventions; enough time for the now disposed-of State Premier to complete the ceremony of officially changing the name of the river from that of a long deceased Imperial Queen, to ‘Normal’s River’. Traditional people gathered up for the event mumbled, Ngabarn, Ngabarn, Mandagi, and so did Normal in a very loud and sour-sounding voice over the loudspeaker in his extremely short thankyou address, although those who knew a fruit salad full of abuse in the local languages knew he was not saying Thank you! Thank you! and belly-laughed themselves silly because the river only had one name from the beginning of time. It was called Wangala.
It was a funny thing about the river. Anybody and everybody thought they might ride this river like some legendary buck jumping wild horse called Diesel or Gidgee or Mulga. People were always travelling up to the northern coastline over the rough roads of the Gulf on long weekends. They’d haul up and launch straight over the side into the yellow river: flash fishing boats with sixties country and western names, like Donna, Stella and Trixie. Bright-coloured boats, powered by engines of many horsepowers, bought with top dollar gained from doing stretch shifts two kilometres down underground, hauling up rich ores scraped from the mother load embedded in sequences of rock that looked like the growth rings of a powerful, ancient being.
And on the water they would cast a line here, a line there, over the sides with state of the art fishing tackle, but no knowledge of the way of the river. Nothing was thought about it. There was a considerable number of people living in the region now, with the great influx of mine workers who had nothing to do on their days off. More new mines became established in the region with little regard to anyone’s say-so.
After the mining stopped, neither Normal Phantom and his family, nor his family’s relations, past or present, rated a mention in the official version of the region’s history. There was no tangible evidence of their existence. Even in Uncle Micky’s collection of bullet cartridges.
Micky had lived with a metal detector for God knows how long. He said he had a fever which drove him on because he would never know when he picked up the last piece of evidence – all of those forty-fours, thirty thirtys, three-o-threes, twelve gauges – all kinds of cartridges used in the massacre of the local tribes. He had maps, names of witnesses, details, the lot. A walking encyclopaedia. Now his voice lives on in the great archive of cassettes which he left for the war trials he predicted would happen one day. But no tourists go to Micky’s museum. Maybe because it was built in the wrong spot. That’s fighting for you. Fighting, fighting all the time for a bit of land and a little bit of recognition.
All the old mines, old mining equipment, old miners, old miners’ huts, skeletons of miners in the cupboard, anything to do with mining was packaged in a mishmash of nothing words and marketed on gloss as the ultimate of local tourist attractions. The shiny covers of these tourist brochures celebrating selected historical sites and museums ought to grab you from across the room at airports, hotels and motels, or from the rack of any tourist or travel centre selling the highlights of mining. You can’t even hide the stuff because of its iridescence.
But this was not Vaudeville. Wars were fought here. If you had your patch destroyed you’d be screaming too. The serpent’s covenant permeates everything, even the little black girls with hair combed back off their faces and bobby-pinned neatly for church, listening quietly to the nation that claims to know everything except the exact date its world will end. Then, almost whispering, they shyly ask if the weather has been forecast correctly today.
If you are someone who visits old cemeteries, wait awhile if you visit the water people. The old Gulf country men and women who took our besieged memories to the grave might just climb out of the mud and tell you the real story of what happened here.
[bookmark: _Toc243389473]Core text 1 – extract 2 – Chapter 11 (pp 365–417)
The mine
The Fishman had decided to leave town about the same time Norm had taken to the sea. The convoy, with its noisy exhaust pipes spewing black fumes, drove like a long black snake through the storm-darkened town. More white crosses had been hand-wiped over the muddied cars. The Fishman told Angel he was leaving. He said he wanted to beat the clouds gathering, before the Wet had properly settled itself over the plains again. He drove around the outskirts of Desperance, signalling his convoy to set forth, with a bony arm swinging assuredly, as each car drove off. Then, using a finger sign and a face of total concentration, he instructed, ‘Head south.’
Fishman still tried to understand the foreboding that refused to leave his mind since he had arrived in Desperance, but the more he thought it over, the answer kept escaping him. ‘Time to move on,’ he told Angel again. ‘Before the devils catch up.’ He hated the illusionary world particularly in Desperance, which was tied to his childhood. He felt as frightened as anyone else of seeing spirits wherever he looked. Where others saw their shadow, Mozzie saw dark spirits following people around. They were inside every house, listening to conversations, remarking like gossips if they believed this or that was right. He watched them putting words into the mouths of the living. He knew out on the road, it was hard for spirits to keep up when vehicles travelled faster than a person could run, and in the convoy, there were too many people around talking among themselves, and drowning out the little voices of their consciences playing around with peoples lives. In any case, Mozzie preferred to dwell in the mystery of people, even if he got them wrong occasionally.
In the end, he drew strength from a narrow point of view, where, even if it were possible, there was nothing to be gained from penetrating the cloudy wall into his depressed state of mind to find hidden messages. There would be no time to catch up with old friends like Norm Phantom, Mozzie smiled as his mind captured the maker of silver fish, labouring over his work bench. ‘Oh! He is the real fisherman.’ He sat back in the car travelling down the south road, thinking of Norm travelling the seas of oceans.
Ah! The good life. Mozzie worried more for Will Phantom. He had fretted for Will. What was he up to? After he had disappeared at the lagoon, he had not seen him again in Desperance. He thought Will must have heard about the mine men, the ones from the big powerful mining company, Gurfurritt International. Everyone knew they were out searching the area for the body his convoy had seen on their way up to Desperance. Angel said that Will would be around. She heard from the girls, that they had to keep Truthful from finding Elias’s body in the fishroom.
This was all becoming too close, Fishman thought, and he told Angel this. He knew if he stayed the feeling pricking his heart so deeply would not leave until something went wrong. He remembered how on the road, he had begged Will to stay away. Knowing that it would be at least two years before the convoy’s return was why Mozzie had taken him away in the first place. At the time, Will was lucky to get out of the place.
The whole world had turned upside down two years ago when Will Phantom had blocked Gurfurritt’s pipeline in a dozen different places along the 150-kilometre stretch, when it was being built to carry the ore from the mine to the coastline. Rest on your head Desperance! There were insinuators. It had taken some investigation on the state of the art pipeline to establish the method of sabotage. At first it appeared that the pipe was self-exploding across the plains of spinifex. It seemed the pressure of ore travelling down the pipe to the coast needed to be adjusted, then readjusted.
Sweating engineers cursed each other’s incompetence each time the thing burst, and they were sent out in the hostile midsummer heatwaves, to do the backbreaking work to fix the darn thing. It was a nightmare to suspect that a thirty million dollar pipeline had been constructed of the wrong material. What went wrong with the grando plano? It was a good question with no answer. Oh! Yes! The Fishman convoy had been lucky to get Will Phantom out of town alive. Security was running mad. No one had seen the likes of it before. Every exit point had been heavily guarded.
When the big miner threatened to withdraw, halting further building of the mine, the town watched as its population increased by one hundred per cent. The State Premier ordered a squadron of police to be flown in from the state’s capital down South to help search for Will Phantom. There were dozens of pot-bellied police stationed in plastic chairs at all of the river crossings. When the religious convoy had reached the crossing of the wide, tide-surging Normal river on the edge of town, Mozzie Fishman saw what they would have to confront to cross the bridge.
He studied the rifles first, and behind the rifles, the set faces of dozens of police officers, uniformed and plain-dressed, lined up on the other side of the bridge. Further back, police cars were swung across the road as a roadblock, ready and waiting. When the convoy started to cross the bridge, for it was already too late to turn around, the uniformed police came forward with the German shepherds. Mozzie saw the dogs panting for a drink of water, and very quietly, sent word back through the cars: ‘It is nothing. Be brave. The dogs are just a threat. Everything will be searched. Pretend it’s nothing.’
It did not pay to protest when the police made the occupants of the unregistered cars push their vehicles over the side into the flooding river. The ones who did, if they had been observant, would have just been fast enough to see the slight tug of the handler’s lead, a signal, before the dog lunged. Then, knocked to the ground and savaged, they crawled on their stomachs to slip over the side of the bridge. Well! When they clung onto the wooden planks – as thick as railway sleepers, simply hanging there, suspended over the swollen body of the brown snake ripping along at a tremendous speed below on its way to the sea, they might have heard laughter, and for brief moments felt the sensation of shock at the incongruous misplacement of mirth with fear. Then, with the sounds of savage snarling dogs ringing through their heads, the dogs thrashing about above, ripping at their ears and the backs of their clinging knuckles, their bloodied hands were slippery like black eels. If there were moments to spare, they retained their last hold by dragging their hands through the long splinters of that old bridge which became impaled in the palms of their hands. Finally, they would let go. They fell through the brown depths of the raging waters, surfacing metres down river, looking back to the sea of blank faces on the bridge, watching them disappear to kingdom only come.
But with all of that, it was some kind of comic relief when the convoy got through, and the police missed Will. Still, Mozzie thought, Will was never going to be the picture of anyone’s stereotypical black rebel, guerilla, activist, stirrer. He was too familiar, like an invisible man, who walked through his whole life in a town without anyone batting an eyelid to notice what he looked like. The chief detective thought the whole town was brain dead when every person with civic responsibilities responded likewise – ‘Ah! They all look the same to me.’ ‘Can’t tell them apart, never could.’
Call it providence! Call it neglect! Call it what you will. There was not a single picture in town of Will Phantom. Both factions gave contradictory descriptions. They used whatever wardrobe full of memories they possessed. Anyone who sprang to mind they gave as their honest opinion of the description of Will. They were more interested in rhetoric. There was more to say about warring factions and community disputes, than the likes of Will Phantom, and his cohorts in crime against others. The senior detective had to say very loudly at least a hundred times in his best attempt at broken English, that he was not into theorising or analysing their brawls. He did not want to think about it. He was a very hard man.
The police hurried away to ring up the regional news-papers, but somehow, even they did not have a picture of Will Phantom. Not a single snapshot in all of their records. Unbelievable! Even though he had excelled in all school sports and was once the student of the year. The police went down to the Council office to look at the historical records. Yes, they were sure there was a photo somewhere – Man of the Match on Picnic Day sometime. An Aboriginal boy with a big grin. Caught the biggest fish during the Easter fishing competition. You heard about the fishing comp? It’s very popular? No. No picture must have been taken that year. Sorry!
The police had already been through the school. Where were the class photos? I can’t believe you have no class photos of Will Phantom? The senior detective hissed how he was sick of being in the mongrel town, while he looked incredulously at the unkempt piles of crumpled photos spread over the green pingpong table. There were dozens of photos, but nothing that showed this person had once spent eight years of his life in the building. Didn’t he go to school? they asked out of interest.
Yes! Yes! He sang ‘Sweet Caroline’ and ‘Come Lately’ when he walked home from school. The police learned Will was a charming boy with a melodic voice who sang Neil Diamond songs. The whole town loved listening to him. Often the whole town would be singing the same song in his wake, as he walked past.
The police went straight down to the Phantom’s house. At least twelve good men using a fine-tooth comb searched every inch, two times, maybe three, and came up with nothing. Nobody could beat Angel Day’s daughters for fastidiousness. Norm had ordered them to destroy anything that would remind them of Will, the day he left home. Norm Phantom did not help the senior detective either, since he insisted that someone called Will Phantom was no relative of theirs, never was, and never would be.
The Phantom family were paraded in a line at the police station in front of all of the out-of-town police. The senior detective spoke to his men: ‘This is to help you men to get a bit of a gander at what you are looking for.’ He walked up and down in front of the silent family, and in return they glared back, with spite in their eyes. There was no strong family resemblance running through them, anyone could see that, but the senior detective saw smidgens of familiarity, and must be credited for his exceptional detective skills. The four eldest, Inso and Donny, Janice and Patsy, were on the heavy side although each had completely different facial features. The old people called it a testimonial to the strong differences in both their parents. Girlie and Kevin were worlds apart from their older siblings. Both were skinny as rakes, but again, perhaps, looking more like their father.
Angel Day did not help either. Treating what was happening to her like a terrible illusion, La Goddess of Mozzie Fishman was very annoyed to be rudely rejoined to the family she had quit having anything to do with a long time ago. She had a new life, she told the senior detective. Even minding her own business did not seem to be enough these days. ‘What a family,’ she had scoffed with her words flowing like butterflies. ‘Police barging into your home, and even though we have done nothing, I am forced to come down to the police station and parade 
around like I was nothing but a bullock in the cattle yard.’ 
Femme fatale almost flew out of her house after she finished complaining about the invasion of privacy. But she absolutely refused to get into the police car when she saw her ex sitting there. ‘I am not going to sit next to that bastard,’ she had told them flat, but how were the police expected to know she had been avoiding him like the plague for years? She stood her ground out there on the footpath, holding the police cars up in the heat, until another car was sent around to pick her up.
Once inside the police station, Angel Day demanded that Norm tell her what he was looking at. Norm was surprised himself that he had been glaring at the way she was dressed. Too tight, too short. Wanting to correct her behaviour – arms flapping everywhere, eyeing all the men off, showing her legs like a spring chicken. He wanted to pull her together, stop her making a fool of herself in front of the children, but no, he remembered, she was not his property. Then, if that was not enough, she refused to stand in a line with her ex-husband. Norm went up to the desk where the senior detective was leaning and quietly let him know how insulted he was: ‘How dare you parade that harlot next to my family.’
She spat at the foot of the senior detective and when he looked down, he saw that it had landed on one of his polished brown shoes. He looked straight back at her and she winked at him, giving him the eye, as she had given many others before. He thought he was going to hit her. Instead, he instructed his officers to make her stand in line, at the other end, as far away from Norm as possible. She said she was quite capable of standing by herself, and with her head facing off to the furthest wall, she did not have to look at anyone. The senior detective looked at the lot of them – six children, two parents – and asked the assembled police, to note the remarkable family resemblance. ‘Believe me! this Will Phantom is going to have a similar look about him.’ A hick town crook was not going to beat a smart man like him. Satisfied, he clapped his hands. ‘So let’s go boys, we got a job to do.’
When the mud dried…
Claypans breathed like skin, and you could feel it, right inside the marrow of your bones. The old people said it was the world stirring itself, right down to the sea. Sometimes, in Desperance, everyone heard the drying mud crack in the vast claypans. You could hear the ground groaning, splitting its epidermis into channels of deep cuts all across the ground. It looked like a fisher man’s net, except it was red brown, and it trapped whatever was down below from breaking through to the surface. It made you think that whatever it was living down underneath your feet, was much bigger than you, and that gave them old clan folk real power. They said it was a good reason to keep on living right where they were. Keep it right. Everyone had to keep fighting those old spirit wars, on either side of that, Got nothing, going nowhere neither, Uptown.
‘This is the only safe place left,’ old man Joseph Midnight kept repeating to himself, as he wandered in and out of his old bit of a lean-to home. The structure of tin and plastic, in an ongoing state of disarray, stood behind the brand-new house the government had given him free – lock, stock and barrel – for cooperating with the mine, but which he said, ‘Was too good to use.’ His relatives, resigned to the fact that the old man was beginning to lose his marbles, took no notice. Midnight was an example of what would happen to themselves one day. It was what they would also do for staying alive so long – the last flicker of life was like this.
Old Joseph had stopped walking over to the town. It had been his daily habit for decades and an inspiration to his clan. He refused to look after himself. He had no food. He just left it up to whatever relatives were around to make sure he got something to eat. They scolded, plonking a sandwich or a plate of stew on his lap. ‘Well! What’s the point of being alive if you are not prepared to look after yourself properly.’ Grumbling and moaning about everything, and no thank you, mind you, they finished up saying, ‘You are nothing but humbug, old man.’ One square meal a day was not worth being spat on he told them, and they hurried away, bloated with complaints, ‘Who cares about being loaded down with the old bugger anyway.’ He was like lead, that empty seashell, called relative. Yet, they were so morally obligated, conscience could not be unlinked and unravelled from family matters even on Eastside.
Old man Joseph Midnight, heard speaking to his dead relatives as though he too was already dead, said his kinfolk were not worth two bob. ‘Look at us – we are just invisible people around here.’ Watching him talking to the wind blowing through town back to the sea, the kinfolk said he had lost his soul.
Nobody chewed the fat over there, and no one used a smidgen of brain, to fathom old Midnight’s mind. The poison flowed on like contamination into the river. Nothing stopped the talk of poison outside the fish and chip shop either. Such as Fishman’s people saying Elias was dead. Found dead in his boat, they said, on top of a dried-up lagoon. What kind of talk was that?
‘Man should be horsewhipped until he lay dead,’ he growled, waving a hand of dismissal through the air at the imaginary listener following him in and out of his pathetic hovel. He spat towards the new house whenever it caught his eye. He was suffering the unrelenting pain of a wrong decision. For days, he had been unforgiving of himself, for it had been his own snap decision, made without thinking. He never gave himself time to think. ‘Why should an old man have been left to make a decision like that. Why couldn’t somebody else have made it? Why send his whole world away?’ He was speaking about his grand-daughter Hope and her child Bala whom he had sent away to sea with Elias Smith, hiding them during the night in Elias’s boat, under a tarpaulin. No one but Elias knew they were there, when Elias had walked away from Desperance at dawn, pulling his boat behind him to sea.
