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LANGUAGE WORDS

Luritja is a dialect of the Western Desert Language of Central Australia. It is widely spoken with significant family and dialect variations. The Luritja written in Us Mob Walawurru was provided by Lisa Wilyuka and women from Titjikala. Walawurru is a Luritja word for wedge-tailed eagle. The phonetic pronunciation is ‘wal-a-woo-roo’ with equal emphasis on each syllable and the ‘r’ is rolled.

 







	Anangu
	Western Desert people



	arrkinti liritja
	beaded necklace



	mammu
	monster



	malu
	kangaroo



	Ngalyarra
	Come here



	nintaka
	perentie



	nyrrratja
	over there



	Nyuntu palya?
	Are you all right?



	palya
	good



	rumma
	mad, crazy



	uwa
	yes



	walawurru
	wedge-tailed eagle



	Wai palya?
	How are you?



	wiltja
	shelter/shade



	wiya
	no
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INTRODUCTION

Us Mob Walawurru follows the life of Ruby, a young Luritja girl growing up in Central Australia in the 1960s. Living on a cattle station, Ruby is faced with many situations and dilemmas resulting from cultural difference — education, language, family obligation, relationship to country and environment, and ideas of ownership.

By the 1960s many Aboriginal people in Central Australia had moved onto cattle stations where they could work for rations and shelter. It was a decade of significant change for Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory and throughout Australia. Some of these changes are tracked through Ruby’s journey of growth into womanhood and through her quest for knowledge.

Us Mob Walawurru is a work of historical fiction and inter-cultural exploration. Some of the events are based on stories told to us by Luritja people of Titjikala in Central Australia. Some historical events are also included.

DAVID SPILLMAN AND LISA WILYUKA
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‘C’mon, you mob. That bus’ll be leavin’ soon. If we gotta’ walk I’ll be lookin’ like Boney Bob. Uncle Archie won’t be wantin’ me then.’ Aunty Alice’s cry shattered the desert silence. A chorus of camp dogs broke into wild response — the blackfella’s alarm clock, I once heard Uncle Archie called them.

Us kids giggled, imagining Aunty Alice in Boney Bob’s body. I rolled over and jumped out of our camp bed, ready to go. Sunlight and dust squeezed through the crack in the corner of the dark corrugated-iron house. The cement floor was cold on my feet. The air was cold too, but it didn’t matter.

Facing the corner I inhaled the air deeply through my nose. The little warmth from the sun and the sweet smell of the earth woke me fully, and I remembered that today was a special day. Turning with excitement, I stepped straight into the open arms of Uncle Archie.

‘Ah, my little desert pea,’ he beamed, picking me up and squeezing me till I almost couldn’t breathe.

‘Sport today, Uncle,’ I said, as he put me down. We walked outside. By now the dogs had worked themselves into a real frenzy. Buster, Uncle’s favourite cattle dog, strutted around howling, waiting for one of the others to have a go so he could remind them who was top dog.

‘Wati tjuta nyantju nyurrampa mantjira kapi uwa,’ Archie shouted around the camp, telling the men to fetch and water their horses, as he had done most mornings I could remember. He squeezed my hand and walked off, ready for another day in the saddle. The rooster crowed over at the station, igniting other birds into song — a crow, plovers, mickey birds. I could pick them all.

By now the dogs had gone quiet. They know what Uncle’s voice means, I thought, that soon they’ll be in the thick of hooves and dust, doing what they love most.
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Stepping back inside the house, I started to think about us mob in the mornings and the strange way Mr Duncan, our teacher, had responded once when I spoke to him in whitefella way. I’d asked him if he’d slept well.

‘Not at all well, Ruby,’ he’d replied, looking over the rim of his half-circle wire glasses. ‘Those wretched dogs, those guardians of the familiar woke me about midnight. I was totally unable to get back to sleep,’ he’d added, rolling his eyes.

‘Uh?’ I’d replied, confused by his words. ‘Wretched dogs? Guarb-yins of the family ... what?’ Feeling a bit shamed, I had quickly escaped over to the footy game already underway in the red sand.

Mr Duncan’s words played on my mind and I couldn’t focus on the football. Better talk to Aunty Alice, I decided. She is Mr Duncan’s assistant teacher and knows more about whitefellas and English than anyone else round here.

I found her sitting on the sunny side of the silver bullet — our big tin classroom on wheels — arms folded, eyes closed. I knew that she wasn’t asleep, although she often liked to pretend she was when she heard someone coming.

‘Aunty,’ I said.

‘Oh, it’s you, Ruby,’ she’d replied, opening her eyes and taking my hand.

‘Aunty, what are “wretched dogs?”’ I asked her quiedy in Luritja, for fear Mr Duncan might be inside the silver bullet.

‘You been talkin’ to Mr Duncan?’ she asked. I nodded. ‘Was he talkin’ about bein’ woken up last night?’ Again I nodded. ‘Ruby, those “wretched dogs” are our beautiful dogs, only wretched means the opposite to beautiful. That fella’s talkin’ wrong way again about our dogs.’ Aunty sat upright and got that look on her face like when she was gunning for a fight.

‘Please don’t tell Aunty,’ I pleaded.

‘Hum!’ she’d replied, slumping back down.

‘And ... what are guarb-yins of the family ... or something?’ I’d asked sheepishly.

‘Guarby ... guardy ... guardians of the familiar,’ Aunty spluttered. ‘It was in a book Mr Duncan gave me to read. He’s always sayin’ that.’ Aunty rolled her eyes. ‘And he’s still talkin’ about our dogs. Mr Duncan means that our dogs are afraid of anything strange.’

She’d looked up at me, guessing that I might not understand. ‘Ruby, the dogs bark at anything unusual, different to what they are used to. It scares them so they bark hoping they’ll frighten it away.’

‘Oh,’ I’d muttered. The dogs went quiet because they knew Uncle Archie’s voice.

‘I guess in one way we’re not much different to our dogs, Ruby, us mob. Remember how hard it was to get you kids to this school when Mr Duncan first came with his silver bullet? How some kids cried and some mothers and fathers got really angry, thinking that their kids would be locked up in that silver bullet and taken away, just like ...’

Aunty had turned away, her voice trailing off with the breeze.

‘You stood up, Aunty, and told us mob that the government people say us kids should go to school and that Joe promised us kids wouldn’t be taken away. I remember Uncle Archie sayin’ we should give it a go.’