Old man Joseph Midnight had waited, bent low down on the beach, on the night before Norm had set to sea with Elias’s body. He looked out for the robot, Gordie, who was still alive then. He was alert for anything moving in the shadows – terns, hermit crabs, and sea snakes all moved along the beach. Occasionally, he would give an affectionate rub of pride over the side of his old, tin boat, only newly painted mangrove green.
Old man Joseph Midnight had one hope. He knew once Will heard about Hope and Bala, he would go looking for them, because if there was still some good in the world, and heavens knows it was rare, it was the love between Will and Hope, and their little boy Bala. Will Phantom had arrived, soundlessly, in a borrowed car. Slipping along the foreshore through the darkness, checking which boat he would take, Joseph caught him by surprise. Speaking in a gruff tone, he was a heavy smoker after all, Joseph’s voice came from somewhere close by, ‘I knew you’d be wanting a boat, and I owns the only one going to last the distance you be tracking, so just so you didn’t go about helping yourself to what’s not yours, I told meself – I’d better sit it out here for a while, and wait for when you decide to come down. You make sure you look after this boat properly.’ Will nodded, throwing his gear on board, as he began preparing old Joseph’s boat in readiness for the sea. ‘It’s the only decent thing I’ve got left, you sabie me?’
Old Joseph told Will how he had been listening through the grapevine, people talking – after he had disappeared from the Fishman’s convoy at the lagoon. ‘Knew you was coming home. That was good enough news for me when I heard it. Made an old man’s heart feel good again knowing you might be coming home soon.’ He had waited at night down by the green boat for several hours after darkness had fallen and when Will never arrived, the cloud of doom had resurfaced and he growled at the wind, which was his way of talking to his useless kin, who in all other matters, he preferred to have nothing to do with.
‘Stupid buggers – lot of them. No use to a person at all – never have been. Thought they were too good to learn anything from me – Righto then. Not one of them knows one single thing about the sea to go looking for their sister or the little boy. Idiots.’
From a borrowed car, Will unloaded into the boat the gear he needed to take to sea. It was simple fare, several water containers, fishing gear, some canned food, spare clothing. The old man gave him the directions to the safe place in his far-off country – a blow-by-blow description sung in song, unravelling a map to a Dreaming place he had never seen. ‘I grew up in the hard times – not that any bugger cares.’
Will knew. The stories of the old people churned in his guts. He responded in the best way he could to show his affinity, ‘Inhumane treatment, I know, Pop.’ Yet, old man Midnight remembered a ceremony he had never performed in his life before, and now, to his utter astonishment, he passed it on to Will. He went on and on, fully believing he was singing in the right sequence hundreds of places in a journey to a place at least a thousand kilometres away. ‘Sing this time. Only that place called such and such. This way, remember. Don’t mix it up. Then next place, sing, such and such. Listen to me sing it now and only when the moon is above, like there, bit lower, go on, practice. Remember, don’t make mistakes…’ The song was so long and complicated and had to be remembered in the right sequence where the sea was alive, waves were alive, currents alive, even the clouds.
‘Will, remember, you will only travel where the sea country will let you through.’
It was only then, while old man Joseph Midnight was watching for Gordie, he whispered the story of what happened to Hope after Will had left town, on the run with the Fishman.
It was clear both had the hunter’s instinct, a stillness, and compelling eyes that saw through darkness. Both kept an ear listening for any sound, as unconsciously alert as the hunted animal or fish needed to be, while listening for sounds from up to one kilometre away – past the Fisherman’s Hotel, past the rubbish tip, past the last moored boat, past the hovering seagull ghosts simmering in the light of the moon. Tonight, they heard the sound of sea water lapping at their feet on the edge of the beach, while in the distance, timber creaked as moored boats rubbed against one another, and there was the constant ringing of a small bell on board of one as it bobbed in the ebbing flow of the tide. Further out, they could hear the engines of the barges travelling to the ships waiting in the deeper waters for the ore from the mine.
Occasionally, they heard the sound of heavy machinery creaking before sailors yelled, then the droning of ore loaded into the bulk holds. Out there in the bay, it was a noisy night with ballast waters ejecting into the still waters. Nature too, splashed from fish jumping out of the shallows. Constantly, dogs barked at the moon. Close by, a barn owl hooted its stanza. The channel-bill cuckoos disturbed one another, up in the skies, shouting in a frenzy of old man’s crackle.
‘But what happened!’ Will whispered, with urgency in his voice. He needed to hear the story once more, pushing old Midnight further, quicker, while knowing in the end he would have to run with the boat for there was little time left to take the tide out. He needed to capture their life, Hope’s and Bala’s, to see everything he had missed. There had been no outside communications with either the East or Westside camps while he was away. No telephone to pick up. No one to take messages. No way of getting back. Will knew Hope could not have left on her own accord and found him. The separation had been complete. ‘Pack it in ice,’ Fishman told his crew was the best way to handle the heart. He said his heart was the perfect model they could mould themselves on if they wanted, if they had problems handling separation. Will tried to imagine how Hope managed alone. And old man Joseph Midnight talked, gently telling the story again, but quicker, as though he thought he might be sprung upon any moment by the elusive Gordie, slithering through the grass line behind.
‘Well! I got word, that’s all. That the police were going to arrest Hope after those fires. They couldn’t find you. They found all of those who fell off the bridge when the Fishman’s convoy left town. All the others, they were frisked and searched at the crossing. They kept thinking you were still hiding around the place so they started saying that she was involved with you, even that it was your hand involved in burning down the Shire Council, after the big problem with the pipeline.
‘And Elias, he was supposed to be guarding, looking after the place, so they said he must have stood by and did nothing when he saw you doing it. They had conducted their own investigation. I heard all about that bloody kangaroo court they had down at the pub. In the end, they told him to get out of town. After, they were still looking for blood, anyone’s. That was the reason why they were coming for Hope.
‘They had already started to torment her with questions and threats if she never told them where you were. The police never believed you went away. They was always thinking you was close by. The town was all revved up and harping on, “Nobody knows the trouble we got because of that Will Phantom”. Jeez! Here in town, down at the mine; I reckoned they invented half of it. Everyone reckoned it. I reckoned it too. I heard them saying things like, “Oh! Look! Fancy that, broken glass bottle left on the road. Bet Will Phantom did that”. Anything.
‘Some woman said it was Sunday instead of Monday and that was your fault too. Yo! Who in charge of changing time then? Bet Will Phantom behind it, that’s what. They even believed it when you said once that you could hide behind thin air around here. Well? Now you could have been behind every dust storm so they went searching through it, round it. “Where could he be?” Who’s going to find you first? So they come after Hope, just so they could flush you out.’
‘Well! Somebody killed Elias,’ said Will, running his hand through his hair, still unbelieving, but knowing he should have predicted all of this would happen. Life had no meaning in this new war on their country. This was a war that could not be fought on Norm Phantom’s and old Joseph Midnight’s terms: where your enemy did not go away and live on the other side of town, and knew the rules of how to fight. This war with the mine had no rules. Nothing was sacred. It was a war for money.
‘I know he is dead. Finished poor bugger. Fishman mob told me that,’ old Joseph’s timbre was breaking and becoming barely audible. Will could see how the old man had been worrying himself sick ever since he heard the news about Elias. Joseph went on, saying he did not know what he wanted to believe anymore. ‘You can’t go around burning things down Will, you should know that. A bloody waste of money that’s what that is.’
‘Hope was not involved in anything, Jesus Christ. None of us had anything to do with the fires in town,’ Will explained, as old Joseph watched him. ‘It was that fucking mine did that, and it’s their own money they wasted, so don’t feel sorry for them. They never worried about us when they were riding roughshod over our rights.’ Will kept his more worrying thoughts to himself. He decided not to talk to the old man about how much danger he thought Hope and Bala were in, if they were still alive. He did not say that he believed the mine had murdered Elias and set him up in the lagoon to trap him.
‘Would the mine want to kill Elias? He could of just died out there. Maybe.’ Old man Joseph Midnight stopped, as though unable to bear the thought of the consequences of Elias not completing his journey, if all three had lost their lives at sea. He turned to the new revelations from Will. ‘The mine people don’t want to burn down the Shire Council office and start all those other fires? They got nothing to do with the town. They must of had a good reason for doing those kind of things.’ His voice tailed off again. He did not want to understand if it all meant that in the end the hope for a better world had perished in the sea.
‘You mob,’ old Midnight said, following Will in his readiness to cast off, ‘talk all the time about some kind of new, contemporary world. New world – Blah! to that. What contemporary world? It’s the same world as I live in, and before that, and before that. No such thing as a contemporary world.’ Why should someone old like himself comprehend Uptown having reason enough for killing and burning amongst their own jellyfish white people? ‘I understand our mob having a go at each other,’ he said, referring to the old wars. ‘We got to fight each other until one day we might git sick and tired of it.’ What he really meant, Will knew, was that one side must give up and go away. It was the ultimate solution that neither side could resolve. Which would be the loser? It was the only way the fighting of the last four hundred years would finish.
‘The way I see it, white people treat each other nice way. That’s right what I am saying, init? Uptown got something – a good neighbour 
thing with the mine. No trouble. No need for trouble.’
‘It’s called a good neighbour policy, old man, and it means nothing. This town is being used, you know that? Used, and they are too stupid to see it.’ Will was annoyed and he wanted to set off.
‘Well! That’s not true. The way I see it, the mine has got no problem with the town and vice versa. I watch them all mingling, talking like they can’t get enough of each other. The mine put money into the town too – all the time by the looks of it. So there is no reason and you wrong at this this time, Will.’
‘Of course they got a reason…’ Will was about to explain how the good neighbour policy worked to kill opposition, but Midnight cut him off.
‘You know I sent the boy down to your father with a note one time,’ he said.
‘What happened?’ Will was surprised. The two senior men of the opposite clans never spoke, or acknowledged the other existed. Their language had no word for compromise. Was this a signal of defeat? He looked closely at the old man to see where the trickery lay in the creased features of his face. No, in the lie of the land, nothing good could have been packaged in this gesture. Norm had never forgiven Will for having a relationship with Hope. And Will knew that Bala was old man Joseph Midnight’s treasure, so it was a strange thing for him to say he wanted Norm to look after the little boy after the police came looking for Hope.
‘Suppose he never wanted a bar of it. That little fella walked down that road over there and all of them frogs over on Westside just stopped croaking on the sides of the road, just to watch what was going to happen. Well! From what we heard, they saw what was going to happen. That old bastard did not have enough guts to recognise his own blood. So I had no choice. Now, I blame him because all of this would not have happened if he could have helped his own flesh and blood.
‘You know what the mean old bastard did to his own grandchild? No? Nobody would have told you. Well! He just looked around on the ground, can you believe that? And the next minute, he picked up a stone and threw it, picked up another – threw it, and another. Threw it all at the little fella like he was someone’s dog to get rid of. So, good little fella, he just turned around and come on home. All of them frogs on our side were that glad. All along the road! Well! They never even stopped croaking for one split millisecond when he come past. They were that happy to see him they made themselves dizzy with excitement cheering him on.
‘Oh! I wish my little baby was here now and all of these things never happened. I am left with the worse life now. I tell you Will, if I wasn’t old and decrepit like I am, I’d be coming with you. And I blame Norm Phantom, nobody else, and soon as I am well enough again I will be going over to confront that dog straight to his face. Square up. Everyone will be asking then, “What happened to that big hero Norm Phantom?” And I’ll just be saying, “He’s gone away. You won’t be seeing him anymore”.’
Will listened to Joseph’s wishful rumbling – so on and so forth. He wished he could offer credence to Midnight’s story, even when he could imagine it as being the truth. True, when Bala was born, there had been silence. Not one sound from Westside – no shouting out, no rejoicing, no herald singers singing ‘a child is born’. No one said, let bygones be bygones. No one measured the possibility of the child, who could be the adhesive needed to create peace between the two groups. So, instead of joy, Will thought, stones were thrown of the literal kind. This was where the ambiguity lay in Midnight’s story. There were no stones to be found on the claypans over Westside. Only sick in the gut people complained about stones. Whitefellas dreamt of stones. And children thought stones were magical.
Will Phantom was soon far away. Alone, on the ocean, he had become a one-man search party to find his wife and child. He sailed impatiently for several days, after having had no difficulty in finding the currents old Midnight had told him to ride, and finally, he had the low, flat isles in sight. The previous night he had felt the changes of movement in the water – the slower flow, the rise of the water, which pleased him. Now, he sighted land ahead. The number of seabirds increased until he felt that every bird in the world was heading towards the same destination. Their piercing calls became louder and deafening until the familiar sound of the ocean had been drowned to a murmur.
Occasionally, Will felt he was becoming disoriented. It was difficult not to be overcome with curiosity, and unconsciously, his eyes would be drawn to look skyward at the low-flying feathered clouds that swarmed noisily through the skies. His stomach lurched and he felt his mind slipping into a state of dizziness from which he could only escape by concentrating on the sea. The low string of islands were just as old Midnight had told him. ‘Bit like mangrove forests – same colour as me boat – good place too,’ Midnight had explained. By this he meant, there would be good hunting and good camouflage.
The dense grey-green mangrove forests lining the beaches, stuck out of the water, all the way back towards a sandhill. In between the mangroves rose clusters of cycad palms – Cycas angulata, like spirit camps, like sentries with their windswept heads staring out to sea. In the shallow waters, the colour became greyer. Will could not remember seeing sea water like this before, but he kept on steering the boat towards the islands. Later, he realised that the islands were composed of clay, and this caused the discolouration of the water similar to how the Gulf waters around Desperance used to be. Before mining. Very soon the blue of the ocean was left far behind him, with his thoughts of what Midnight had foretold. The imminent expectations of land Will had carried across the ocean now became an invasion of optimism, similar to his experience in the desert, burning his body with thirst, hunger and love.
He rode the boat over the breakwater towards one of the dull greygreen islands. With the boat steering quickly towards the shoreline, he started to notice in the shallower waters breaking onto the beach, an unusual amount of rubbish. Glistening in the sun amidst flocks of seagulls, there were dozens of white plastic cordial containers bobbing along the coastline. Will recognised these as an ominous message from the guardian spirits of the place. It was not a sign he had expected. Midnight had not warned him of any of the dangers associated with his old ancestor’s land.
Now at the end of his voyage, he felt as though he was holding his breath in melancholy anticipation. The solitude at sea had been a time of reflection, where he had thought about his life, and a future that could be with, or without Hope and Bala. Heading towards land, he thought optimism had evaded their past, and it had eluded his vision of the future. No good had come of any of their lives. It was these thoughts that were abruptly broken when a final wave threw him onto the chaotically crowded beach. The island had been overtaken by nesting pelicans, watching him with angry-looking eyes, and wherever he tried to cut a path through their nests, their necks lunged out and he saw wobbling up to their mouths, little lumps of sound, travelling and stalling, until breaking out of their beaks into a long, deafening screech. Thousands of the white ghostly birds hovered over the islands, moving like noisy clouds as they filled the next part of the air space while abandoning the last. Later in the darkness, he would see the moonbeams illuminating the birds like white lights, and when the breeze shimmered against their wings, the night droned away as though the whole planet was alive with the sound of Indian tabula and clay drums.
Everything he sensed about the place said that he should leave immediately, so he went back to the beach and thought about what he should do. Nobody could inhabit the islands, which were very small, but he had to be sure. He towed the boat further along the beach until he found a thick grove of mangrove trees by the side of a small creek. He secured the boat under the trees and prepared to wait until darkness fell. He caught some mud crabs and cooked them over a small fire.
In mid afternoon a storm moved onto the coastline, with the same sense of impatience as Will, and within seconds, the clouds burst and the rain fell. Relieved, Will quickly took the opportunity to walk, in the rain, through the nesting birds, which were now too drenched to be bothered with him passing by. As he had thought, the island showed no signs of fire, nowhere Hope might have stayed, nothing that showed anyone had ever lived on it.
He went back for the boat and moved to the next island and then the next, collecting nothing but gashes on his legs from the strikes of angry birds. After two days of searching, he rowed across to a larger island. It was still raining heavily through clouds that touched the water as he came in to the beach. The island was the last in the group of five. He secured the boat just before dawn.
There were fewer nesting birds to bother him as he walked through the rain, and the poor wretched birds that remained glued to their nests had their heads buried under their wings trying to keep dry. He saw a lot more of the puzzling plastic bottles bobbing along the shoreline. He thought they might have come off a ship, a loose container from Asia perhaps, fallen into the sea. Once opened, the container had released thousands of bottles which floated to the surface and drifted, until they had been driven onto the islands. It could have happened a long time ago, or it could have been only a few months. It could be that simple, the bottles were caught in the waters running around the islands between the foreshore and the breakwater over the reefs.