‘True, Ruby, but our mob was still scared. We didn’t know what school would be like. But is it scary now?’ she asked holding my hand, her eyes closed.

I leaned against the door of the shack and thought back to that day, and I knew that Aunty had taught me something important, that we should be brave with new things, but that it was good to have our barking dogs too, to let us know when something’s not right.

I started thinking about Mr Duncan again. He’s not really scary, a bit strange and cranky sometimes, but not scary. He’s even going to take us on a ... sports trip.

Oh no! I ran inside and quickly grabbed my pillow and blanket, wondering how long I’d been standing outside the shack daydreaming.

A familiar voice interrupted my thoughts.

‘Come on, Ruby. Us mob’s ready to go to the station.’

It was Aunty. She’d been walking to the station when she realised I wasn’t there and had come back looking for me. She took my hand and together we walked over towards our people, standing near the cattle yards.

[image: image]

The main gate of the cattle yards was built of two desert oak posts with a header of the same timber wired horizontally between them at the top. If Boney Bob stood on Uncle Archie’s shoulders he still couldn’t reach it — it was so high because it was also used to hang the slaughtered cattle to bleed. Those oak posts were so fat that not even Boney Bob could grasp his hands around them. The gate opened into a large, square post-and-rail yard that could hold a thousand cattle. Down the other end were smaller yards for separating and sorting cattle.

The yards were surrounded on three sides by tall, white rivergums, some with branches reaching over the rails. Beyond them lay half a ring of red sandhills. The gate faced the river, almost straight in front of the shallow crossing where stock could cross, even when there was water in the river.

The cool caress of the sand underfoot and the warmth of Aunty’s hand made me feel safe. As the sun’s rays broke through the knotty branches of the old gum trees, the desert birds broke into song. We walked past the yard and watched as Uncle Archie, the stockmen and the dogs stirred the beasts into motion. Whistles, yelps and the crack of the stockwhip echoed across the sandhills. Enveloped in the sacred dust of mother earth, our spirits flew free. Once again our country was energised with life and activity.

Up front was Tjilpi, that old man, boss for our mob. This was where he belonged, what he knew. This was his land, ‘country’ we call it. Tjilpi always walked with his head moving about, looking down for tracks, then off to the side or upwards. Suddenly he pointed to the sky singing out ‘Walawurru’. We all looked up. High above, our brother, Walawurru the wedge-tailed eagle, soared to greet us. It was going to be a great day.

At the start of time, our ancestors came out of the ground at a sacred place a long way south of Dry River Station. They changed themselves into Walawurru and flew out creating and singing-up — naming the country as they went. First they created a lot of country to the south and then moved across our country, Luritja country.

From here they flew on northward and then to the west, creating and naming country for other people. Finally at a place, many seasons walk from here, they returned back into the ground to rest and sleep.

Tjilpi told us a story about his great, great, greatgrandfather who walked the whole Walawurru songline looking for a wife. Even though he didn’t know many of the people’s languages along the way, he recognised their dances and knew he was following his songline.

Aunty Alice started singing an old song about Walawurru and our country, created by our ancestors. We all joined in.

Ngayuku ngura nyangatja.

Nyuntu kulila.

Walawurru nyuntu palunu.

Tjamulu tjana wantikatingu.

This is my home

You listen here

Created by Walawurru

Left behind by my grandfathers.

I always enjoyed the walk from our camp in the sandhills, past the cattle yards, across the treeless claypan to the station. This time we sang all the way.

When I’d asked Uncle why we lived away from the station, he said that our camp is on an old unused ceremonial ground. Our people came here many years before to be close to our ancestors, hidden in the sandhills, when some bad business was happening with stockmen from another station. This was before Dry River Station was built. Even though we have to cart water from the river each day, our mob is happy here.

‘We’re red sand people,’ Aunty often tells me, looking out at the flat, white rocky ground at Dry River Station.

The walk to the station was like changing country. On one side, waves of red and green sandhills spread out towards the setting sun and the edge of our country; on the other side flat stony ground with fewer but bigger trees opened up towards the river. Across the river, white plains stretched to low flat-top hills beneath the rising sun. The white shimmering claypan in between was sort of the changeover place.

It was always strange stepping off the last little bit of red sand and onto the gritty claypan. Even this early in the morning it was starting to glisten. Luckily we only had to walk across the edge of the claypan to get to the station. It would have taken us half a day to walk across the middle.
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Dry River Station sat on a bend of Karru Pilti, or Scott River as the whitefellas called it. The station was put here because even though there’s little water in the river most of the year, there’s plenty of good, clean drinking water from two bores drilled deep into the riverbank.

The station was built by Jack Mogren, before Uncle Archie was born. The big house called ‘the white house’ or ‘the homestead’ was built of blocks of dirt, called bricks. It had been white all over once but now only the front and sides are sort of white. Round the back you had to look hard to see where the bricks met the ground. It was one colour, the same as the small sandhill that was building up behind the house. For many seasons, sand blown by the wind had been trapped by two large rocks and a dead tree behind the homestead. The rocks were now covered and the branches of the tree stuck out like a skeleton.

‘These red sandhills, them’s hungry ones, come back to eat up everything,’ old Tjilpi said, standing outside the homestead. ‘They were here long time ago. They are coming again.’

I looked at the homestead and saw those sandhills creeping up the walls. Some sort of a warning, I thought. According to Uncle Archie the white house had five or maybe even six rooms in it.

I asked Aunty Alice, ‘What do they do in those rooms, Aunty?’

Our family slept in one room when it was cold, which made sense because we kept each other warm. I figured that was at least one good use for a house, but five or six rooms?

‘You shouldn’t be worrying about their business, Ruby,’ Aunty growled, ‘although I gotta say I wonder myself from time to time. Maybe that house is like their country eh? Maybe it has their dreamin’ and at nighttime they walk round those rooms singing it up?’

‘You serious, Aunty?’ I asked in amazement, picturing Joe Mogren and his son, Lex, all painted up, singing to the walls and floor. Aunty giggled. She could make a joke out of anything.

The homestead had a shade roof all the way around the outside. Underneath Old Jack Mogren had dug big flat stones into the ground. Must have taken a long time. Uncle said he did it to keep the sand out of the house. We couldn’t understand why he would want to do this. It’ good to keep your country close all the time. The house had a silver tin roof. Many of their machines and tools were silver too, Us kids reckoned that whitefellas had ‘tin dreaming’ just the same as Walawurru is for us. We figured that was why the school was silver. When I told Uncle, he laughed.