Will stopped dead in his tracks when he heard the tenor. A voice, lush, rich, Italian, had suddenly broken into a full operatic song, just a few metres from him. Blast! the bottles, he thought. Someone’s trick – Midnight’s? Rain, snappy gum foliage and high grass separated the slow, melodic singer, from where Will stood, dripping wet. He was astounded by his own carelessness. Elias, Norm, Midnight, Fishman – all sprung into his mind. Taught by experts. What would they say? How could anyone be so stupid? He had not been paying enough attention. He had been too sure of there being no one else around.
He glanced down, and saw his heart pulsating through the skin of his bare chest. Then, from the corner of his eye, he saw the singer, standing almost beside him, with a face full of expression, expectation, passionately glorifying the perfect day – Ma per fortuna è una notte di luna, e qui la luna l’abbiamo vicina. The big Italian was standing alone in the rain, arms open wide like one of his ancestral Gods. Rain dripped over his golden face. Pearl drops of rain rolled down his black beard. He was lost in his song: fortunately, his eyes were concentrating on his fingers directing the accompanying chorus – a family of singing magpies. The black and white pied birds were perched high in the branches of nearby gum trees.
Mine worker! Will recognised the blue uniform. Shit! Where were the others? He moved back behind the singer, and further back until he was safely out of sight, then he circled around to see why the mining company had people working out on the island.
The man was still singing, obviously alone except for the plastic bottles strewn everywhere, on the ground, in the grass, enmeshed in bushes and undergrowth like large, alien fruit. Will watched the bottles moving by, spirited along in the strong, gusty winds of the morning. The wind, cutting across the island, picked up the song and the plastic and carried them tumbling through the bush, finally rolling them down onto the beach and into the sea’s arms. Will was amused by his mistaken earlier scenario of a freak accident, where the bottles had bobbed up to the surface from a fallen container.
Whatever happened to vigilance? Will asked himself. The first and only rule he had learnt about the mine was that nothing happened by accident. The importance of being forever vigilant should have applied even way out in the middle of the Gulf, in a sea desert, in the middle of nowhere. Once, when he was a child fishing with Norm and Elias, they had seen roaming armadas of the world’s jetsam in flotillas that were like moving islands that you could walk on. As they had passed by, Will had seen thousands of screeching seabirds fishing off these sea-made apparitions which creaked and rattled as they moved along the circling currents of the Gulf. Norm and Elias ended the fishing and headed home to tell of what they had seen.
The mysterious flotillas washed around in the Gulf for months. Stories that knew no boundaries grew into epics of speculation. This really was news. A wise man’s moratorium was prescribed. Everyone was prohibited to go on sea journeys until the flotillas disappeared. The old people went around spooking everyone to stay away from them. They claimed they were made by mad seas. And when the sea was mad, dead men’s spirits got caught up in these phantom places. ‘Don’t look at what the sea has done.’ No one did, unless they wished to be haunted for the rest of their lives. Looking at the Italian tenor singing the country in a foreign language, making the land and sea sacred to himself, Will knew he was stupid to have thought in the old way, like a normal person of his own background. Mining changed the way people had to think about looking after themselves. If a man was to survive, he had to first think of what the mine was capable of doing to him.
So much for old man Joseph Midnight thinking the island was a safe place. Yet Will realised there was no point blaming an old man whose vision of the place was ancient. He knew his country in its stories, its histories, its sacred places better than the stranger now singing a love song to it. His time stretched over the millennia. How would Midnight know the speed in which everything had been changed at the hands of the mining company? It was far beyond anyone’s realisation. Will started to calculate the danger Hope and Bala faced, if they had made it this far, before Elias was murdered and ended up inland in the lagoon with his boat.
Nearer, as he moved through the bush, wet from the mist, he saw the tenor was serenading several rows of steel drums, half buried in the sand, covered with a net made of heavy rope and tangled with vegetation from the surrounding bush. Further back, he saw a canvas tent set up in the bushes next to the drums, and several fishing rods and tackle. He thought that perhaps the island had become a weekend fishing haunt for some of the mine workers. He needed to get closer to the drums. Water drums innocently registered in his mind. A storage site for fishermen.
The mine worker had his satellite phone attached to his belt. A guard, Will reasoned, who fishes. He started to scrutinise the site more carefully. It was small but open, grass flattened, intended to look like a weekend fishing place. The airborne coastal surveillance team flying past would not be interested – if they even had it marked on their flight paths. Wilderness fishing retreats on islands, which were not much more than wrecked reefs covered by sand and light vegetation, were popular with remote miners. You would have to bring water in. How? Boat! Helicopter! Will scanned for flattened vegetation, and looked to the skies. Everything was clear, only patchy clouds and seabirds hovered, but these did not flatten vegetation.
He moved on. The world he viewed shone dimly. Although his mind was racing through the possibilities, his body felt too heavy to move. It had already decided it did not want to see what lay ahead, to be told that there was a lot of ground to be covered, to establish whether Hope and Bala had come this far, and what had happened to them. He pushed himself. Go on. Leave the drums. He smiled sarcastically as he mulled over the most obvious scenario of the fishing camp. A riproaring black market trade spinning off the mines in the Gulf. Who was involved? Who knows? Who cares? What was the environmental hazard to his traditional country? Some little operation like this could be very lucrative for any of the miners wanting to make their retirement package. Nothing short of an olive plantation back in the home country for the Italian. Palaces in Europe or Asia for the management.
Will scorned the thought of transport ships now frequently moving up and down the northern coastline. The whole oceanic world seemed to be occupied in the Gulf. It was a grey painter’s palette of tankers exchanging mining equipment for mined ore that came to the coast, after the flesh of the earth had been shunted there by pipelines, tying up the country with new Dreaming tracks cutting through the old. Big ships, small ships pulled in from all over the world bringing tinkers, tailors, beggar men, thieves. Anchored off Desperance, the ships waited for the barges to bring the ore out through the dredge tracks cut in the grey shallow waters where there were once lush green flowing seagrass meadows. How easy it would be for a ship to stop by some remote reef to pick up a bit of unofficial cargo. Uranium? Gold in lead? Will was knowledge galore, navigating his own nirvana.
The Italian continued singing to the birds and Will was moving through the bush out of view. Or was he? Yes, he remembered, he was certain, but why had he fallen asleep? His head screamed with pain. The helicopter roared in flight. He tried to remember backwards. What had happened from the moment he started edging himself away from the miner’s camp to now? All he could see was an unfathomable darkness. He lay face down on the floor of the moving sound. His legs felt as though they had been stuck together. His arms were pinned to his side. The tape he imagined, was the iridescent yellow the company used to seal the boxes and eskies carrying chemicals. The sound was deafening. Only pain hammered inside his skull. He struggled to keep together a few simple thoughts. He was on a helicopter. The spinning rotor blades and the engine exploding through his head killed any thoughts of trying to understand what had happened.
Instinctively, he moved, struggled to free himself, before realising he was better off pretending to be unconscious, but it was too late. He felt his head dragged back by his hair. At the same time, a boot was pushed into his back. The tape was ripped off his eyes. His head was jerked around to face the light. First he saw white-edged blue. Then the sun at nine o’clock, and he realised it was mid-afternoon. Down below was the ocean. He tried to turn his head to see the person who gripped his hair, but the boot sunk deeper and his head was jerked back again.
The door slammed open and a cold wind smashed against his face. He knew the feel of her body passing and now that feeling crossed over him, and Hope fell. He sees, sees her face calm, her dress blue, she liked the colour blue like the ocean and sky, and he struggled to free himself. He used every muscle in his body to slither out – to fall with her. In those moments, he slides, pushed and shoved against the force of the wind screaming, but Hope falls with her silent dress blue into everything blue, and he is recaptured by those hands gripping his hair more tightly from behind and the boot, square into his back, planting him down on the floor. The only possible moment had passed, and the door was relocked. He listened, but he never heard the ocean, or Hope, only the flying murderers screaming to each other, then he vomits. The mask has been ripped off his mouth so he does not choke. This time, when darkness descends, he feels the blow striking the back of his head.
All moments in time are the mysterious and powerful companions of fate…
The realisation is especially true for those final moments that end life. The ghostly liberators hastily pass by the living to knock your breath away. No time at all before the soul has sped from the body onto a breeze where a moth was flickering by on a day darkened by low passing, kidney-coloured clouds. Time goes on, and one thinks, What of the living? You do not want to believe in death. You do not want to feel the strangeness so peculiar when death has occurred suddenly. There is a terrible shock when what was ends.
Eventually, as time trickled by, Will began asking himself if he had really seen her, watched her fall, unable to prevent it from happening. It was so easy, preferable even, to begin doubting yourself. He kept asking himself – was it really Hope? Could this thing of nightmares have happened to her? How could he have been so utterly powerless? In all of his visions of the future, which he believed were in his grasp, there was no place where dreams were snapped off at the base to prevent growth. He wished he had only dreamt what he had seen. But this was not his dream.
The helicopter blades droned on through his head as he lay semiconscious on the floor of the moving aircraft. He breathed fire from the stench of aviation fuel. He fought against his inconsolable sadness. He wiped away confusion and nausea by imagining it had to have been someone else’s limp body he had imagined going through the door a hundred times. But every time, it was Hope who came back, coming back into the open door of the helicopter smiling, then falling out again, over and over. He could not remember the look on her face as she fell, but nothing could take away the fact that it was her.
The very first time he had seen her, she was walking in the rain, and from where he was sitting on the ground, the first thing he noticed was how her bare feet slushed through the mud. Wet yellow grass blew on both sides and he had watched her from a distance, coming his way, with a dirty, sodden, royal blue doona wrapped around her. She looked like a big child amidst the smaller children who walked with her. He knew they had come from the Eastside camps to join the people he was sitting with next to the river. Everyone had been talking for hours about the mining company Gurfurritt. Will was listening, sizing up the mixed reactions to the mine.
Sabotage playfully plagued his mind. He listened to someone saying people were dying while they were talking. ‘We are burying people and all we do is talk.’ It was true. Even this meeting had been adjourned for a funeral. Will had come hoping to recruit helpers with his fight for land rights. The fires were getting out of hand. Half of the plains were burning. He had to be careful whom he trusted. Allegiances were changing constantly and he knew the reason why. Over many months, he had watched Gurfurritt play the game of innocence with bumbling front men who broke and won the hearts and minds of more and more of his own relatives and members of their communities, both sides of Desperance. Will did not underestimate those innocent friendly meetings where the mining representatives claimed not to know what was required from Native title claims. He believed the company knew government legislation and procedures related to Indigenous rights like the back of its hand. His mildest to wildest dreams were swamped with top silks who provided piece by piece legal advice to the supposedly ignorant Joe Blow, the local mining negotiator, from as far away as New York.
Some people were talking about the jobs they would be getting. You very, very wrong. They were arguing against the pro-land-rights brigade. Whoever heard of it around here before? Land rights kind of talk. Not going to happen here I tell you that right now. Huuump! Some were called Uptown niggers to their face. Others were saying they wanted the mining company to give the country back. Others were opposed to having any mines on their sacred country. Full stop. Some people said how they would kill anybody going against country. We can make it look like an accident. Get em when they been drinking. Manslaughter kind of fighting. They claimed murders of somebodies could be arranged to look like accidents. Yah! Yah talkin air. A nervous vein ran through the meeting whenever the strength of lawlessness was observed in their community.
Talk was always cheap. Cost nothing. And talking like Che Guevara made the huffy people’s hair on the top of their heads stand straight up on end. A chill ran right down their backs. So! Without saying a word, because the meek do not speak, they went heave-ho, in favour of chucking out wildness. Everyone who was not talking animal madness like they were hearing, was quiet. Instead, they said, without saying a single word, if it was going to be like that – okay then. No one would bother speaking anymore. Then the moment was broken by the sound of young laughter floating through the air, from this little group from along the track, breaking through the smoke of smouldering fires.
Will knew almost instinctively where the helicopter was descending, flying south, down towards a landing depot, at the mine. The helicopter pad was an isolated plateau where the wind rattled through large warehouses and hangars that had been built by the mine next to the petrol pumps. Light aircraft and survey helicopters were housed in these buildings. The complex was large enough for all repairs and maintenance to be undertaken by the mine’s well-supplied workrooms. The precinct was a self-contained entity, enclosed by cyclone fencing. Everyone on earth would agree that it had cost a bomb.
The door to the helicopter opened before the engine had wound down, and Will was thrown out onto the ground. When he landed on his side and felt the dust flying up his nostrils, he rolled over face down into the earth. Through the spiralling red dust, two sets of feet ran out of the way of the moving waves of dust. Each man demonstrated a sharp alertness which meant, Will knew, if they were involved in this kind of activity for the mine, they were most likely in peak physical fitness. He estimated both were about the same age as himself. After the helicopter lifted, he was covered red by the falling dust.
‘Are you sure?’ The Fishman sought clarity. ‘Of course we seen it, we’re sure alright.’ This was the story of the two thieves, who saw the whole thing happen as they carried out surveillance activities around the hangars, checking on what they called ‘that bloody mining operation.’ Fishman’s men, who had returned empty-handed, waved aside further communications. ‘Wait a minute.’ Both were bent forward, with hands on the top of their knees, waiting to catch their breath. Not fit men, they had run, stumbling through fifteen kilometres of spinifex. Their legs were covered with bloody cuts. Incredulously they reported the whole darn incident to the Fishman.
‘Cut the tape on his legs,’ one of the mining men at the helicopter pad ordered the other after the dust had settled. Immediately, Will felt a knife rip between his legs. The two men reached down and dragged him to his feet. When he felt something hard pushed in his back, he had no doubt it was a gun. ‘Okay, black arsehole – get walkin.’ Fingernails cut roughly cut across his face as the tape was dragged off his eyes and left hanging in his hair. Will looked ahead. No need to capitulate to his captors, not yet. The ground picture was what he needed to know first: deal with the murderers later. He already knew they were dressed in the mine workers’ blue. Sight of the landscape confirmed what he had already guessed. He knew this country without sight, even when airborne. Once, when he was much younger and very crude in his methods, he had visited the hangar as silently as an owl one night. He had not believed how easy it was when he had poured industrial detergent into the fuel tanks, and because it was too easy, he created other havoc for the mine, then left unnoticed.
‘Get him inside – over the left hangar – first one,’ the man with long yellow hair, not the Italian, told the stiff red-haired one. He was obviously in charge. He lagged behind, dialling the mobile phone he had detached from his belt. In the grass, families of soft-rasping finches – white-spotted and blue, red, grey wrens, flew out of the grass, settled down ahead, then flew off again. They were quickly joined by hundreds of noisy, virginal white, feathered cockatoos with their plume of golden yellow standing straight up from their heads. Their wild screeching continued to gather momentum as they lifted straight towards the sun.
This was kingfisher country. A lone, deep-sea blue kingfisher dashed across the sky in fright. Will watched its path across to the hills. Its flight was a part of the larger ancestral map which he read fluently. He does not have to speak to ask the spirits to keep the birds away from the mine. See! Mine waste everywhere. The grounds were covered in contaminated rubble. Make them go back to the river. Will had always been puzzled why the birds flocked to the mine.
Whenever he saw so many birds around the mine, it raised a lot of questions for him. When would they realise the hazards of going there? How many evolutions would it take before the natural environment included mines in its inventory of fear? He and Old Joseph had sat in the hills and watched the water birds flock to the chemical-ridden tailings dams, where the water was highly concentrated with lead. Afterwards, when the birds flew back to the spring-fed river, where the water was so clear it was like looking through crystal, in amongst the water lilies and reeds, and natural waterfalls dropped between ancient towering palms and fig trees: they bred a mutation. The old prophet Joseph predicted mutated birds would drop out of the sky. No one knew what would happen to the migratory flocks anymore. Will surveyed the distant barbed-wire-crowned cyclone fencing. An impenetrable wall three and a half metres high, surrounding the mine complex to at least six kilometres in diameter. And the birds danced over it while wild animals clawed their way underneath.
‘You, on the fucking chair,’ ordered the big-boned man with the fat face and yellow hair, the mobile phone still to his ear. Will sat on it and waited. He had time.
‘Hello? Yeah! We’re back. And we got the fucking mother load. We got him. Yeah! Thought you’d be pleased. Told you it was just a matter of time. We’ve got the bastard.’ The man with the yellow hair, eyes covered with expensive sunglasses, looked into Will’s face. He casually inhaled from a cigarette in his other hand.