On one side of the homestead were the stables and shed where the machinery and tools were kept. On the other side was Mr Duncan’s silver bullet. It was like a house on wheels. Hanging off the side wall was a big piece of green cloth to make some shade. At the other end it was held up with trees and ropes. Underneath this shade cloth, rows of school desks and chairs faced the side of the silver bullet, where Mr Duncan had placed a blackboard.

Our families felt much happier when they saw that the school was outside the silver bullet, with our feet in our own country.
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Joe Mogren, old Jack’s son, took over running Dry River Station when his father died. According to Uncle Archie, ‘running a station’ meant that Joe had permission to use the country for growing cattle. Most whitefellas called him the owner though. Once I heard Mr Duncan talking to a stranger passing through. He had said that the Mogren family have always owned Dry River Station, but I knew our people had been here long before whitefellas came.

One day, when the sun was going down, I asked Uncle Archie, ‘Why do whitefellas say Joe is the owner of this country?’

Uncle sat me down in the sand beside him, took a breath and looked off towards the sunset. He started pouring the red sand from one hand to another. This is obviously a difficult question, I thought, but I knew I must be patient when an adult was waiting to speak. Finally, with his elbows on his knees, he clasped his hands together, then held one hand out and looked into my eyes. He opened his hand. In it was a stone.

‘Ruby, if I tell you that I own this stone, what does it mean?’ Uncle asked me in Luritja.

‘I’m not sure,’ I said, hesitating for a moment. Then I remembered.

‘Mr Duncan told us that the mission owns the silver bullet and everything in it. He says that if we take even a pencil home we are stealing. The way Mr Duncan talks about stealing, I know that it’s not good. Whatever owning is, it’s very powerful.’

Uncle Archie nodded. ‘You listen well, Ruby, and you think about what you hear.’ He paused, looked down and held out the stone. ‘Ruby, if I own this stone then it belongs to me.’ Uncle said this very slowly and waited so that I could think about what he said.

Again he spoke. ‘If I own this stone, I do not have to show it to you or let you touch it.’ He closed his hand. ‘I do not have to show it to anyone, or let them touch it.’

‘Not even your family?’, I cried.

‘Not even my family. If I own it, I can do anything I wish to this stone. I can bury it if I want to, so nobody can have it.’ Uncle covered the stone with sand. ‘Or I can destroy it, or throw it away.’

Uncle knelt up and threw the stone into the scrub. As I looked round to see where it landed, he spoke again.

‘Or, Ruby, I can give it to you, though I might want something in return.’ Uncle held my hand open and placed the stone in it. ‘But if I do not give it and you take it, you are stealing. You have broken whitefella law. You could be punished.’

This was a little bewildering. Uncle Archie waited hen he leant forward, took my hand and opened it.

‘But this is just a stone, Ruby,’ Holding his arms out to the sandhills, he cried in a raspy whisper, ‘This is our home, our country, our mother.’

Uncles words sliced into me like the talons of Walawurru ripping at the flesh of its prey. The truth hit me. Mr Duncan and the whitefellas believe that the Mogren family own our country.

‘But they could do anything to her, Uncle, anything,’ I heard the panic in my voice. I imagined Joe and his son, Lex, cutting down sacred trees, the homes of our ancestor’s spirits, and shooting Walawurru. Uncle put his arm around my shoulders and hugged me tightly.

‘It’s not that bad, Ruby. It’s all right,’ he said, looking off towards the sunset. ‘It’s a strange and difficult thing to think of someone owning the country,’ he said. ‘Us mob know that nobody can ever own the country.’

Again he paused and looked away. ‘This country has been here for a long, long time. It holds the spirits of our ancestors and we’ll join them here. We look after this place, do the right ceremonies, and she takes care of us. It’s us mob that belong to this country, not the other way.’

Uncle looked directly at me to see I understood. I nodded but couldn’t help asking, ‘But why does Joe and Mr Duncan and other whitefellas think they own this land, Uncle?’

Uncle Archie tipped his hat, scratched his head and rubbed his eyes, all familiar actions that were usually followed by ‘You ask too many questions for a child’, but I sensed he was going to answer me this time.

‘I don’t really know, Ruby. All I know is that we have our own law about looking after country. If we don’t look after her, then we’re disrespecting our ancestors. They created this country. They are her spirit. If we don’t take care of her, then things won’t be goin’ too good for us mob, or our children or their children. Whitefellas don’t understand our law They have their own law, which says that people own country. We don’t really understand it, Ruby. It makes no sense. But it’s all right here. Joe, he looks after the country. You know he talks our lingo. He always asks about our sacred places and makes sure that they are looked after. He lets us go away for ceremonies. You know Joe and me are brothers. He doesn’t really understand my law, and I don’t understand his, but he respects me and I respect him. So it’s all right. It works out.’

We sat for a little while longer, then walked silently back to camp.
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Archie always said that him and Joe were brothers. They sure weren’t brothers like any other brothers and though I thought it strange a blackfella and a whitefella should be brothers, it made me feel happier knowing that Unde considered him family. I went to see Aunty Alice and found her sitting outside our house, painting on a piece of material stretched across a stick frame.

‘Why are Uncle and Joe brothers?’

Aunty looked at me like she was trying to figure out why I wanted to know.

Satisfied, she looked down at her painting and continued to work, making small brown dots with the chewed end of a thin eucalypt stick.

‘Joe’s mother died when he was young. With no other women around and his father away a lot, droving or fencing, Archie’s mother and aunties grew ’im up. There was no school so Joe and Archie and the other kids spent their days swimming at the waterhole or in the sandhills playing and hunting or getting bush food with the women.

‘He started living with us instead of going home and talking our lingo when he did go home. Joe’s father, Old Jack Mogren, started to worry for his son, so he sent ’im off to boarding school for a long time. Joe was different when he came back, didn’t come over here so much. Archie’d been initiated by then and gone through Law, not a child anymore. You know, he was a man when Joe came back. So there were things they couldn’t talk about. But they still spent a lot of time talking and laughing. Always wanted to know what made ’em laugh so hard. To this day I still don’t know.’

Explanation over, I left Aunty to her painting.
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A hand on my shoulder gently pulled me back to the present. I’d been lost in so many thoughts while walking over to the station.

‘You do an awful lot of daydreaming, Ruby,’ Aunty called from behind, hardly missing a beat. She was still singing. I snapped back to the scene around me and looked on in awe as we turned the corner of the homestead. Everyone else did the same. For us kids it was the first time we’d seen a bus. There it was, big and shiny. It almost hurt my eyes looking at it. And it was silver too.

Excitement took over and I was off, running with all the other kids towards the silver bullet and the bus, yelling I don’t know what. Just as I was getting to the front of the mob I stopped. Lucky I remembered I had a job to do. You see, that old man Tjilpi took me aside a few days before, me being Archie’s niece.

‘That motorcar that’s coming, take you kids to Tulu,’ he said in Luritja.

‘Mmm,’ I nodded, looking at the ground.

‘Before that whitefella starts it up, you cover it with our country.’

‘Uwa,’ I replied, having no idea why I should do this. But I didn’t hesitate. He was an old man. Whatever he told me to do, I did, without needing an explanation. But I knew if I did wait that he would tell me. ‘You do it, Ruby. It’ll keep you safe.’

‘Uwa,’ I said again, this time nodding fiercely, and feeling a bit shamed as I realised what the old man was saying. I should have known. Whenever our people walked out of our country they always took some country with them, to keep them safe, to carry their ancestors and identity.

My embarrassment turned to fear when I realised this was the first time I would be leaving our country. I remembered the ‘guardians of the familiar’, and I told myself again that it was good to be brave with new things.

So there we all were charging recklessly around and around the bus. I had organised a game of tiggy. One kid was up and had to catch as many others as possible. When they were caught they were up too. This went on until there was only one kid left.

Then we started a new game. I made the bus ‘home’, a place where you couldn’t get caught. This made sure that red dust was stamped up all over the bus. By the time Aunty Alice came over to fetch us, it looked just like the station homestead. You could hardly tell it was silver at all.

‘Tji tji tjuta, wala-wala!*’ Aunty screeched at the top of her voice. O-oh, I thought, we’re in trouble for something. Aunty was waving us in towards the silver bullet. We raced over and lined up ready to march to our seats — two lines, one boys, one girls, little kids at the front, big kids at the back. When we were all standing behind our desks, Mr Duncan appeared from inside the silver bullet. I could tell he wasn’t happy.

‘Sit, students,’ he barked, stepping down the stairs. We quickly obeyed. None of us liked Mr Duncan when he growled us, and the little kids got scared. He took his small chained-up clock from his pocket, glanced at it and put it back, with only the chain left dangling down.

‘Look at the time,’ he snapped. Mr Duncan always says that, even though the only clock we can see is the wooden one hanging off the side of the silver bullet, whose hands only move when somebody turns them.

‘We are already fifteen minutes late for school,’ he stated coldly. Oops, we must have missed the bell in all our excitement. ‘Well that’ll be fifteen minutes we’ll be late leaving today.’

Mr Duncan moved behind his wooden desk, fiddled with his tie, straightened his coat and then placed his fists on the desk, looking straight at us. ‘Good morning, students,’ he droned.

I was disappointed. Today of all days he was talking to us the same way he did every morning. We know it’s a beautiful day but still Mr Duncan begins every day by saying “good morning”.

‘Good morning, Mr Duncan,’ we replied. Then, as usual, he moved from student to student, asking the same old questions.

‘Good morning, Samuel.’

‘Good morning, Mr Duncan.’

‘How are you today, Samuel?’

‘Very well, Mr Duncan, and you, sir?’

‘Well indeed, thank you, Samuel. Look at me when you’re speaking, son.’

‘Yes, Mr Duncan,’ Samuel replied, too shamed to look up.

We spend all this time talking when we all know that everyone’s okay. We’re all here, but for some reason he pretends to forget our names.

‘Hello. What’s your name?’ When Mr Duncan asks you, he looks you right in the eye. The other questions are bad enough, but this one is really shameful.

‘My name is Ruby. What’s yours?’ I hear myself parroting back, looking down at the desk.

‘Mr Duncan. Where are you from, Ruby?’

‘I am from Dry River Station,’ As if he doesn’t know.

‘And you, sir?’ I respond, knowing the answer.

‘I come from Adelaide, Ruby’.

Many times I’d asked Aunty Alice why we went through all this over and over. ‘It’s practice, Ruby,’ she would reply in English, as if to make a point. ‘Its so you know what to do when you meet a whitefella you don’t know.’

‘As if any of us mob would go up to a whitefella we didn’t know and ask ’im ’is name,’ I’d protest in Luritja, to make my own point. ‘Big shame job, that one, with our own mob. We mightn’t be allowed to talk to that person. If we wanted to know who he is we’d have to ask someone else about his mob, wouldn’t we, Aunty.’

Aunty would sigh and look at me for a while. ‘Yes of course I know that, Ruby, but it’s teaching you English and if you do what Mr Duncan wants then he’ll do things for you, like take you on trips.’

At least that made sense.

‘Okay.’ Mr Duncan claps his hands, snapping me back into the moment. He heads back to his desk. Palya, we’ll be in the bus now. But not so quickly. He walks slowly across in front of us, hands behind his back. His polished black shoes are already covered in red dust, which is starting to creep up his trousers. Those hungry sandhills again, I think with a smile.

Mr Duncan doesn’t look at us as he walks. He’s being cheeky again, teasing us, frightening us. Who is he going to pick out? Suddenly he stops and turns, focussing his gaze on one little fella.

‘Ronald, what is the date today?’ Ronald stiffens in his seat and I can see him clench his hands under the desk. He closes his eyes and starts mouthing words, but no sound comes out. Mr Duncan stops in front of Ronald’s desk.

‘Come on, Ronald. Think, boy,’ Ronald knows the date. We all do. It’s part of our morning routine, like the other questions. But we don’t like being called out in this way, especially Ronald. He’s a quiet kid and his English isn’t good. We all want to help him but we know that calling out the answer would make Mr Duncan angry.

By this time Mr Duncan is leaning over Ronald glaring. The little fella’s going rumma, crazy. He’s either going to cry or run. I glance over at Aunty, who’s looking at me. She nods towards Mr Duncan and my hand flies up.

‘Uh, Mr Duncan,’ Aunty speaks softly and raises her eyebrows in my direction.

‘All right, Mrs Boko,’ he says, turning towards me. ‘Ruby, please remind Ronald of today’s date.’ I notice the little fella’s body relax a little.

‘Thirteenth of September, Mr Duncan.’ It was easy speaking out to keep Ronald from getting into trouble.