‘What does he look like? What do you mean? Don’t they all look alike? I don’t know. Tall, skinny bugger. Got the kind of mug on him you won’t want to see down an alley way in the middle of the night. Remember the cop we had in charge of the crossing that time? ’98 or ’99? Yeah! Well! He was right. The mongrel looks like the rest of his so-called family…Yeah! It’s him alright…What? No, she panicked when we took off. Wasn’t any point bringing the bitch back was there? No! Oh! Too late anyway. Alright. We found her camping by herself. Yeah! On the island next to the store. Where we picked up that weirdo that time…Yeah! Elias Smith whatever. So, you were right. It was a good job we gone back and checked…Kid? Wasn’t any kid there. Probably didn’t make the journey in the dinghy with them in the first place...We found him sniffing around the store. Yeah! The Conte’s fine. Singing away to the birds when we last saw him…Alright! We’ll wait down here with the bastard.’
Will watched yellow hair put his mobile phone back onto his belt. He walked over to the door, looked out for a few moments, then came back and saw Will was staring at him, straight into his eyes.
‘Hey! Shit-head. What are you staring at?’ The question was asked with a fist planted straight into his face. ‘You wanta have a go, do you? You wanta have a go? Well! Go on.’ The cigarette butt burned into Will’s lips.
He remained motionless, only his eyes alive. Then he heard the footsteps coming closer from behind him, returning from the kitchenette at the far end of the hangar and with the footsteps came the wafting smells of hot coffee and fried steak. The fried-steak-smelling man with the red hair started winding plastic tape around Will and the chair. ‘Just in case you got some fucking funny ideas,’ the man snarled, with his stiff red hair standing out on tufted ends.
‘Come and eat,’ he said, handing the other man his coffee and heading back to the kitchen to deal with his cooking.
‘You can see the mongrel’s eyes. He can’t wait to get his hands on us,’ the yellow-haired one replied, drinking the coffee down in a single gulp. He wiped what remained in the cup across the air, in front of Will, and was not hurrying off for food. Whatever was misplaced in his mind was not hungry for food. He found it necessary to torment Will a bit more. He needed some kind of reaction to his achievements for the day. It was as though he could not find enough ways to fill the job description. Inches away from Will’s face, he taunted him with his responsibility for the deaths of Elias and Hope, screaming as though the whole world needed to know, not just Will Phantom. Will stared past the man’s ravings to observe the blue kingfisher. It surprised him that the bird he had minutes earlier seen flying away with its shrill whistling echoing behind it, had flown into the hangar and was sitting on a rafter, as though it had been sent back to keep him company. You don’t kill sea spirits pure of soul, Will instinctively knew in his own mind – like Hope, like Elias. They come amongst the living for a short time, perhaps little Bala was such a spirit too, because he was their child.
The man’s voice disappeared. The sickness in his soul swelled inside his body until it burst, looking for company and faded away. His shadow joined in its owner’s personal triumph. Both took off their expensive sunglasses. Both mouths pulsating, describing a crusade of killing; describing how it would not be long now, they would be christening the new pipeline.
‘It will be a journey an a half you betya! Only fitting boy – after all of the expense the mine had to go to having to build a brand-new pipeline just because of people like you. I tell you what – you got the money to pay what it costs and we’ll let you go. No you haven’t? Nevermind, once we get you through the mill you’ll come out the other end, nothing but a big pile of slurry for the fish to eat. How do fish eat blackfellas like you? Slurp! Slurp!’ The yellow-haired man laughed at his own joke until his teeth bared like a wounded dog. Seemingly content, he put his sunglasses back on, and went to get his meal.
Will had not heard the threats. He was thinking about the eyes of the murderer, and how he had looked into those eyes and seen his own reflected back at him. Perfectly matching eyes of despair – a mirror image of the murderer’s. The kingfisher was sitting in the rafters preening its turquoise feathers, and as Will watched it, it too returned a steady gaze until, as though hypnotised, it closed its eyes and fell asleep. Will remembered he had not eaten for two days as a sick hunger tugged in his stomach from the smell of meat cooking. Whispering a refrain to himself – Got to keep the wolves from the door, keeping free of the wolf pack, kill the wolves, keeping the wolves away – he soon lost interest in food. Searching around the building from where he sat, he began calculating distances and speed in his mind. How long it would take to reach the lagoon, laying out the track through spinifex, until finally, he too fell into an exhausted sleep.
The radio in the kitchenette woke Will to the sound of familiar voices from the ABC, broadcasting across the airwaves, travelling through realms of ancestral spirits over great expanses, to reach into the loneliness of people throughout the Gulf of Carpentaria, the Channel Country, and along the Diamantina. Stray rays of sun found their way into openings on the western wall of the hangar. The white beams of light crossed Will to spotlight the dirt and grease on the opposite wall. The radio broadcast only reached this far north about six o’clock in the afternoon. This was after the heatwaves had fallen from the sky, and their enormous energies vaporised into a lightness, clinging to the ground. Will listened vaguely to the news bulletin and the weather report. He had to figure out what the two men were doing behind him, but there were no other sounds coming from the kitchenette.
Could they have gone outside? He glanced towards the door. Perhaps their boss had already turned up from the mine, although he thought it was unlikely. He would have been woken up. Inconsiderate! Will cursed the bloke he remembered seeing on TV. After the pipeline was destroyed. Of course that mongrel would keep him waiting, want him to sweat, dreaming up how he was going to carry out his dream to finish off the little punk.
Will had watched the bloated red face of someone called Graham Spilling staring from the television screen as though it expected to see someone wanting to destroy his mine jump back at him. Then after an outburst on how the mine was now threatened because the company would fail to meet the timetable of some overseas refinery already threatened with closure, which meant the loss of hundreds of Australian jobs, the face had paused, as if its voice had been crushed, as though a terrible idea had occurred to him, that his own job was on the line. Then, after a few moments, he just as remarkably found the strength to continue: ‘I swear, hundreds of jobs, and because we fully support the sunshine State of Queensland, and we want to help the people in this state get ahead and want to see good things happen here like this development, the biggest mine of its type in the world, I am offering a $10,000 reward, no questions asked, for any information leading to the capture of…’ He continued, his voice breaking, trying not to be personal about his tormenter, but Will recognised what he was trying to say. For the younger Will Phantom, from the era of destabilising the mine, the sight of the face twisted into mock hyperdrama was a memorable moment, but hardly the result he expected at the time from sabotaging the mine. It had been the day of the terrible hitting back, hit and run, bang! bang! bang! Straight along the pipeline with gelignite.
Will had always half expected that if he had been captured, the mining company bosses would queue up to have a look at the kind of person who would destroy a mine. The very same newsreader had called this kind of person the most feared of the North. But the redfaced Graham Spilling he had once seen on the television was not the kind of man who would be coming posthaste to the hangar in the light of day. The irony was, men like Spilling did not kill other men. Only the person, perhaps inebriated enough to turn into another kind of human being, like Frankenstein, could temporarily find courage to instruct the cold bloodedness of killing. Wasn’t it in the dead of night when good people go about their dark deeds?
One becomes more confident when one’s not alone, and somehow, this was how Will felt. An odd sensation that made no sense, yet it would not leave him alone. There was no rationale in the stupidity of thinking others – what others? – would come to help him. Even though he had not heard any movement, he was convinced the Fishman and enough men were outside, waiting for his signal. Now he saw a different perspective on his arrival at the hangar when he was thrown from the helicopter. The Fishman’s two thieves were lying flat in the grass next to the shed when the helicopter had taken off. Through the dust he had seen them raise their heads from the grass. Hands signalled, questioning what had happened. Then when his eyes followed the flight of the kingfisher, now retracing its movement, taking notice of the whole panorama of spinifex to the foothills, he saw the subtle movement of other men from the convoy stationed in the distant hills on the other side of the fence. They were backup for the thieves scouting the hangars for an overnight operation. Will knew if they were still around, then the rest of the convoy would be down at the lagoon. What was new? They were short of fuel.
Will looked for the kingfisher but it was now nowhere in sight. He kept an ear on the radio in the background, listened as the weatherman read the weather report. A cyclonic build-up in the Arafura Sea. Will grew interested, remembering an earlier report of a cyclone sitting off the opposite coastline, east of Cape York Peninsula. He could hear the words – low-pressure system building into a depression heading in a south-easterly direction along the Arafura Sea. This surprised him. What had happened to the cyclone off the Cape? Nothing. The weather report ended. It must have been in his dreams.
The day he had left old Midnight and taken his boat to sea he had heard the report of a cyclone hanging south-south-east of Cape York, somewhere in the Coral Sea. What happened to that? The weatherman ended with a short statement about a tidal surge due to the cyclone activity in the region. Will closed his eyes and saw the tremendous fury of the winds gathering up the seas, and clouds carrying the enormous bodies of spiritual beings belonging to other worlds. Country people, old people, said it was the sound of the great spiritual ancestors roaring out of the dusty, polluted sea all of the time nowadays. Will believed this. Everyone clearly saw what the spirits saw. The country looked dirty from mining, shipping, barges spilling ore and waste. Something had to run a rake across the lot. ‘You really got to watch your step now,’ old man Joseph Midnight warned when Will had taken the boat out. His voice had crawled over the water to Will. ‘Last couple of years, there was one every few weeks, another cyclone jumping around. Whoever heard of that before?’
Jesus Christ! There was water piling up in the skies. Then nothing. The weather report was over. Stuck in a empty hangar a couple of hundred kilometres from the sea, Will imagined all the satellite activity hovering over the Gulf. Spies of the world zoomed in onto a pimple on your nose, or knew what you were saying in the privacy of your own home. Was anyone looking at Gurfurritt? If someone spied on the weather, why not provide more information about what was going on? Rich men paid for foreign cargo ships from the four corners of the globe to anchor in the Gulf to transport ore.
It was high tide. Will knew how the tides worked simply by looking at the movement of a tree, or where the moon crossed the sky, the light of day, or the appearance of the sea. He carried the tide in his body. Even way out in the desert, when he was on the Fishman’s convoy, a thousand miles away from the sea, he felt its rhythms.
This feeling for the sea had been inherited from Norm, and Will began to think of his father on his journey with Elias. I hope you make it to the old world. But of course he would make it. Will scowled at his weak sentimentality over his father who never bore his children’s burden. A saltwater man who insisted he belonged to the sea like fish. I’ll weather the storm. So said the veteran of the mother of all storms, invading the hangar out of the blue, to this wasted luxury of his son, reminiscing what was once upon a time: If the natural forces get me in the end, it will be on the flippen land. Never the sea. I bet my life on it.
Puzzled, irritated, by the commonsense madness of his father’s hick town philosophy, Will twisted about on the chair, muttering to himself: ‘If you’re dead, you’re dead, no need to bet on that.’ But the memories of his father were not done with Will’s thoughts, even in this moment of crisis. Norm Phantom was keen to show his son whom he had not spoken to in years, something else from the past. The little list. The list boy! Did you remember to bring the list? How a man could come back to collect his winnings, if he did not keep his little list of fools in his back pocket: who owed him money, so forth.
‘What’s the matter with him?’ The Fishman’s men had been trying to attract Will’s attention.
‘Dunno. Throw a stone and see.’
Someone hit Will on the leg with a small stone to bring some sense into his head. Now he saw two men from the convoy standing by the door smiling at him. Then the mobile phone rang.
‘Chuck,’ the yellow-haired man spat his name into the mobile. He had come out of the kitchenette and was standing somewhere to the back of Will in the hangar.
‘What? A fire. You got to be joking…Alright, I’m on my way.’
‘What’s up?’
‘Graham said there’s a fire over this way. Stay here, watch him Cookie. I’ll look around.’
The next moment Chuck returned, running to grab the fire extinguisher, and ordering his mate to get the other fire extinguisher on the wall next to the doorway. Ignoring Will, both quickly disappeared.
The Fishman’s men had come prepared. Knives were produced to cut Will free from the chair. Within seconds they were outside the shed again, and looking back, sensed that Will was of two minds about going with them. ‘You mad, Will?’ They had only moments to get out of the place, and Will was holding them up.
‘Give me a knife,’ Will ordered, but no one listened to him. ‘Fuck you! Give me a knife or I’ll kill you. They killed Hope and my boy. I am going nowhere I swear to God, until I kill them. So give me the fucken knife.’
Moving around the benches, Will saw a tyre lever, grabbed it, and headed out the door. The two lads felt blood draining from their faces: this was supposed to be easy. They looked at the fire down at the last hangar. The flames were arching out like waves and black smoke billowed into the atmosphere.
‘Look man, I know how you feel! But those arseholes are dead already. They’re gone man, I swear it, because as true as God I am standing here, this whole place is going to blow, as soon as the fire reaches the pits. Come on, we got to take you with us, fuck you, or we are going to die in this mongrel place. Look up there and see the friggen fire for yourself man. Come on, man, or we will kill you ourselves.’
The two young men, no more than eighteen apiece, dressed in grey shorts, baseball caps, with Bob Marley staring from their Rastacoloured T-shirts, worked simply to the letter of the Fishman’s orders. They were still wearing workingmen boots supplied by the mine. A lot of the young men in the Fishman’s convoy had done their stint in the mine, looked around, seen how it all worked, then walked off with their mining helmets and boots as souvenirs. Both still had their cigarettes hanging from the sides of their mouths, while they used the iron-fisted grit of their fathers to persuade Will to get the hell out of there.
The fire spread quickly across the grasslands, throwing long red tongues down to the south. Will looked at the black smoke billowing into the sky. He tried to see through the wall of smoke to locate the two mine men with their fire extinguishers, but could not penetrate the curtain of blackness. The only thing that was clear, were flames reaching up into the sky at the far hangars. It looked like a giant candle, a millennium flame. A wind of intense heat forced Will and the two Bob Marley faces to flee.
‘Come on, Will, get a fucking move on,’ one of the lads said, maintaining a firm grip on Will’s arm. The second lad did the same on the other side and they ran dragging Will along with them. They kept looking back over their shoulders as they ran, stumbling along through the spinifex and grass and gravel, seeing if anyone was coming from the mine, or if they were seen. Looking ahead at the distance to reach the fence line, each knew, until they were over the fence and into the scrub land and hills, they would be in full view of the mine men when they turned up in their vehicles.
‘Let’s hope the bloody lot goes up in their bloody faces,’ one lad said to the other as they ran, knowing it might be their only chance, if the bloody lot went up. But when they looked back again, the yellow-haired one and his mate were running after them.
‘Split up,’ Will said. ‘Take the left and right, and I will take the centre, go low.’
‘Do you know where the opening is Will? Head to the left, one hundred metres. Remember that.’
‘Get going. I know where it is, get going.’
The three peeled off in their different directions. The two young lads were looking around. Where was the backup? The whole operation had begun with several dozen men who had slipped in earlier, spreading themselves all over the mine site, to do ‘a good job’. It was to have been a pilfering exercise on a grand scale, pure and simple. Then they got word: Fishman had changed his mind. The teams had come in the previous night. They moved on the fuel tanks, syphoning petrol into jerry cans which had to be carried over to the fence line and into the bush on the other side towards a waiting vehicle. They had spread around. ‘Have yourself a shopping spree, tools and equipment – for the road.’ Freezer raid, the Fishman had ordered. Usual thing. Raid everything.
‘Man! Where in the fuck are they?’ one lad screamed across to his mate. ‘Where’s the bloody backup, mannn? Jesus!’
Guns were being fired. The two lads heard the strange sound for the first time in their lives as the bullets whistled by, inches past their ear, and both yelled, ‘Duck man, they are shooting at us.’ Both ran faster, bolting for their lives like jack rabbits, and Will, where was he? They had seen him disappear into the ground like he was made out of thin air. And they did duck, unbelievingly, as they ran, seeking cover behind every clump of spinifex, as though dead spinifex could shield anyone against bullets. But that was what they did, and kept doing, with no backup at all, not even looking back to see that glorious fire tonguing down to the underground storage tanks, nor knowing there were only moments to go, and they would be all feeling what it was like to be blown sky-high, if they did not make it out over the fence and into the hills.
Fate and precious moments are tied up together, and as the saying goes, What goes around comes around: the yellow-haired man tripped. Instantly, his head was split open at the temple by a rock that had, up to that moment, lain on the ground, embedded in soil that was thousands of seasons old, untouched by humankind since the ancestor had placed it in this spot, as if it had planned to do this incredible thing.
Rock and roll, it was unbelievable to have seen what happened. Will had been so close, waiting to take what rightfully he claimed, and the man was running straight for him, and only Will saw what was about to happen, saw the rock was ready, waiting for this moment. Instantaneously, it was as natural a reaction as you would expect, but he felt cheated you know. He had even thrown himself towards the man to try to break his fall. It was too late, a snap, how quickly a driven man could be defeated. Will had no idea a rock could rob him of his revenge. He stood, arched over the dead man in a moment of foreboding, watching the blood pouring out of the man’s head all over the ground, the glorious yellow hair now tainted red and covered with dust, wishing he had the power to bring the dead man back to life. Where was the justice in this? The murderer struck dead, died instantly without pain, and went on to eternity with the look of peace on his broken face. And there was the stone, still there, unmoved.
‘Will! What the fuck are you doing. Keep running,’ one of the young blokes yelled back over his shoulder. ‘Jesus Christ!’ he yelled, ‘I never seen so much craziness in you man.’ Seeing Will standing there looking at the ground, the young man was certain he would end up going back for him, just to appease the Fishman, and shouted: ‘You are going to get us all killed, fuck you.’
Will heard and ran. Out in the open he looked back for the red-haired Cookie, but he was nowhere in sight. Will had missed the moment that the backup men with rifles in the hills had witnessed. In full flight, lifted in midair, Cookie kept running after his prey before he heard the piece of lead explode in his chest. His eyes jumped to the left, then to right, as though undecided which way to go to hell first, before he sunk down into the spinifex.
A dozen convoy men scrambling out of the hills, leaping down rocks, hands cut by spinifex, raced to the fence line to open a hole in the wire. The fence was rolled back for Will and the two lads to run towards. It seemed as though the whole world cheered them, yelling: ‘Come on, come on, hurry, you can do it.’ Then, the cheering turned into a synchronised ballet of men risking their lives without thought for themselves. They ran out towards the lads, and finally, had the three snatched up by a sea of hands. Their lungs burnt with exhaustion.
A human chain passed each of the three along up to the hills, until finally, they were thrown down for shelter behind the boulders, in the fold of the ancestral spirit who governed the land.
The fire burned like hell over there at the hangars and even in the hills, the air was that hot, it burnt your skin. It felt like being in a furnace. Dust-dry hair turned into rust, stuck up straight and waved in the air, charged up to the hilt with electricity. Well! The moment came then, just how the Fishman said it had to be. And it would not have paid anyone to look back if they did not want to have their head blown off in ‘the process’. They were the Fishman’s favourite two words in those days.
The day, all action-packed like it was, was now all said and done. The men of Mozzie Fishman’s dedicated convoy to one major Dreaming track stretching right across their stolen continent, were sitting up there on the side of the hill – like rock wallabies, looking down at what was left of Gurfurritt mine. Just looking, and turning the sunset crimson with their thoughts.
A day at the mine had turned into a modern legend about travelling with the Fishman, and civil morality…
What a turnout. Gee whiz! We were in really serious stuff now. We were burning the white man’s very important places and wasting all his money. We must have forgotten our heads. We were really stupid people to just plumb forget like – because the white man was a very important person who was very precious about money. Well! He was the boss. We are not boss. He says he likes to be boss. He says he’s got all the money. Well! We haven’t got the money neither. And now, all it took was a simple flick. A flick, flick, here and there with a dirt-cheap cigarette lighter, and we could have left the rich white people who owned Gurfurritt mine, destitute and dispossessed of all they owned.
Straight out we should have been asking ourselves – Why are you not hanging your head in shame to the white man? We were supposed to say, Oh! No! You can’t do things like that to the, umm, beg your pardon, please and thankyou, to the arrr, em, WHITE MAN.
Somehow though, everyone got carried along the humpteen tide of events, like, we must have swallowed one too many sour pills that morning for breakfast. Now, we were looking at the world like it was something fresh and inviting to jump into and do what you jolly well liked. That was how our dormant emotions sitting down inside our poor old hearts got stirred up by the Fishman when we listened to him talking in that fetching, guru type voice of his, saying we gotta change the world order. Change the world order? Mozzie Fishman! He is sure enough a crazy man. Oh! We said that. But he goes on in his satirical slinging voice about what happened ever since that mine came scraping around our land and our Native title! ‘Well!’ he says. Us? He wanted us to tell him what that turned out to be! We were a bit cross with Mozzie standing up there, Lord Almighty like on top of that rust bucket of a Falcon station wagon of his. It and all its white crucifixes wiped all over the car through the stains of red mud.
‘You know who we all hear about all the time now?’ he asked us. ‘International mining company. Look how we got to suit international mining people. Rich people. How we going to do that?’ Now, even we, any old uneducated buggers, are talking globally. We got to help United Kingdom money. Netherlands lead air problems. Asia shipping. United States of America industry, and we don’t even know German people. ‘I says,’ he says like he is singing, ‘we mobs got to start acting locally. Show whose got the Dreaming. The Laaaw.’ He liked to empathise ‘The Laaaaw’ whenever he was heating up around the ears on the subject of globalisation.
We whispered among ourselves. Ignore him. Clap your hands over your ears to put an end to his blasphemy. Don’t listen to him. Still he was not finished with us. He goes on ignoring our pleas, and in the end demanded, soft as silk, he knew who he was playing with. All satiny voice, he said it was time now to end our cowtailing after the white people. It was finale time. Hands up. Who we got to follow? The white man, or the Fishman? This was the ultimatum. Well! He made us that wild. Of course, we got no choice – we got to go with culture every time. We should have known he was leading up to all of this destruction. But we? We were like following dogs, and we were happy to do it, not think, because we were acting solely and simply on pure rage.
The soundwaves coming off the explosion in the aeroplane hangars at the biggest mine of its type in the world, Gurfurritt, were just about as tremendous a sound you could ever expect to hear on this earth. Like guyfork night. Booom! Booom! Over and over. But one hundred times more louder than that. Ripped the lot. We were thinking, those of us lying on the ground up in the hills smelling ash – what if our ears exploded? What would deafness sound like? We should have thought of that first.
Sometime during our precious time on earth we could have asked a deaf person what it was like not to hear the sounds anymore, before we go around deliberately destroying our own good hearing on wildness. Oh! But there was no going back because no one was going to reverse where the rotten hand of fate was heading. So, even though we were shaking in our old work boots, thinking we got busted eardrums, we watched the fire rage like a monster cut loose from another world. It might even have come from hell. Even the devil himself would have least expected us weak people to have opened the gates of hell. But we watched full of fascination at the fire’s life, roaring like a fiery serpent, looking over to us with wild eyes, pausing, looking around, as if deciding what to do next. Then, we could hear it snarl in an ugly voice you would never want to hear again. Alright, watch while I spread right through those hangars like they were nothing, hungry! hungry! Get out of my way. It did that roaring along, exploding through walls and rooftops which looked like toadstools bursting open, then once those flames shot outside, going a million miles an hour up into the sky, sparks just landing wherever, like a rain shower, out in the grass somewhere around the back.
The fire spread out the back of the hangars in the dry grass, and then it came burning around to the front again, fanned by a gusting south-easterly wind. Then, the monster smelt the spilt fuel on the ground. It raced through that, quickly spreading itself over the ground weeds, until it found the fuel bowsers, then it paused, maybe the fire had thoughts of its own and could not believe its luck. The fire just sitting there was as awesome a moment you could experience for our men waiting in the hills, sneaking a glance from over the boulders they were hiding behind, peering through the black smoke, thinking maybe their luck had run out and what next.
It looked as though the fire was going to peter out. The fire was just sitting, smouldering, not knowing where to go next because the wind was not blowing strong enough to fan it in the right direction. Our men looking from the hills continued staring at the little flame flickering there, fizzing out. What could they do? It looked like defeat was imminent. And, that same old defeated look, two centuries full of it, began creeping back onto their faces. But, it was too late now, they had a taste of winning, so they projected their own sheer willpower right across that spinifex plain, calling out with no shame, Come on, come on, willing the little flame not to fizz, believing magic can happen even to poor buggers like themselves.
Somehow, someone started yelling, ‘Look, look, it is starting to move.’ The unbelievable miracle came flying by. A whirly wind, mind you nobody had seen one for days, just as a matter of fact sprung up from the hills themselves. It swirled straight through from behind those men, picking up their wish and plucking the baseball caps which came flying off their heads, together with all the loose balls of spinifex flying with the dust and the baseball caps, the whole lot moving towards the fire. When it passed over the open rubbish tipsters the mine had lined up along the side of the hangars, it picked up all the trash. All the cardboard boxes, newspapers lying about and oily rags, spirited the whole lot across the flat towards the line of hangars on fire.
It happened so fast when the fiery whirlwind shot into the bowsers and momentarily, lit them up like candles. Well! It might even have been the old Pizza Hut box someone had left on top of one of those bowsers that added that little bit of extra fuel, you never know, for the extra spark, or it would have happened anyway, but the wick was truly lit.
The finale was majestical. Dearo, dearie, the explosion was holy in its glory. All of it was gone. The whole mine, pride of the banana state, ended up looking like a big panorama of burnt chop suey. On a grand scale of course because our country is a very big story. Wonderment, was the ear on the ground listening to the great murmuring ancestor, and the earth shook the bodies of those ones lying flat on the ground in the hills. Then, it was dark with smoke and dust and everything turned silent for a long time.
‘You think they heard it in Desperance?’ some young lad whispered carefully through the settling dust, because he did not want to frighten anyone by making the first sound of this new beginning. It was so incomprehendingly silent he needed to speak to hear himself talk because he was thinking of his family and the noise of his memories of them was the only sound he could hear.
The sound of this young voice being the first sound was a relief for the others who had been thinking they were listening to the sound of their own deafness. However relieved and pacified they were to hear speech, everyone kept listening, listening for what else remained missing – Ah! It was the noise of the bush breathing, the wind whispering through the trees and flowing through rustling grasses. We needed to hear the birds chirping, the eaglehawk crying out something from the thermals high above, but the eerie silence lingered on. The birds were nowhere to be seen or heard, not even a singing willy-wagtail lightly flittering from rock to rock wherever anyone walked, or a mynah bird haggling at your feet. We looked into the dust and smoke-darkened skies and saw no twisting green cloud of budgerigars dancing away in thin air. The wind had dropped. Silent clouds passing overhead cast gloomy shadows over the peaceful trees, while grasses and spinifex stood stock-still as though the world had become something false, almost reminiscent of a theatre setting. We men floated somewhere between the surreal stillness, and the reality of the ants, lizards and beetles and other insects moving through the rocky ground as though nothing had happened. No one spoke or answered the boy, because we guessed the explosion must have been heard on the other side of the world, let alone in Desperance.
One will never know what really happened that day. Fishman, never stopped smiling about it. He said his recipe was top secret. He was regarded with awe whenever he came into anyone’s presence because it was a privilege to know the Fishman. He was respected for what he had inside of his head. Too right! Nobody could know the highly confidential material in case someone like Mozzie had to do it all over again some day. Ignorant people would always ask, How did you stop the mine? And he would look at them for a long time with his steady eye, like he was making up his mind whether they were worth letting in on the secret. Finally, he would say, I have decided to give you the truth, and the truth was the very same words he had always used about what he would do to the mine from the day it got set up on our traditional domain. ‘I put broken glass bottles on the road to stop the buggers – that’s what I did.’ Somehow, this was the truth. Truth just needed to be interpreted by the believers who could find the answers themselves just like the Fishman had done. At the same time he offered another piece of advice, which was, a smiling man would live for a very long time. And he did.
A frenzied media from the bustling world of ‘Down South’ fuelled up, to fly back and forth over the mine in their helicopters like flies. Unlike any fly, the journalists saw the Gulf through virgin eyes. It was a place few Australians had been too, let alone those of any other country tied up with the Gulf of Carpentaria. It was a world apart from their own. Anything in this new world could be created, moulded, and placed on television like something to dream about, or a nightmare.
What stirred their souls was the pureness of silence and the intriguing sense of loneliness each had discovered on their arrival in single-engine charter planes at the aerodrome of Desperance. There, hours could go by, and the only thing happening was the sound of the weather funnel rattling against a steel pole – Twang, Twang! Twang! Under these circumstances, for the fascinated news people romancing the Gulf, no story became too big or too small, to give to the world.
Televised on-the-spot reports of the dead ore body lying across the ground like a fallen hero, filled the TV screens across the nation. Splashed into every news broadcast was a badly composed identikit picture of Will Phantom which bore no resemblance to him. A lot of people in Desperance started asking questions. They wanted to know who that person was that they saw on television every night, who was running around calling himself Will Phantom. It was a good question, because mix-ups and things like that did not help, if Desperance people felt they were complete strangers to one another, and they could not understand the truth of television. For mind you, they were still recovering from the shock of the mine. There was a thin feeling in the air. A tension. It became as though anything could snap at any moment over the very idea of life itself. Anything could fall from a loose hinge into full-blown hysteria.
The multi-million dollar mine, from infancy to its working prime, was probed, described and paraded to network viewers. Interviews and footage of scenery went jig-jogging along in soap opera intensity, before finally shifting to pan, and viewers were encouraged to dissect what had become of this showcase of the nation. They watched forensic scientists fully covered in white protective clothing, risking their lives, hunting through the rubble. Who could even breathe while watching these brave men and women slowly prod through each piece of debris in this solemn post mortem, carried out with the meticulous thoroughness of an ant? It became a televised spectacular, just like the death of an icon, woven with the interactiveness of Nintendo. Viewers could call up. They could hear their own voices via satellite and underground cable, coming back to them from the mine itself on television. Ordinary people living thousands of miles away, who had no former interest whatsoever in the mine or its location, joined the growing numbers of bereaved viewers gandering at the still untameable, northern hinterland.
The face of a scientist, speaking behind his glass-fronted mask with a muffled voice which had to be transcribed into English on the bottom of the television set, like the SBS channel, became the anchorman for the task that lay ahead. On the first day he reported that a fire had spread from the main transport hangars to the fuelling bowsers. It was lucky no one was killed. On day two, the wash-up at the end of the day was like at the beginning, this was a major explosion in the remote Gulf of Carpentaria at Gurfurritt, the biggest mine of its type in the world. The scientists viewing what lay on the ground were trying to discover what caused the explosion. There had been no fatal casualties. And so on.
After a week of the hooded scientist, another bald, Mars-faced scientist appeared on the television screen. He was at home with a sad expression on his face which popped out of fawn-coloured clothes. He gave the scientific explanation on the news: ‘The fire at Gurfurritt mine initiated from a grassfire. Spinifex exploded and the intensity of the fire it created quickly spread to the bowsers. (Pause.) This caused a major explosion to the underground fuel tanks. I understand that this explosion spread through the underground fuel pipes up to the mine. This action quickly reached the main fuel tanks, which caused another major explosion, causing major damage to the mine and machinery.
‘The fuel line to the mine operations connected to the main fuel tanks caused further major damage to occur. The intense heat rising into the atmosphere from the initial explosions generated a chain reaction of explosions throughout the mine. (Footage to air of mass destruction.) An incidental fuel leakage running throughout the 300-kilometre pipeline to the coast caused it to be extensively damaged. (Pause.) This damage was caused by an explosion throughout the buried pipeline which was only running at a third of its capacity at the time of the incident. The force from this simultaneous explosion uncovered the entire pipeline and pieces were found many kilometres from their original site. (Pan shot: bits of pipeline sticking out of the ground and throughout the surrounding bushland like an exhibition of postmodern sculpture outside the Australian National Gallery or Tate Modern in London on the Thames.) At the end of the pipeline, there was extensive damage at the dewatering plant where storage tanks were destroyed.’
When the explosions stopped, the Fishman’s men picked themselves up from the ground. They agreed that only the greatness of the mighty ancestor had saved them. It was a miracle they were still alive after the earth shook so violently underneath them, they had thought it would go on forever. A heavy red fog of dust and smoke hung in the air as they moved away, their visibility limited to just a few metres. The fine dust fell slowly, and when it settled on those men who were trying to regain a sense of the enormity of what had happened, they took on the appearance of the earth itself. One by one, camouflaged by dust, they began spiriting themselves away, quickly, carefully, as dust covered their tracks, back to the lagoon of the dancing spirits.
The ancestral trees at the lagoon danced wildly in the ash wind around the Fishman sitting on the ground staring red-eyed from weariness in the direction of the mine. He had been sitting in that position for hours visualising what was happening at the mine, waiting for his men to return. Their return seemed to be taking forever, and those extraordinary followers watching the master, were making other rare discoveries. They were convinced that the Fishman had shrunk in front of their very eyes. They were sure he was growing smaller and smaller with every passing second of precious time. The chances were, if he continued to shrink, there would be nothing left of him by the time they would be compelled to flee. In this perilous locale, they nodded, he would become an obscure beetle left crawling around the edge of the lagoon.
It was true, Mozzie Fishman did seek obscurity. His instinctive trait was to crawl away from adversity, at least metaphorically, into invisibility and nothingness. What caused this peculiarity of his tangled personality was something that went berserk in what he called his stupid brain, whenever he had anything to do with white people. It seemed it was white people who could tug on his conscience, making him degrade himself like this. The truth was, Mozzie Fishman was shrinking, waiting for his men, Oh! Great spirits of God, let there be no casualties, he longed, moaning to himself. He was so full of the anxiety and shrinking up into a beetle, he could not see the young men who ran through the bush hoping to evade capture, jumping for cover as skilfully as hares.