‘And the year?’

‘1966, Sir.’

‘Thank you, Ruby. Now children, what special event is happening today?’

Mr Duncan’s mood seems to lift but as he goes on talking I feel a knot tighten in my stomach. I’m getting rumma too, getting angry. Poor Ronald. He looks really shamed just sitting there, staring straight ahead while everyone else is all excited.

I look around. All the kids are at school. I try to remember the last time everyone was here. Could have been the time Mr Rankin from the mission visited the school to decide if it should stay open. Nope, Maisey was away that day. But today we are all here. Yep, I think, we all know what today is. No-one wants to miss this trip to Tulu for sport.
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Finally, Mr Duncan told us to stand and march to the bus. As we walked, I thought about how this was the first time I’d be leaving our country. I started to worry for my family and home. Other kids were feeling the same way.

As we got near I looked up. My heart leapt for joy. There was a lot of our mob already on the bus —Tjilpi, Aunty Norma and Uncle Dougie, and others. Even Boney Bob was there. I could see him through the door, sitting at the front and sideways in the seat to fit in his long skinny legs. Mr Duncan saw them all too.

‘Mrs Boko, why are all these adults on the bus?’ Mr Duncan always called Aunty by her last name. I didn’t know why but he seemed irritated.

‘These people are coming too,’ Aunty offered, showing her surprise at having to explain.

‘But this is a school trip, Mrs Boko. I thought they were just here to see the children off, you know, and wish them well.’ Mr Duncan’s face was getting red.

Aunty directed Mr Duncan away with her eyebrows and chin. They turned away from the bus but I could hear what they were saying.

‘Mr Duncan, for our people this is not just a school trip. Our children are going to a place where we have lots of family. Right now it’s important for us mob to see our family at Tulu.’ Aunty was gentle but firm.

By the time they turned back around, the other kids had climbed on the bus. Left standing by myself I went hot in the face. Big shame job. Aunty will growl me for listening to that conversation, I thought. Sure enough she gave me that look.

I followed the others. Some kids were already sitting on adults’ laps, some on the floor.

I stayed down the front with Jacinta, my sister. She’s my sister Luritja way, not whitefella way. In whitefella way one man and one woman have responsibility for growing up a child. Parents, Mr Duncan calls them. In Luritja way all our aunties and uncles take responsibility. Us Luritja kids call our aunties and uncles and our parents ‘mother and father’ — no difference. All the kids of the uncles and aunties are brothers and sisters. Mr Duncan calls them cousins and some of our mob say ‘cousin brother’ or ‘cousin sister’ to make it easier for whitefellas to understand. Jacinta was born to my mother’s sister, so we’re sisters Luritja way.

Sitting on the motor cover I couldn’t stop smiling. This bus was full of our mob. For a new bus it felt a lot like home. This isn’t scary, it’s great, I thought.
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Mr Duncan walked as far down the aisle as he could, counting people, pointing his finger at each one. He did that a lot. All us kids looked away so we wouldn’t see that finger. I could tell he was getting upset. The back of his half-bald head was beginning to glow a pinkish-red. I could hear him breathing fast and hard. When he got back to the front of the bus, he raised his hands for us to quieten down.

‘Tji tji tjuta, kulila!*’ Aunty shouted at us kids, so as not to embarrass the adults. We all stopped talking. Mr Duncan stood there, arms raised, lips and eyes tighly closed, trying to hold everything in. He’s worried that one little leak of air will make him blow up, like a punctured tyre. Mr Duncan was a bit like a tyre himself with his belly curves and bald shiny skin. I almost started to giggle but luckily he saved me. He lowered his arms, opened his eyes and spoke in a stony voice.

‘I am happy for some adults to come with us to Tulu Mission. However, there are forty-nine people on this bus. Mr Rankin from the mission has informed me in this letter that it can only carry thirty-five people,’ He held the paper in the air. Tm sorry, but fourteen adults will have to get off, and please be quick because we are now ...’ he looked at his chained-up clock again, ‘thirty-five minutes late.’

All the adults started talking to each other about what Mr Duncan was saying and sorting out who was getting off Some people started standing up. Tjilpi poked Uncle Dougie in the ribs and nodded for him to speak.

‘Ask that whitefella. You make sure. Us mob don’t like that bit of paper,’ Tjilpi whispered. Uncle Dougie stood up.

‘When you come back for these mob, some more can come too hey?’ he asked Mr Duncan.

‘Uwa, palya,’ the adults murmured as they began to move down the aisle, thinking this was certain. But when I saw Mr Duncan’s face I knew it wasn’t. He couldn’t stop himself this time.

‘What?’ he shouted at Uncle Dougie. ‘Come back for this mob? What are you talking about, man? It will take us twelve hours to get to Tulu and twelve hours to come back. We will not be coming back for “this mob”. This is a school trip, not a free ride for the entire community.’

Everyone returned to their seats and sat down. Tjilpi and Uncle Dougie were shaking their heads. I guess they were trying to figure out what they had done to upset Mr Duncan. Aunty spoke first, calmly and quietly.

‘Mr Duncan, I think you will find that if you do not take everyone, we will have a half-full bus when we leave,’ she confided.

‘I don’t believe this,’ Mr Duncan muttered. ‘We can’t take everyone. It would be breaking our contract with the mission, and after all they’re paying for the hire of the bus. What will we do, Mrs Boko?’

Aunty pursed her lips and was about to speak when Tjilpi stood up. Everyone looked up. Tjilpi rarely spoke publicly, hardly ever in English and never to whitefellas.

‘We all family for that Tulu mob. We all go.’

Tjilpi sat down again to the silent agreement of the adults. That was it. The old man had spoken. We would all be going or nobody would be going. Mr Duncan had been round long enough to understand that. He spoke, again looking at his chained-up clock, trying to stay calm but inside he was going rumma.

‘Mrs Boko, we are now forty minutes late. What are we going to do?’ Aunty Alice smiled.

‘I’ll ask Joe Mogren if some of us can go in the Blitzen.’ She nodded at Uncle Dougie and they both left without another word.
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Aunty Norma got us kids singing gospel songs we learnt at church. These are whitefella songs that Pastor Fredricks from the Lutheran Church has taught us in Luritja. We were on ‘Mama Ila Ngara’ for the third time when Aunty climbed back in the bus. Dripping with sweat, she nodded at Mr Duncan, then collapsed into the seat in front of me and Jacinta.

As Uncle Dougie appeared driving the old Blitzen, most of the young men got up to change motorcars. Us kids would have gone too, but they got first pick. The Blitzen was an old army truck that Joe used for moving cattle. It had a big cage on the back with wooden slats far enough apart that you could stick your head between. Cattle stood up, but us mob sat on oil tins, lots of ’em, all around the outside so you could lean back against the slats. It was rough and slow but everyone loved going in the Blitzen. As Uncle Archie said, ‘You can see the sky, smell the wind and taste the country in this truck.’
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At last everyone was happy, everyone except Mr Duncan that is, so we left for Tulu. He seemed more concerned about being late. As we started off, we were all excited, talking and singing.

Mr Duncan said it would take us about four hours to get to Alice Springs even though it was only seventy miles. He seemed to relax a bit when telling us about a government plan to make a different road that would cut about twenty miles off the trip and how much time that would save. Nobody was really listening though.

Mr Duncan gets excited about the strangest things, I thought. Once at school, he put a big piece of paper on the board.

‘Students, I have here a map of this area. It shows all the places and landmarks,’ he said triumphantly. When he pointed to Dry River Station, Alice Springs and Tulu, I knew that this was a whitefella’s picture of our country, a ‘bird’s eye view,’ Aunty called it. ‘You know,’ she said, ‘what a bird would see flying up there, looking down.’

But this time Mr Duncan was wrong. This is not what Walawurru would see. There were many important places in our country that weren’t shown on this map, like Ngankali Piiti* and Karru Marru**. Mr Duncan then measured the distance between Dry River Station and Alice Springs with a ruler. We understood measuring, well sort of. Most of us knew how to use a ruler to measure lines on paper, although we didn’t understand why it was so important. But like counting, Mr Duncan loved measuring and this particular day was no exception.

‘Ten and a half inches,’ he exclaimed. Then he talked about something called ‘scale’ which no-one understood (not even Aunty Alice, I found out later). He did some sums on the board.

‘Okay,’ he said clasping his hands together and turning to the class, ‘It’s approximately seventy miles from Dry River Station to Alice Springs.’

Mr Duncan was obviously happy and satisfied with this statement. He paused as if he expected someone to say something, but he hadn’t asked a question so there was nothing to add. All us kids started moving our eyes sideways without moving our heads, trying to see if anyone else knew what was going on. Thankfully, Mr Duncan spoke.

‘Seventy miles. That’s a long way, students.’ He paused again. Still no-one spoke. We didn’t know what seventy miles was, whether it was good or bad.

‘Does anyone know the direction to Alice Springs?’ he asked. No hand went up. Still silence. Aunty Alice broke the confusion from the back of the class.

‘Mr Duncan, none of these kids has been to Alice Springs, so they don’t know the direction.’

‘Oh. Oh ... I see, Mrs Boko, thank you,’ Mr Duncan replied, clearly not seeing at all. He was about to move on, but Aunty Alice turned to us kids.

Tji Tji tjuta, yaltjiwanu nyuntu ananyi Karru Tjarutjalakutu*?’ she asked. We all knew how to get to Karru Tjarutja. You had to walk past the windmill. When we all pointed towards it, Aunty said that Mr Duncan wanted to know the way to Alice Springs, which was the same as the way to Karru Tjarutja.

‘Oh,’ we replied, at last beginning to understand. Aunty turned to a red-faced Mr Duncan. I don’t think he liked it when Aunty spoke to us in Luritja, but he never said anything. I think he was afraid of her, or maybe he was just embarrassed and glad that she could help.

‘Mr Duncan, you should ask these kids again. Now they know what you’re asking them,’ she said and sat down.

‘Oh all right then, Mrs Boko. Thank you,’ he said, seeming a little bewildered. ‘All right, children, what is the direction to Alice Springs?’

Well, hands went up all over the place. Everyone knew the answer, but us older kids remembered that we had to put our hands up to answer a question. The little kids were just pointing towards the windmill, the way to Karru Tjarutja, chattering “over there, over there, nyarratja nyarratja”. Some of them stood up so they would be heard. A few kids were swapping from holding their hands up to pointing at the windmill, not wanting to let the little kids say the answer. We all started giggling.

‘Children! Quiet please,’ Mr Duncan yelled. ‘You all know that you must put your hand up if you want to answer a question.’

All the hands that were pointing to the windmill shot straight up in the air. It was hard not to laugh again.

‘Ronald, which direction, son?’ Ronald couldn’t hide his excitement at getting a question right. It didn’t happen often. He stood and stumbled over his chair, nearly falling over. A cloud of dust enveloped him and the kids sitting near him. This time we couldn’t help it. We all laughed. Finally Ronald stood up and when the dust cleared he was standing perfecly still, like one of the men hunting malu.

‘That way, sir,’ he said, pointing towards the windmill, unable to hold back a smile. Mr Duncan was looking down at his hands, fumbling around with something that looked like a little clock, that I found out later was a compass. He shuffled around a few steps, stirring the dust, then looked up at the windmill. Ronald remained still, standing like an old rock, although his smile had gone. He’s worrying that it’s not right, I thought. Finally, after checking his little clock again, Mr Duncan spoke.

‘Yes, that is correct, Ronald. Well done, son. You may sit down.’ Everyone sighed. All the little kids were still pointing in the same direction. Mr Duncan studied them for a while then looked at Aunty Alice.

‘Ah, Mrs Boko,’ he said. He looked down for a moment and then spoke.

‘Mrs Boko, when you explained to the children what I had asked them to do, did you tell them to point at the windmill?’ Aunty looked up at Mr Duncan with her eyes, without raising her head.

‘That would be cheating,’ she said in a slow voice, breathing in deeply.

‘Oh no, Mrs Boko! I’m not suggesting ... ’ Of course he was and Aunty was quick on the attack.

‘Mr Duncan, did you listen to what I said to the children?’ she asked in the same strong, cool voice.

‘Yes, of course, Mrs Boko, but I didn’t understand what you said,’ he added.

‘Did you know any words I said?’ Aunty continued.

‘No, Mrs Boko. None of them sounded familiar,’ he replied with certainty.

‘Then you have answered your own question, Mr Duncan. If I had told them to point at the windmill you would have heard me say “windmilla”. We have no word in our lingo for it. You whitefellas brought it here.’

It took Mr Duncan a few moments to catch up to Aunty’s logic, and when he did, to his credit, he chose to back down even though he’d been put in his place by a woman, an Aboriginal woman at that with no school education. So much for this school thing, I thought. Good on ya, Aunty.