Yet, on the other side of his mind, he fought like a rabid dog to maintain an octopus vision of himself, where all arms led to great glory and success. In this view of the world, there was no room for doubts to interfere with the great spirits of destiny whose permanent home was etched into the land itself, in this place. No one tampered with these arms of destiny which belonged only to Mozzie, as though he had put out a single hand to catch a true stone after it was fired from a shanghai. His general mood was downhearted somewhat and forlorn, yet in spite of the world of calamity he had created, he felt calmly sated as he sat, alone in contemplation.
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And I hear the clang of their leader crying.
To a lagging mate in the rearward flying…
When the world changed, people were different. Towns closed, cities were boarded up, communities abandoned, their governments collapsed. They seemed to have no qualms that were obvious to you or me about walking away from what they called a useless pile of rubbish, and never looking back.
Mother Nature? Hah! Who knows how many hearts she could rip out? She never got tired of it. Who knows where on Earth you would find your heart again? People on the road called her the Mother Catastrophe of flood, fire, drought and blizzard. These were the four seasons which she threw around the world whenever she liked.
In every neck of the woods people walked in the imagination of doomsayers and talked the language of extinction.
They talked about surviving a continuous dust storm under the old rain shadow, or they talked about living out the best part of their lives with floods lapping around their bellies; or they talked about tsunamis and dealing with nuclear fallout on their shores and fields forever. Elsewhere on the planet, people didn’t talk much at all while crawling through blizzards to save themselves from being buried alive in snow. You could bet your life on it – they hardly talked while all around the world governments fell as quickly as they rose in one extinction event after another. You be the judge. Believe it or not.
Ignis Fatuus = Foolish Fire. That’s you Oblivion! You’re just like that old Rip Van Winkle fella of the fairytale time. They were always calling out to him: ‘Wake up coma man.’ That man who slept like a log, more than an old dog, and kept on sleeping for so many years that when he woke up and went home, his house was gone – just scrub there, and nobody knew who he was anymore. He was empty – like a mystery man. Nobody remembered him. He could have been anyone. They kept poking him in his bony ribs wanting to know, ‘Who do you reckon you are?’, what his name was, and why he kept saying that his house had disappeared and all that. It is very hard to lose a house. Why would anyone want to do that? So bloody good job. Serves him right. You should always know where to find your home.
‘It was here! It was here!’ That was what the Rip Van Winkle man kept saying. He was just like you for making up stories like that, Oblivion. Nobody liked him either.
Some say that there was an accident before the drought. A little girl was lost. She had fallen into the deep underground bowel of a giant eucalyptus tree. In a silent world, the girl slept for a very long time among the tree’s huge woven roots. Everyone had forgotten that she even existed – although, apparently, that did not take long.
Locked in the world of sleep, only the little girl’s fingers were constantly moving, in slow swirls like music. She was writing stanzas in ancient symbols wherever she could touch – on the palms of her hands, and all over the tree root’s dust-covered surfaces. Whatever she was writing, dredged from the soup of primordial memory in these ancient lands, it was either the oldest language coming to birth again instinctively, or through some strange coincidence, the fingers of the unconscious child forming words that resembled the twittering of bird song speaking about the daylight: but the little girl could not understand the old ghost language of warbling and chortling remembered by the ancient river gum.
Her fingers traced the movements of the ghost language to write about the dead trees scattered through the swamp, where dikili ghost gums old as the hills once grew next to a deepwater lake fed by an old springspirit relative, until they had all slowly died. This happened during the massive sand storms that cursed the place after the arrival of the strangers from the sea. Their voices were heard arching across the heavy waves in the middle of the night. All their shouting ended up on ribbons of salt mist that went idling from the sea along an ancient breezeway – travelling with sandflies and tumbling bats through kilometres of inlet, along a serpentine track, dumped where it could dig into the resting place of the old story that lived inside the ancestral people of the lake.
The beetles blanketing the lake shook the night in a millisecond that shattered its surface, like precious old Venetian glass crashing onto a pavement. The roar of those harsh-sounding voices from the sea startled the ghosts which rose from beneath the lake’s water – from hearing those men calling out – half past midnight, half past two, echoing from inside several brackets of reeds.
Sleepy children from the little dwellings around the lake heard voices speaking from large leafy fields of waterlilies. They felt words chasing after them, surrounding their feet like rope trying to pull them back as they ran away. Anyone daring to look back into the lake’s echoes heard voices like dogs barking out of the mouths of fish skimming across the surface as they chased after the hordes of mosquitoes – around four o’clock.
Those echoes of voices which originated far out at sea were coming from the Armed Forces men involved in a large-scale sweep-up of the ocean’s salty junk, floating about, bobbing and buoyant across the horizon.
The men from the Army were taunting these haunts of ghosts and outlaws to surrender themselves by dawn because they shouted: Grab your liberation! Freedom! Called ghosts, you what? It was a tragic demand to abandoned steel, planks of timber, brass lanterns and fittings, whose ghost sailors were unable to respond to military voices. But surprisingly, the empty wreckage obeyed. Vessel after vessel crawling out from behind the waves gleamed with the light of the stars dancing with the moonlight.
A parade of tugs towing the collected ruins churned across the breakers and headed towards land, and while the voices giving orders rose and fell, the flotilla began motoring through the deepwater channel towards the vast lake where the caretakers lived – the Aboriginal people who were responsible for this land. Whatever the men from the Army had been saying to each other on that night of bringing the junk to the lake was quickly forgotten, since around here, the words of strangers meant nothing.
Up to that point in time, the people of the lake had felt secluded in their isolation, even invisible to the outside world. They were more interested in singing in praise to the ancient spirits for the seasons lived alongside eels, fresh-water mussels, turtles and other aquatic life. Now they were truly startled by voices that resembled angry animals fighting over a few scraps of food.
It was freakish, yet they were frightened for no reason except instinct, from having their invisibility exposed by a simple little thing – lit up in the night as though it was the middle of the day by the beams from the Army’s high-powered searchlights swivelling on the tugboats – eyeballing along the shoreline for witnesses.
Their instinct for invisibility caused the entire population to slink away from its homes and slip into the bush, but in this inglorious fleeing for safety, something more sensational was noticed by one of these so-called nouveau-journalists of the event.
Somebody had eye-witnessed the lake bubbling from tugboats mix-mastering the water with their propellers, whisking it like a spritzer and putrefying all the dead ancient things rising to the surface, spraying it around like the smell of eternity. No wonder the local people, the traditional owners and all that, were too frightened to go back to the lake anymore. They had heard stories – bad stories about what happened to anyone who went back there.
Oblivia’s fingers kept on writing the swirl language over the dust that fell on what the tree had witnessed in its lifetime, and the history of the stories that continued to be told by the locals about the years of fighting like a bunch of battleaxes – for umpteen friggen decades, without success, to get back what was theirs in the first place, and of years later again before these old families quit their tourism of other peoples’ lands by saying they had had enough of wandering around homelessly for years worse than a pack of overseas gypsies, and returned to their rightful place of belonging, their ancestral domain.
Then, to top it off, they had no sooner set foot on the place, when they were told that Australians now recognised the law of Native Title after two plus centuries of illegal occupation, but unfortunately, on the day that they had left their land, their Native Title had been lost irredeemably and disappeared from the face of the planet.
The first thing they saw on their arrival at the lake that no longer belonged to them was the audacity of the floating junk. Even the tugboats had been left there to rot unfettered and untethered. Undeterred, the traditional owners ignored the view, and acted as though the lake was still the same tranquil place that it had always been from time immemorial, before the day that their people had been frightened away.
They took up their lives with the eyesore view of rust amongst the lilies, and very soon, everyone felt as though they had never left. But, it was strange what a view can do to how people think. The rotting junk clung to its secrets and in turn, the local people who did not really know what they were staring at or why the junk was staring back at them, also became secretive.
They wished and dreamed for this emotional eyesore to be removed and gone from their lands forever. It was foreign history sinking there that could not be allowed to rot into the sacredness of the ground. Their conscience flatly refused to have junk buried among the ancestral spirits.
These were really stubborn people sticking to the earth of the ancestors, even though they knew well enough that the contaminated lake caused bellyaches, having to eye each cup of tainted water they drank from the lake, but drinking it anyway.
There was not much choice about pure and pristine anymore. It was no good thinking about contaminated water leading to deformity in their culture for an eternity.
These people were hardened to the legendary stuff of fortune and ill fortune. They saw many children being born without any evidence of contamination. All children in living memory of the lake people’s history, and regardless of the Army intervening in their parenthood, were deeply loved by their families, until this girl came along who was so different to any child ever born in their world, it made everyone think about why Oblivia had been born at all after this dumb girl was dragged out of the eucalyptus tree by old Bella Donna after years – a decade of being missing – and who disowned her people by acting as though she had by-passed human history, by being directly descended from their ancestral tree. Time would tell if this was true or false. Who was anyone to judge anything?
The junk on the lake was used as regular target practice for bombs falling from the warplanes that appeared unpredictably, flying low across the water from time to time throughout the year. Surprised at first, the local owners soon realised that their homeland was really a secret locality for Defence Force scheduled training manoeuvres. What a blast was that? Things getting blown up, up and down, in the isolated northern part of the nation.
Only heaven knows, there were millions of people throughout the world who either offered pigs as sacrifices to their Gods, or flowers, or the first grain of the new season’s crop. There were even others who offered their own people to the Gods. Now the day had come when modern man had become the new face of God, and simply sacrificed the whole Earth. The swamp locals were not experiencing any terrific friendship with this new God. It was hell to pay to be living the warfare of modernity like dogs fighting over the lineage of progress against their own quiet whorls of time. Well! That just about summed up the lake people, sitting for all times in one place.
These were anti-halcyon times for the lake people, where the same old festering drains and degraded lands were struck hard and fast by a string of bad luck, which all in all, amounts to the same thing happening with the surprise of being struck once, or twice, or a hundred more times as though it were a chosen place.
Sand storms continued pouring over the lake and turned it into a swamp. The sand flew about in this freak weather until it banked up into a mountain with a pointy peak reaching into the sky. The mountain blocked the channel leading from the sea to the swamp.
Then an elder, a healer for the country arrived to examine the devastation, which he called, a total ugly bitch of an annihilation. He turned up like a bogeyman. A kadawala. Dadarrba-barri nyulu jalwa-kudulu. He claimed that he was feeling pain in his heavy heart. Turns up from nowhere like an aeroplane. Bala-kanyi nyulu. He just flies where he wants to. This old wululuku was an Aboriginal man with an Asian heritage, the kind of person all sorts of people liked to call a half caste, yellow fella, or mixed blood urban Aboriginal. Half caste. Thinking! Thinking! Mixture. Mixed up. Not straight this or that. Extract! Lost purity. Not purely trustworthy. Exactly! No matter! He liked to call people a lot of names too, but he called himself the Harbour Master. He favoured calling himself by his own worldly acquired bona fides: a bony man with sun-darkened brown skin and sunglasses, a slack shaver with stubbly growth on his face – someone who resembled Mick Jagger. Someone with special healing powers who travelled anywhere he was needed, just by thinking himself into a sick person’s mind. His was wanami, like fuel, and wakubaji – goes like anything. He started to live like a persona non grata sitting up there like a motionless exile on the sand mountain’s summit. Japanese type. Something sage-guru-expert turnout. He became simple, like a snaileating dune hermit. Somebody short on detail about what else he was going to feed himself with, and no tap water either to boot. Still, only kings live above everyone else, watching everybody else like this. So, maybe, he was a bit of a king too.
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A Lake of White Water
A lake of white water, not a mirage, lay far ahead. This was where she saw the swans. Black wings swirled down from the clear blue skies to skid across the water. The girl thought it was her dreams catching up with her, coming back in the daytime. She needed to run to see if these were her swans but knew not to, to watch from a distance the swans gliding on the white water, while I glide swanlike…I glide and glide. From the sides of her eyes she saw the hurdles. Warren Finch would see she had not forgotten the swamp. She never knew how the genies would react.
Questions surfacing in her mind about leaving ran from the girl, and disappeared into the vista of the white sea. She felt homesick, a terrible yearning to go home. She ran towards the swamp that wasn’t there. The swans saw her coming over the salt, and before she had a chance to come anywhere in reach, they snapped loose her spirit from theirs, and took to the air. She watched until they were out of sight, flying further ahead, in a south-easterly direction.
Warren watched her run. Sure! Sure! I’ll be there. He spoke loudly into his mobile phone. I am ready. Let’s do it. His words caught her, ran along the surface of her arms as she ran, and as though a net he threw had unfurled over her, she realised in this moment, that she was attached to him. She would never escape, even if she ran forever from a world that had fallen apart.
Doom tried to console the girl about the swans flying away. They were not your swans. They are free birds. They belong somewhere else. She felt residues of bad luck lurking inside of his voice. It was his bad luck that the swans had sensed, why they had flown. Around their feet, a little breeze picked up grains of salt with dead grass and carried these along, signalling the owls to start their retreat, back towards the east coast for the summer. Most would not reach their destination, Doom said sadly. So much work done for nothing. Why breed? He knew that they would all be gone that night.
Hare stew.
Meal fit for kings. And a queen. Eat before the lizards steal it.
The Milky Way lit the landscape, and Snip took the girl away from the campfire to give her a lesson about the night sky. I think you will like it. There is something pretty special up there tonight. She had learned a lot about the alignment of the planets from him. The genies often pointed to the path in the west where Venus would fall earlier each night, until in the winter nights it was Mars that was the first to fall. Remember! Winter rains will fall on this land, and in the middle of the night, a cloud of mist will descend to touch the earth.
Remember to come back here, Snip said, as they stood on a hill, staring at the sky.
The thought of returning seemed unlikely. She could not imagine how it would be possible.
These are the methods of positioning yourself for finding South, he said, explaining that they were in the galaxy of the Milky Way that rose like smoke from the horizon until its river of stars ran directly above them. Their light rebounded off the salt and it was this phenomenon that seemed to make the stars shine more brightly. He showed her how to position where she was by drawing a line through the Southern Cross and joining it to a line drawn to the halfway point from The Pointers. This will form a V for you, and from there, if you draw a line down to the horizon, you will know where to find South. Or another way, he explained, was by forming the same triangle by drawing an imaginary line down from the brightest star in the sky, Canopus, and across from the star Achernar which sits low in the southern sky.
However, this is not what I really want to show you, he said, taking her hand, and pointing her fingers along with his into the northern world of the sky, he drew along the stars the outline of a swan in full flight.
Do you see it?
She nodded, seeing the swan’s long head arching down towards earth.
That is the constellation of Cygnus, the Swan. The star of its tail is a supergiant named Deneb. Look for it up along the Milky Way. If you can find it in the sky, you will be able to follow it North, until the weather becomes warm again.
She continued looking at the swan’s changing position, wondering how she would remember to find it again.
Don’t always look in the same place. He will move across the sky. Remember you will only see Cygnus at the onset of winter. Just like your swans I imagine.
In the darkness with a dying fire, they waited for the final moment when the earth opened the spinifex grassland abodes and the hands of the spiritual ancestors released the owls like pollen into the skies. The swooping waves of owls flew over their heads, the young t ravelling eastwards with their parents in a colony of thousands.
Men may do the same one day if they fear too much. Imagine it. Imagine a dust cloud travelling right through this country. Snip’s voice was almost a whisper, and in that moment, the clouds heralding the cool change appeared from the east, travelling in a westerly direction.
While the girl and Warren slept, the genies were searching for a few stray owlets in the spinifex. Doom said there had to be one or two that had not fledged. He promised one for Oblivia to keep as a pet. In the morning I will have one for you, he said. She thought of this owl while sleeping in a low-lying valley filled with white flowering lilies that shone in the starlight breaking through the clouds.
But the valley became a box when clouds settled on the hills, and very quickly it was filled with an overpowering perfume pouring into the air from thousands of flowers. Sometime during the night her lungs ached for fresh air, and this was when she heard Warren moving away. Very silently, he was slipping away into the night, but she thought it was already morning and they would be going back to join the others.
Shh! he said, and left. Her tongue failed to form words to ask him where he was going, and she watched him walking further away into the night. He did not return, and she was unable to prevent herself from falling back to sleep as the heavy putrefied air swallowed her into a nightmarish dream. Those boys from long ago emerged from the ground. It had happened suddenly with the ground swelling and growing around her until she was covered in total darkness, but she knew them instantly, knew what they were doing – she had not killed them in her memory. She remembered their closeness to each other, in touch, smell, and breathing. Of being joined together with them as firmly as a ball of animals rolling over wet ground. She saw through them as they were falling in, over, above, coming through her in sepia coloured waves of brown, grey and red. They rolled in desert wind over the surface of the land, and down the green and yellowing spinifex smothering the hillocks that rose and fell into valleys of lily-coloured skin, and over the distances of salt marshes.