‘Oh! Oh, I see. Yes of course,’ Mr Duncan replied. He had a thick skin, something we all grew to admire.

‘But how do they know the direction to Alice Springs?’ he asked.

‘Well, as I said before, none of these kids have been to Alice Springs so they don’t know the way. But all these kids have been to Karru Tjarutja. The little kids have only been there one time. Karru Tjarutja is a special place for our mob, about one day’s walk from here, and it’s on the way to Alice Springs. I told them to point that way.’

Again Mr Duncan had to stop and think about what Aunty had said.

‘So, Mrs Boko, you’re telling me that because the smaller children have walked to “Karoo Jarooljar” once, they know the direction.’

Aunty nodded, trying hard not to laugh at Mr Duncan’s bad lingo.

‘How is that possible?’ Mr Duncan asked in disbelief.

‘All our people are the same, Mr Duncan. We just know it.’

Mr Duncan was lost for words. He stood there looking at Aunty Alice. He didn’t know what to say. Aunty Alice spoke again.

‘Mr Duncan, can I show you something?’

‘Yes, yes of course, Mrs Boko’, he replied, happy to follow along.

‘Mr Duncan, I’m going to ask some of the little kids the way to Tali Tjapu*. It’s closer than Karru Tjarutja. We walk there and back in one day if we walk fast.’ Aunty looked around the class until she settled on her child.

‘Marcia, ngalyarra.’ Marcia stood and silently walked to Aunty, who continued to talk, but in English now, so that Mr Duncan could understand.

‘Marcia, close your eyes.’ Aunty turned the little girl around once, twice, three times.

‘Keep your eyes closed,’ Aunty said gently. ‘Now point the way we walk toTaliTjapu.’

Marcia screwed up her face showing that she didn’t understand this final instruction. She did keep her eyes closed though. Her English was the best out of the little kids, but this was too hard.

‘I will have to tell her in language, Mr Duncan,’ Aunty offered. He nodded.

‘Marcia, kuru patira wilitjura Tali Tjapulakutu*.’

Straight away Marcia’s little face lit up. She shuffled around a little and started to raise her hand. All us kids moved to the edge of our chairs. That wasn’t the way. We all knew it. I was getting nervous. Fortunately, Marcia lowered her hand and shuffled around another few steps. This time she didn’t hesitate.

‘Well done, Marcia. That’s the way,’ Aunty praised her. ‘Sit down now.’

Aunty turned to Mr Duncan, who was standing with his mouth open. ‘You see, Mr Duncan, once we walk that way we know it, even in the dark.’

Mr Duncan clutched his chin in his hand.

‘How? How is that possible, Mrs Boko?’ Mr Duncan could not accept this idea without an explanation that made sense to him.

‘This is the country of our ancestors, Mr Duncan. All our families have lived here since this country was created, about fifty thousands years ago according to your whitefella experts. This country holds the spirits of all our people who have passed on in that time. When a child walks through the country for the first time, this Walawurru spirit recognises him as our mob, the country recognises the child. Whenever that child walks that way again the country makes him remember the way and how to find food and water.’

This knowledge was too powerful for Mr Duncan. He sort of blew air from his mouth and slumped into his chair. I was wondering how Mr Duncan would ever find his way to Alice Springs without a road, a bus, a map or a compass when ...

[image: image]

‘Tji tji tjuta kulila kulila!*’ It was Tjilpi calling all us kids to listen to him. We had been pressing our faces against the windows, watching out for malu and nintaka, our favourite tucker. We moved closer so we could hear his soft voice over the rumbling of the bus.

Tjilpi started talking, telling us about his life as a child. He told us about how as a young man, before there was a road, he had walked to Alice Springs many times, even in the dark. Once he had ridden there on a camel that his cousin, Leroy, had caught and tamed. Leroy’s father was Afghan and had taught his son everything about camels.

After he had finished, Tjilpi sat looking out the window, watching our country pass by, gently rocking and singing Walawurru dreaming songs quietly to himself When we passed a sacred place where the Walawarru ancestors had rested, fought a battle or created a special site, Tjilpi would break into loud singing. Sometimes he would call us over again. This was how he told us about our country. There were places where the stories he recalled were secret for initiated men. Here the old man would close his eyes, singing to himself, still rocking back and forth. After a while he went to sleep, at least that’s what it looked like to me.

‘He’s not sleeping,’ Aunty growled me from across the aisle without even looking up. ‘Look up in the sky, Ruby. Tell me what you see,’ she said.

I looked up out the window. Thin white clouds were tearing across the blue. Just like whitefellas, I thought, always in a hurry. But I knew it wasn’t the clouds Aunty wanted me to see. Then, there far off, tiny specks circling high above the sandhills.

‘Walawurru, Aunty!’ I cried. I slipped over onto the seat next to her and pointed. Aunty sat up and looked. She smiled and looked over at Tjilpi and nodded.

‘Hes not sleeping, Ruby. He’s out there with our brothers.’ She closed her eyes and then opened one to look at me. She spoke again, a little cranky that she had to talk when she wanted to sleep.

‘Ruby, that’s only the old man’s body sitting there. His spirit’s up high, flying with our ancestors over mother country.’

Aunty watched Walawurru for a few moments, then smiling she closed her eyes again. I watched our brothers high above until they were out of sight. After a while Tjilpi started quietly singing again and I returned to my seat. Most of the little kids had gone to sleep. No-one was talking. The only sound came from Tjilpi.
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I started thinking again about Uncle Archie and Joe Mogren. How different they were. It seemed odd that they were brothers. Joe was always busy. Not that I ever saw that much of him. But when I did, he was either fixing a machine or digging a hole or heading out in one of his old Landrovers to check on cattle or fences. He never seemed to walk anywhere, but was always halfrunning, as if worried about being caught. Maybe that comes from being around cattle too long, I thought.

I closed my eyes, calling up an image of Old Joe. He smiled at me, his golden-brown leathery face breaking out into a big mob of deep creases and crooked white teeth. He sure doesn’t look like Uncle, I decided.

Whenever us kids see him with his shirt off, we laugh till our sides hurt. His colour stops half-way up his arms and at the bottom of his neck. That’s why the adults call him ‘whitefella’. His belly’s the same colour as his teeth. Uncle Archie’s the same colour all over.