The landscape had closed over with mist, and the perfume of the lilies under the mist was suffocating even the flowers. Her arms and hands pushed at the fumes but she was unable to reach fresh air higher up, and succumbing to the intoxication, she crawled away towards her memory of the tree. She reaches the tree in this state, and falls back into the safe darkness to hide. From the shadows of her dream she sees the swans lifting off again from white water, pushed upwards by vaporised hands reaching out of the lake. They have been rejected, pushed away by the country from her outstretched arms.
She was coiled inside the tree in a dream, and when she woke, she could see the valley surrounded by hillocks decked by clouds.
Better get ready. We will be leaving soon. Warren spoke slowly but firmly, as if to a child, and the way he watched her, she thought he had been in her dream. She felt violated by the way he continued to stare at her with his eyes moving over her. Perhaps he had watched. It seemed that he knew what had happened. Perhaps it had not been a dream. You better eat something first, he said, handing her a piece of damper.
She ate the brown bread that was made from seeds and bulbs. It had a sour bitter taste under the salt that had been added to the dough before it went into the ashes. Take your time, he said, after noticing how she was struggling to swallow each piece. She washed the lumps down quickly with cold tea. She watched him doing the same. They left empty-handed. Whatever had been brought in with them, the pannikins, swags, simple things like the tin billy, were left behind.
Soft light filled the lily plains with William Blake hues in the first light, which was like looking at the living museum of another time surviving in the arid landscape. Warren told her that some people saw these flowers as a fragment of life from another era, when there might have been a different language that once described the wetlands and rainforest in the heart of the country, before it disappeared. This living fossil was all that was left of those times, he explained. She knew it was a ghost place. Closer to the eye, groups of pale green, firm fluid-filled stemmed flowering plants luxur iating in their freshness opened their petals. Each stem had stormed through to the surface from a large swollen bulb that grew at least a metre deep in the red soil. This garden of lilies rose to the surface he explained, only if water lay long enough to soak through this dip in the landscape after heavy rain. The flowers open. She thinks the petals are like the wings of old Aunty’s white swans. He asks her if she is all right. She nods. She can look after herself.
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[bookmark: _Toc243389477]Core text 2 – extract 3 – Chapter 16 (pp 264–268)
The Street Serpent
This was not all you will see in the city, this junkyard from where swan flocks ascended into the heavens, and flew the brisk breeze amongst swallows and pigeons up where ghosts shouted down: What a load of rubbish! But the swans overcrowding in the botanical gardens were edgy with hunger. They searched for swampy waters and found nothing. These old luckless things could only return to the abandoned sprawl of overgrown gardens, to roam among the butterflies and insects. A place that served no purpose to city people who grew nothing, but ate their food from packets. They called this sprawling greenery a flippen and friggen untidy mess! And saw no point to having this old-fashioned, overgrown park in a city where there were people starving – better off living off the Government, and safer on the streets, like those living in the lane.
You could watch people like that walking by the old city’s botanical gardens that made them think of a nursery rhyme for children, of still believing the city’s legendary story that this tangled mess of brambles was the home of an overgrown Lepus europaeus called the hare king, but otherwise ignoring the place, applying the same sense of invisibility usually given to anything useless, obscure and made redundant. This landscape was once prized throughout the world as having the richest library of the most precious, rare and extinct flora on Earth.
The people in this city did not regularly use words like once upon a time for being nostalgic and remembering things, but once, when it was hoped that the bad weather would change back to normal climatic patterns, the city had also hoped that the historical richness of the site would never be lost. Whatever was within man’s power to save his environment was done for the rare old trees, flowers and shrubs, but in the end the struggle to save greenery seemed meaningless. The long drought killed kindness in hardened hearts. Then, when the drought was replaced by soddening rains, year in and year out, the canopy grew into an impenetrable wilderness too dangerous to people, and the precinct was just another place locked up forever.
Oblivia ignored the rusty old signs. What were signs to her? These ones were wired all along the fence of wrought iron. She did not bother reading the warning of the dangers of entering, or notice what the penalties were for trespassing in neglected areas such as these old botanical gardens. The signs that might have once stopped homeless people squatting, now robbed the city’s memory of the gardens. Who in the street life of the city would guess why such a wasteland had ever been created? It was as though places of antiquity had lost their usefulness to those who lived for the moment, the here and now, and where the gates were forced shut by boa-constrictor thick renegade vines, wound like a monster’s woven carpet throughout the wrought iron lacework.
The swans circling in the sky above the neglected gardens guarded the green leafiness of their island in the city, while people who had come from other parts watched the phenomenon like it was a thing of wonder. The Chinese people, who had long lived in the city, praised each sighting of swan flight for its momentary beauty, and called the swans hong in their own language. A story floated around the Greek side of the city, of likening the swans circling the island of wilderness to a long ago belief of a mystical island surrounded by white swans where Apollo was born. These were all poor people’s stories. A good feeling was left in the air from seeing swans, they said. The air felt lucky. Even – prosperous. Safe. Warren Finch was in the city. Everyone felt in a blood-tingling way that something big was about to happen.
All of the broken birds had been set free from the apartment in The People’s Palace, and now, in the botanical gardens, Oblivia was watching the assembling swans swarm in numbers so vast they blocked the moonlight. But this freak of nature plagued her. When had her swans bred? Where had time gone? How many seasons of swans’ breeding had passed by and she had not noticed? How long had she lived in the city?
This was the reason why she never went to the genies’ magic shop any more. It was not just that the owl never returned once all of the swans had been released, or even that the owl’s memory had receded from her mind as silently as its flight. It was how she had been kept captive, while time had been stolen from her in those long nocturnal journeys following the owl around the streets with a swan under her arm. Now she knew there had been many seasons of swan-egg cradling and cygnets reared which signalled above all else, that she had spent more time in the city then she had ever expected.
The girl had not even thought about saying goodbye or sayonara to Machine, nor said yunngu, that she was going away for good, nor a simple ciao to the Harbour Master. Leaving was leaving. Nothing more than a curious unemotional response – a flatness of spirit for the flight inward when being removed from places, as it had from being pulled off the hull and before that, from the tree. She left Machine to piss around in his own fairytale. Left him mooning over his cats. The Harbour Master? Left imagining why his monkey had just trucked off for nothing, and to blow his mind away with whatever took his fancy about Mr Fat Cat, Indigenous leader of the country, Warren Finch on television.
She had just kept walking, barely noticing the network of overgrown hedges reaching for the sky inside the wrought iron fence surrounding the botanical garden. When she was far away into the park steaming with early morning mist, she no longer heard the skin and bone dogs barking on the street outside. The street kids and their dogs still followed her from the lane as though she was some kind of reclusive ghost kid, just like an Aboriginal tinkerbell fairy. Would she lead them somewhere? That was the thrill of it all.
But now, outside the botanical gardens, they held back and just hung about on the footpath, too augured in dusty city mythologies of what lay beyond the gates – where they heard thousands of noisy myna birds pealing hotly at one another from orange aloe flowers growing all over the place like weeds, and flying aggressively through the dense undergrowth. Their dogs panted for water beside the legs of their owners, while all the while the ghosts from the park were out there in the street in broad daylight, whispering scary stories close into the ears of the children about this and that, but mostly about the troubles of dark nights in this wilderness, and scaring the dogs stupid too.
Where was the guidance from elders? It was the cruellest fate for children of bad weather times, whose brains had been clogged with mysteries of their own making, more than you could imagine – where would you believe? The skies were haunted with the ghosts of swallows and pigeons flying about. Among the throng of children out there on the footpath, their Mohawk-haired leaders of skin and bone were swearing black and blue at their mad dogs snapping at the air. These animals saw invisibility better than anything real, and everything untrustworthy, while all the while, they went on lurching madly about on their chains.
Well! What would you expect? This was not an ashram out on the street. Theirs was a city that bred the jumpiness of sissy-girl boys who normally saw ghosts flying about – right above the streets. They always pointed out the ghosts travelling through the mist and smoke rising over the city – and even travelling procession-like in the sky trains of diseased bats. Well! Lucky virus bats were asleep. They were dangling upside-down through several groves of trees in the old botanical gardens.
And what of the Aboriginal girl they followed? That skinny thing in dark trackies, hoodie covering her face with the swans flying around her? Well! If you think like a sissy-girl, then she was not real neither. They saw her as a spiritual ancestor because they knew what an Aboriginal looked like, since they were modelling their subsistence as it were, albeit only on junk food, on the country’s original inhabitants. She was their backfill now.


[bookmark: _Toc243389478]Core text 3 – extracts from Tracker by Alexis Wright
Teacher note: this text is used in Phases 3 and 4 of the teaching and learning program for ‘Author and authority’ – Year 12, program 1. The PowerPoint Teacher support – Tracker – 12.1 can be used to support students to engage with this text.
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[bookmark: _Toc420902]Introduction
How do you tell an impossible story, one that is almost too big to contain in a single book? A hunter of words might pace around the countryside in an endless quest like Nabokov with his butterfly net to get closer to the real thing, but writers of stories know that some distances are too great and might never be crossed, and will remain a mystery if the rare thing does not want to be caught, does not want to give up all of its secrets.
In all honesty, an Aboriginal writer would admit to being hard-pressed to understand all the nuances and depths of differences, or what is really in the heart of another countryman’s or countrywoman’s song, the deep inner spirit of their traditional country, and its full significance in our world. You cannot. Too much has happened. Too much about this country is never resolved, and this is also what has shaped us. And we learn to guard what we know too much.
The big question for us now is what our era represents. What kind of people are we? We are becoming more complicated. Were we ever more individualistic in spirit than we are today, even though we remain strongly connected traditionally, culturally, socially, economically, or by colour, identity, race politics, or by any of the characteristics observed when others look at us, and on our behalf, either to separate us, or to define us as one people? This is a country where you always hear that Aboriginal people are like this, or like that – but were we ever one homogenous mass, with exactly the same thoughts, the same ideas, goals, ambitions? What are the border lines? Where are the transgression points precisely?
Only the holders of these inner truths will know what is truly on their minds. This is why it will always be difficult to capture, with any great deal of confidence, the full human complexities of the contemporary Aboriginal world – our hearth, and our heart, of where we are at in our contentious time – where the survival of our culture continues to be challenged, and we deal with each and every challenge.
In 2015, on the sad occasion of Tracker Tilmouth’s memorial in Alice Springs, he was described by his good friend, the Central Australian Aboriginal economist Owen Cole, as the champion of the have-nots. Tracker would not have called himself a saint, nor would he have believed that he was God’s gift to humankind, but he was regarded as one of the most influential and selfless Aboriginal visionaries of his time. He was an Eastern Arrernte man who was born in 1954. He was the sixth child in a family of eight children who were removed from their father Roy Tilmouth and family in Alice Springs after their mother, Betty, died in the late 1950s. Tracker was about four years of age. His five older brothers and sister – the Nayda children of his mother’s first marriage, whom the authorities deemed were ‘lighter skinned’ – were sent south, and into institutional care for so-called half-caste Aboriginal children in Adelaide.
The ‘dark ones’ – Tracker and his two younger brothers, William aged three and Patrick who was a baby – were sent north, to Croker Island, a thousand kilometres away from Central Australia. The official reason for creating so much distance was so the families of the children would never have any influence over their upbringing. Tracker and his two younger brothers would spend the next decade growing up on Croker Island, and did not know that our older brothers and sister existed.[footnoteRef:2] They were adults when they were eventually reunited with their siblings on the Nayda side of the family. This system, where government authorities had enormous power to remove Aboriginal children from their families and to place them in missions, state-run reserves or foster care, was part of the unsuccessful policy of assimilation that had operated across Australia for many decades. [2:  Interview with Tracker Tilmouth, Guestroom, ABC Radio Darwin, 30 April 2010.] 

Whatever happened to Tracker in life, he never saw himself as anyone’s victim, nor would he allow anyone to treat him as a victim.
He became a force to be reckoned with. Everything about him was epical. His mind was shaped through the influence of books, observation, and dreaming of what lay beyond his stolen-generation childhood on the Croker Island Mission. When he was a young man living back in Central Australia, his mind was shaped by powerful Aboriginal men and women of his father’s generation, such as Bess Liddle and the late Arthur and Milton Liddle, and through the deep cultural knowledge and influence of senior law men, the feared red ochre men of the Western Desert traditional domain who joked and laughed with Tracker as he drove with them around their country.
Many say that Tracker was bigger than life, and when he died from heart and cancer complications in 2015 at the age of 62, he left a chasm in the hearts of many people. In his life, he had made space for himself in the world of those who enjoyed the highest influence in Australia, as he did in the lives of the many Aboriginal people who knew him in their towns and communities, or living out in the bush across the country. With a great sense of fun, he challenged people with his endless wit and intellect. He made himself understandable in any situation. While speaking to eight hundred traditional landowners from across remote lands in Central Australia at the Kalkaringi Aboriginal Constitutional Convention in 1998, he told them: I have got a sore arse from being kicked in the arse in Canberra from them mob telling me we get too much in the Territory. He knew how to find people and to bombard them with ideas of how to develop an Aboriginal economy. The ideas were often huge, and necessary he thought, to create real Aboriginal economic self-sufficiency to safeguard the future of Aboriginal culture and homelands, or in other words, give true meaning to what he called the enjoyment of land rights.
Through Tracker’s working life, many Aboriginal people, and others associated with them, sought his help and advice, and trusted him. He always made himself available to them. There would not be many people in this country who would have had the capacity, willingness or energy to go where he travelled in his lifetime, or equal the pace of his travelling, or the breadth of his thinking and ideas, which he spread around the country through his many different connections.
Most would say that there was nothing conventional about Tracker.
He created stories wherever he went. He was among the most extraordinary contemporary story-makers in the Aboriginal world. He was the story. The stories about what he said or did are legendary. Some are about Tracker with his number-whatever-it-was Akubra on his head, speaking to some government minister in Canberra on his mobile loudly enough so everyone could hear, while walking unannounced into a crowded meeting room – big or small it did not matter – taking over the proceedings, and requesting someone make him a cup of tea. He did this all the time. He would stay long enough, interrupting whatever they were talking about, while fearlessly dishing out his humour and criticism, and shocking into silence anyone who tried to remind him it was not his meeting. Continuing on, he would drive home to them a situation happening in the Aboriginal world that he thought they were responsible for, but had failed to see, or to comprehend what needed to be done about it. He would tell them how to attend to this situation, list a number of government threats that would affect their ineptitude, and finish by saying they ought to admit failure and immediately resign from their jobs. He called this rattling the chains. Others tell stories of his shocking irreverence. For instance, while the members of the national Aboriginal leadership were meeting together to talk seriously about the complex legal implications of native title after the Mabo decision, Tracker told them that native title was just a donkey. It was not the big black stallion that everyone thought it was.
Tracker was a deadly serious man, but he had an innate way of knowing how to get to his audience through his sense of fun, and his seeing the absolute ridiculousness of what Aboriginal people were forced to deal with. The force he worked to springs from the modern world of Aboriginal people, which is epical in its ability to make stories happen, and to tell the stories of what has happened. This practice for story-making and story-keeping, with its roots in traditional culture, was the main dancing ground for Tracker. The entire country was his ceremonial ground for creating prospects and ideas. The word epical perfectly describes Tracker because he was like a constantly travelling traditional song man who conjured up exceptional times, and these times became embedded in the minds of the people who knew him. He was memorable, and people remembered him through the stories they kept telling about him, of something he had done, or something outrageous he had said, or other crazy situations, and just as much for his ideas and dreams.
Always at the centre of what was happening, Tracker epitomised Aboriginal thinking at some of this country’s highest levels of political manoeuvring, for land rights, native title, and economic development. Tracker always looked at the bigger economic picture, larger than the actual reality for Aboriginal people, which he frequently called the vision splendid. He immersed himself in it, engaging with all the battles caused by the effects of government policy on Aboriginal culture. An extraordinary reader of the times, he spared no one from hearing his verdict on them, be it those from his own communities, politicians, business people or professional academics, whether they wanted to hear exactly what he thought of them or not. He never held back even for a moment about what he thought, if the people he was engaging with were not up to scratch from his point of view. An Aboriginal statesman he might have been, but he was a leader who could cut to the chase in any company, no trouble at all.
Tracker fought a long hard battle with cancer. He never gave up for a second. He continued working in every available moment as soon as he was well enough after each round of treatment, however badly it had affected him. He was up as soon as he could, and travelling and caring for country and people, or otherwise, if he was too ill, he was travelling through his imagination, creating new ideas for the people who needed him. Tracker sought knowledge and gathered strong thinkers around him. When he gave them a job to do, it was always urgent, like raising millions of dollars for an important project. He had an inquiring mind that was global in its interests. There were many occasions when he was downright shocking, but he was always full-on honest, and with his wit he got the message through, as much from his ability and confidence as a storyteller and story-maker as from being a natural show-off. He was attractive to people wherever he went, be it on a Qantas flight, in a city café or bush camp. He showered practically everyone who came into contact with him with endless rolling ideas that were beyond comparison, and by having enormous fun with them. He loved the scene, and the scene loved him. An unofficial statesman for his people, he spent practically all of his working life, twenty-four seven, constructing visions of Aboriginal economic and cultural independence. Tracker understood perfectly that Aboriginal culture had been shaped by sharp economists over tens of thousands of years.
You can jump in a truck, do a three-kilometre trip thirty times a day for twelve hours, two weeks on and two weeks off. I don’t care how many Slim Dusty or Charlie Pride tapes you have listened to, if you aren’t an axe-murderer or social misfit you will go home with your soul destroyed. This was how Tracker described the narrow choices for economic opportunity being forced on Aboriginal people, such as having jobs as haul-truck drivers in a mine but not more challenging or managerial positions. Or when talking about then Prime Minister Julia Gillard: Probably the last time she saw a real Aborigine was when she was licking a postage stamp. Or in his famous quote about ALP preselection for a federal Northern Territory Senate seat: Labor likes pet niggers, and I’m counted as a pet nigger. I’m allowed to mow the lawns, but I’m not allowed up on the verandah.
Tracker had a rare ability to see beyond the present situation. He had one of the finest intelligences among Aboriginal leaders of his generation, and at times a total irreverence which spared nothing, and nobody. He was legendary for his sharp wit in an Aboriginal world which is well known for its sense of humour. Yet Tracker was an enigma, and he was very difficult to understand. Many thought he was bigger than life, that his impact was overwhelming, that Tracker was too much. He was outside of this world. He was another kind. All would agree though, that his life was lived through some of the most challenging events of our time, as Aboriginal people faced the legacies of injustices on an enormous scale, from the ongoing dispossession of land and property rights, to the struggle against intergenerational oppression, injustice and inequality, with inadequate and dwindling resources, to the damaging legacies of the stolen generations, the enormous land rights battles in the Northern Territory – each fought bitterly for years by the Northern Territory Government and others – to the hard work involved against the ongoing attempts to erode the Aboriginal land rights legislation, to finding the money to buy pastoral properties and return them to Aboriginal land before the sunset clause over claiming land rights took effect. Then there was the development of the native title legislation, and the work required to prove native title cases and negotiate agreements over land use, while also dealing with a long list of confronting social justice issues, and the ongoing fight for the recognition of the rights of Aboriginal people, and the enormous hurdles that Tracker was trying to jump over to build a strong Aboriginal economy for the future.
He was both loved and hated. He could leave people reeling in bitterness over something he had called them, but whatever way the emotional scales leant, he had the knack of making you want more of what he was giving. He was fun. Not many people have such a gift, the confidence or the ability to create so much fullness of life in those around him, or to leave so much emptiness in one’s spirit from his absence. He was one of the few brilliant statesmanlike leaders we have had – one who stayed close to his own people, and who really had the capacity to push back the boundaries for much of the action that shapes how we think and have thought about our times.
There was nothing normal about him, and other peoples’ ideas of normal would never have cut ice with the Aboriginal leaders who knew him, or in their thinking of how to describe someone like him, or in their politics and philosophies about the way our stories are told. A Western-style biography would never do for Tracker. It would not have been a wise move for any biographer, or the correct way to attempt to remember somebody like Tracker, who tried with just about every breath he drew to manufacture enormous change. His life was lived with the aim of achieving something greater, to sculpt land, country and people into a brilliant future on a grand scale. A statesman for dreams that were much bigger and better than the realities he saw around him, and in himself.
It would have been a difficult undertaking to retrace Tracker’s footsteps up and down the country, or along those rough roads he had taken into the heart of this land or, by necessity, to write selectively about what would become a narrowly analysed life no matter how good the skills of the biographer. These would have been inappropriate ways to represent this life force whose legacy remains in the lives of so many diverse people, all with their unique stories about Tracker. Who knows the many who remain strangers to each other, the memories that he left in the hearts and minds of people all over the place? There is no trail of sugar to lead you through the forest. Nor a long piece of string, thousands and thousands of kilometres in length, to mark the paths of his continuous travelling and work. Nor would a biography do for someone who said he was like a virus that could spread everywhere and never be gotten rid of, or like a chameleon that could change into whatever anyone wanted him to be. He could eat the second-guessers and spit them out for breakfast through a single comment that would leave you flabbergasted for days after. You couldn’t match him. He left you for dead, and he knew enough about almost everything.
I once thought I might tell Tracker something that he would not know about, something peculiar about the little-known Attacus moth, which is usually found in only one or two small areas in the Top End, and only ever seen for a couple of hours from around two in the morning as it clumsily flies short distances in its brief lifespan, not to eat but to try to find a mate. But Tracker already had an encyclopaedic knowledge of this moth, and said rather dully that it was good for catching fish, and he and the Aboriginal mob in the Top End had been using it as bait for years.
How did Tracker use his own stories to do what he did? Through humour and intelligence and his powers of persuasion, he was able to shape a story – the right or straight story – for those he was representing. He created stories that would have the greatest impact in political or economic bargaining forums. Sometimes he was driven by boredom or irreverence to regain the focus of others who were lagging behind his thinking, but mostly, he did whatever he did while having the maximum amount of fun. He seemed to have had an acute sense of vulnerability, that life was precious.
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[bookmark: _Toc420934]You’re Supposed to Kill It Before You Cook It
Do you remember that time when I was doing the Take Power book, and do you remember Mr Cook?[footnoteRef:3] You used to call him New York, New York. He was a big boss, wasn’t he? I did a session with him at a Land Council meeting, and it was recorded in Warlpiri. The recording took forty minutes and then he said, Take that tape out, and he had another tape, his own, and he wanted me to put it in the tape recorder and he said exactly the same thing again, and it took forty minutes. He kept the second tape. He did not want me to send a copy or anything, he wanted to do it there and then. His story was all about where people belonged. He said, I might leave this on the table somewhere so people can pick it up and listen to it. It was all about telling some people to get back to their own country. [3:  Alexis Wright (ed.), Take Power Like This Old Man Here: An Anthology of Writings Celebrating Twenty Years of Land Rights in Central Australia, 1977–1997 (Jukurrpa Books, Alice Springs, 1998).] 

That is it. Anyway we will see what happens.
Tracker Tilmouth and Peter Hansen

Tracker: Peter, this is what I did, I got them [people contributing to this book] to say what they want. I got people who I knew had an opinion on what I did, or what I did not do, to say what they thought, to involve themselves as well. Their agency in my development if you like. And when I come back later we will say, Righto! This is what I have learnt off these people. There are good things, there are bad things. There will be people speaking like [Bob] Beadman and people like that.
Beadman taught me how to read tea leaves in a cup when he came to talk to me about politics or Aboriginal development because he was in Aboriginal affairs for the last forty-odd years and nothing has worked, and he is still wondering why nothing has worked.
Peter: The people we went to school with on Croker Island were educated. That was the end of the 1950s and probably the 1960s, and they knew exactly what they had achieved. They could go to meetings and when they talked, you would know they were educated. They were taught by Europeans, but today we have still got people saying, We must educate Aboriginals. What happened between 1960 and 2013? That is some fifty years ago. We had everything in place in the 1950s and 1960s to educate Aboriginals, why are we still trying to get something in place in 2013? What a load of hogwash.
Tracker: Yes, we had people from the community who were at the top of our class. We had a bloke called the Reverend James Yunupingu who used to come and give us Bible class. James Galarrwuy Yunupingu, the reverend. And then another reverend called Gatjil Djerrkura. They were both reverends. Galarrwuy was taught by the church.
Peter: Another one is the Reverend Dr Djiniyini Gondarra OAM. When you see him on NITV, doesn’t he give it to them! We want people like him, like Mansell – we want leaders, outside the fat cats. We do not want the fat cats to tell our story. They are not telling our story, they are telling their story so they can get more money and get fatter.
Doug Turner

Rubber lips to base. He called people different categories, different Aboriginal people from different areas, like mud monkeys or rock apes. Mud monkeys are the South Australians, and the rock apes are the Northern Territorian mobs, Mount Gillen and all that sort of stuff. You mob are all rock apes up there anyway. Yeah! Well! You’re all mud monkeys down there. And he would call me either, I am not one hundred per cent sure whether I was base, or had rubber lips, because you see some blackfellas looked worse than others you know, and this was just the way that they looked, big nose, big lips, big foreheads. We would stir each other up like that. I said, Yeah! Well! If I’m rubber lips you must be base. Because base is more than rubber lips, bigger than bloody rubber lips. Yes, B-A-S-E, base, like this is base calling rubber lips. I said, if I am rubber lips you are bloody rubber lips yourself, because base is the foundation of rubber lips basically. Stupid things like that.
Yes, well, telling stories, that is who we are as people basically. We can tell a story from some people say thirty, some people say forty, some people say sixty, some people say eighty, some people say two hundred thousand years. This is what makes us, it is our nature, telling stories. Some of us have got a lot of stories to tell and some of us have a little bit of stories to tell.
Tracker knew his culture. There are a lot of Aboriginals with no culture and they should go back to culture, because culture is their foundation and for them to go back to culture that keeps them in touch with reality and who they are as a person basically. When they do it reinforces their desire for identity and their connection with country and with their culture, not so much with their people, but with their culture.
We shared our culture when we followed the songlines, and you did them ceremonies, and you did them dances on the songlines as you went across country. So we walked everywhere. This was how our population grew in different locations in the country because it is a big open vast land, and Aboriginal populations grew in that area and in that area, and there were more groups, say from the group that left my community, and walked to another part of Australia and practised culture there. That is how the story of tjukurpa up that way is similar to the tjukurpa in my country. We took that story, that tjukurpa from my mob and they practised it up there in say Queensland, or somewhere. We walked this country. This is why that rainbow snake travelled all over Australia. This is how come our culture is obviously similar to a lot of other Aboriginal and Indigenous groups around Australia, around the world.
If people go back to culture it gives them strength and it does affect the way that they tell our stories, because society is at such a fast pace these days, they should have time out to go back to culture, culture is not going and sitting on country, culture is learning about what the story was from this area. Where are the ceremonial sites? Where are the marked trees? Learning about where our fish traps are. Where are the paintings and all that stuff? Where was the mob that just walked in to do ceremonies? Which way did they come? That is going back to culture in a contemporary way. Unless you want to go and follow culture and you sit down with the old fellas in the bush and go the full hog, but even that would give them energy and inspiration. It is having that connection because that is what it does for me. I feel younger when I go back to culture.
I am sixty with many heart attacks, and the triple bypass that I have had, but when I go back to culture, I feel my energy comes back and I can do a lot more. I can run a little bit faster, I can dance a bit more, and I am not suffering with the heart issues after this. But when I go and sit down in the city I am a bit more sluggish, and I slow down a lot. When I am in the bush and culture I get up in the morning and I have got more energy, I just want to walk and do more things.
Yes, because Mamu Kuda, that bloke up there – the God they talk about, he was the one who gave us our culture and all the things in our culture to look after on this planet and the law – tjukurpa, and our stories. It was only that man that gave us these gifts and he gave us these gifts on this planet so that we can look after this planet, and we practise those things in our culture. Where do we go? We practise by looking about country and looking after that spirit in that place. We got that gift from that bloke upstairs. So when we go back to that cultural side of things then we can be blessed with little gifts, and those little gifts are to heal somebody with your hands. That is who I am.
They also give you another gift where you can not only heal that person with your hands, you can see the sickness in that person and how far that sickness has gone, and if it’s in its early stages, say to that person look we can take that sickness out of you and clean you before that sickness gets the best of you. We can do that today. That is what our culture is about.
Vincent Forrester

The art of oratory is being able to tell a great story, and I suppose it comes from the droving days or when people had no radio, no TV, and your skill at being able to paint a picture by word had to be convincing. We have got to try to get that back, but we do have it in a way through you writing this bloody book, wow, that is a great storytelling method. The oratory of it, spinning a yarn, I love the way that Archie Roach does his songs, it is great storytelling coming through music. But to be able to tell a yarn, that is a different skill, the oratory of being able to talk, and be able to push your thoughts into place to achieve the climax of the story. I was taught that strategy by those old blokes.
I told them one day [as the Northern Territory chairman of the former National Aboriginal Conference], I’ve got to talk to the Prime Minister every couple of months, what do you mob want? They reckoned everything. I went away and thought about this word called everything, and it took me a long time to think about it, about three or four weeks, and I still could not work it out. I got them old blokes together again, and I reckoned, Tjilpa Juta [many old men], that word everything, that’s a big word, where I got to start? They said, Oh! We go to the museum. So we went to the museum, Tracker had done all this secret-sacred stuff, and that was where they wanted to start with all the sacred objects, all the atyerrenge, or tjuringa, with the Dutch museum, that was the first thing they wanted to do. And so that word, everything – Oh! Yes. That was starting from your spirituality. That taught me a lot, in that one strategy those old men had in their mind. They were right because we did go and chase those objects, and while we were chasing the objects, we saw a lot of bad things in that museum too, we saw all the bones of Aboriginal people and the TI [Torres Strait Islander] mob mummified, and all that kind of thing there. So we put the word out from there, that they have a lot of stuffed people in there. Then that started our human remains issues.
But this spirituality that the old people were talking about, we still have not achieved that because of the colonialist system that is in place, and assimilation and whatever you call it. Teaching language at school, maintaining that side of things is not happening. We see a lot of the mistakes being made by our leadership. They are literate in white man way, but they are illiterate in their own way. That is a big problem that we have with some of the current Aboriginal leadership. They say we know, but wiya malpa [no friend], they do not know. They can not hear them old men words in their mind, or the song they sang that night for that story, right? That is another world.
That world is in your thought, in your mind, in your aura. That one! I am not touching you but I can feel you, that sort of stuff and the spirituality of all that, which is all healing, I believe. It is called healing because some of the stories I got from those old men, about when white man was shooting blackfella, how they overcome that and how they overcome their struggles, and passed their struggles on to me. Those old men told the truth because if they said that somebody was shot by the policeman here, you can guarantee it because you can go and see the remains of those people where they were burnt and that sort of stuff. That history is a hidden history that a colonial society would not admit to, but hang on a minute, there was a fucking big war and if you go back and look at the archives of some of the land councils, you will see it. They mentored me through that in my life, in the cultural aspects.
Blackfella got good comedy, blackfella he got a good sense of humour and we have only survived in this world because we can laugh, and we can laugh at ourselves too. Look at Tracker. We can laugh at ourselves but there is some sort of poison that comes out too by telling that story. In some cultures around the world they call it a method of cultural action teaching, teaching by telling yarns about that bully man policeman that has been chasing you, that type of thing. Passing on in humorous ways. I like that style. That’s what makes us strong I think.
When I was with Tracker in Geneva he shocked me: Tracker, you can’t speak to fucking white people like that you black bastard. You will get into trouble. No, you watch, he said, and no worries, he was so outrageous that they loved him. Whereas if it was you or I, they would probably call for the coppers, and they would say, Hey! Look! Lock this mad bastard up. He got away with it because of his confidence. Just confidence. He could push boundaries as though a horse would not bite him, or kick him, or the bull would not horn him.
I believe storytelling is a learnt and handed-down skill: the yarn-spinning and storytelling. I have seen masters at work in their oratory, in structuring their stories and the moral of the story, but in a bushman’s way. A lot of city people would not understand what I am saying. There are these fantastic one-liners. Blackfella have got the one-liners. You just had to look at Tracker, at how he used his humour and one-liners. We can be pretty mean sometimes. In the bushman’s wit, or blackfella wit, we had to have this humour to overcome adversity, but that humour, wit and storytelling has come down through generations, generations and generations through corroboree, inma, ceremony and so on. It is all there, where of course you have your theatre, your live acts, and performers within that. There is art, but also, it can be found just sitting around the campfire and telling those stories, and this is a blackfella trait.
There are traditional storytelling elements in the way we have been taught from childhood. For instance, how the Aboriginal economy works. When I was a little boy, I got my first kangaroo when I was about six years old. I took that kangaroo back to the camp and I gave it to my grandfather. First kangaroo. Oh! He made a big fuss that his grandson brought him a kangaroo. I can remember him getting the leaves and putting them down. I can remember the big fuss being made about it. He made a big fire this old man and gutted that kangaroo, really proud of that kangaroo, and he saved all the stuff, cut the tail off, cut the guts and rolled it up in a ball, after the coals burnt down he put it in the fire, the entrails next to the guts, and he cooked that kangaroo. Then he bought it out and started sharing it up. He cut it sitting on the ground, and he cut it in the back, and when he cut this kangaroo it fell to pieces. He gave it to everybody in the camp, a piece of that kangaroo, and everybody got a share of that kangaroo, and that was what taught me what an economy should be about. Their yarn was their way of explaining how to use the land, the animals, and the rules that apply, and it is a good way to tell the story. It is the foundations of what I use.
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