Yep, Joe was unusual for sure. He always waved and said g’day to us kids and knew our names. He’d often stop and talk to us, even when he was in a hurry. He was good, old Joe, Uncle Archie’s brother.

When Aunty had told me about how they spent all their time together as kids, I started to imagine their early lives together, at the waterhole, in the sandhills. But these images of our country and kin somehow seemed strange with a whitefella in them. What was he doing here? Why did his father and grandfather come here to our country?

Tjilpi broke into song again. I thought about his life too. Why are we living at the station instead of moving round looking after our country like Tjilpi and the old people did when they were young? I’d never asked these questions before, yet here they were. Better get some answers, I decided.
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I squeezed back into the seat beside Aunty. She was still sleeping, slumped against the window.

‘Aunty,’ I whispered, knowing that she’d wake with a fright if I spoke too loudly. ‘Aunty,’ I tried again.

‘Can’t you see I’m sleepin’, Ruby,’ she murmured, without hardly moving her lips. But I was too focussed on getting answers.

‘Aunty, why did Joe’s father come here? And how come us mob stop at the station instead of walking round lookin’ after the country like the old people did?’

Aunty sighed, tilted her head to look at me and rolled open her eyelids. She knew I wasn’t going away.

‘You ask too many questions for a child, Ruby,’ she said to let me know I was humbugging her.

‘Uncle says that,’ I replied.

‘Hum, well he’s right!’ came the response. Aunty straightened in her seat and sat up. She looked into my eyes trying to figure out why I wanted to know or maybe whether I was old enough to know. I knew not to speak. Finally she pressed her lips together and then let out a sigh. She looked down and took my hand. When she looked up again I saw tears in her eyes. Maybe I don’t want to know, I thought. No, I’m Anangu, I’m not a camp dog. It’s better to be brave and know it, whatever it is, rather than hide away the unknown because of fear.

Aunty turned to face me but didn’t speak. Together we shared her sorrow, one in spirit. She began to speak slowly and softly.

‘Ruby, I am going to tell you about a time long ago when Tjilpi was a little boy. Even after all this time, thinking about it wounds my heart. But you are strong, ready to know. Back then our mob lived close to the great Walawurru ancestors. Tjilpi’s fathers and mothers and brothers and sisters walked our dreaming tracks and sang our sacred songs. Our mob lived the law given to us by the ancestors. They did the right ceremonies. They treated all Anangu with respect. They took care of our country and there was plenty of tucker. Our mob was strong and healthy. There was nothing to be afraid of as long as they lived the law.

‘One time when Tjilpi was only a little fella, about up to his father’s hip, our ‘Tjilpi’s aunty was getting married to a big man in that mob. After two days they made a camp near Tjapu Creek. The men went out hunting for malu. The women were getting bush tucker and the kids were playing. Suddenly the men came running back yelling “Mammu! Mammu!” They were afraid and they took the mob back the way they had walked.

‘That night around the campfire they told the women of the monsters they had seen. Everyone was afraid when they heard the monsters were as tall as two men, with two heads, one at the front and one half-way back. It was lucky our men were good hunters so the monsters didn’t see them. But our people never went that way again, even though it was our country.’ Aunty paused to rest.

‘What were the monsters, Aunty?’ I asked, my heart thumping in my chest.

‘Whitefellas on horses,’ she replied. That made me feel better. At least I knew what they were. Aunty went on.

‘Our men were so scared they didn’t see that they were men riding animals. Not that it would have made any difference. Some time later an Aranda party came down for payback. Our people had dishonoured them by failing to finish the marriage. Tjilpi’s father being the woman’s father stood while the Aranda men speared him in the leg. He was a strong man. He didn’t cry out but he died the next day.

‘Things were okay for a while. But then these whitefellas and their horses came into our country bringing mobs of other animals with them, cattle. The cattle ate a lot of the grasses that malu needed so malu started moving away. There was a drought and no food so some of the men speared cattle to feed the women and children.

‘By this time the whitefellas had made a camp at Mt Wheeler in our country. This place had good water when there was no rain, but we wouldn’t go there. Our mob came here to Karru Pilti, the only other place where we could get water by digging in the sand. The whitefellas must have found the bones of the cattle our mob had eaten. They rode though our camp on their horses, shooting with their guns. Some of our people were killed and some were hurt bad.

‘Our people made camp way out in the sandhills and only went to the waterhole at night time. After a while more whitefellas came to Karru Pilti with a big mob of cattle. Tjilpi and our people were scared but they had nowhere to go. There was no water anywhere else. The boss whitefella was Joe Mogren’s grandfather. He let our mob get water. He even came to the camp sometimes but our mob ran off into the bush.

‘Then one day those whitefellas from Mt Wheeler came riding over again with their guns. Seems there had been some more cattle speared, not by our mob though. But they wanted payback and they knew where to find our mob. Joe’s grandfather and his men met them at our camp. Our people thought they were all going to start shooting. Tjilpi was hiding under a bush. He thought he was going to die. But Joe’s grandfather and his men chased the other whitefellas off. The next day they brought a beast to the camp and gave it to our mob.

‘Slowly our people got to trust Joe’s grandfather. He taught our men to ride horses and work cattle. Camp was moved near the station, where our people would be safe from the other whitefellas.’

Aunty looked at me. She wasn’t weeping now but I was. I couldn’t believe what she had just told me, even though I knew it to be the truth. Aunty would never lie about such serious things.

Finally she said, ‘Now you know, Ruby. Don’t forget it but don’t speak of it again.’ Aunty hugged me for a while. Her eyes were dry but she was upset.
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I moved back to my seat and sat in a daze, trying to take in everything Aunty had told me. I looked across at Tjilpi. Images of him as a child, afraid, fearing for his life, passed through me. I felt tears prickle the back of my eyelids and spill down onto my cheeks. My mind was racing with all that Aunty had told me and I felt both anger and amazement that whitefellas could do this to my people. I wondered if they treated other whitefellas the same way.

I thought about Old Joe. He could never do such a thing, not to any person, nor Mr Duncan even though he growled us a lot. My anger lessened thinking about these two whitefellas we knew and trusted.

Tjilpi’s father got speared for dishonouring the Aranda men. That’s different. That’s the law. They all knew it. Showing respect is very important to our people. But our people had no idea about this ownership thing. Uncle Archie told me about whitefella’s law and how it says they own the country. This was the same problem.

Whitefella law says that an animal, like stones and country, belongs to a human, even when that animal wanders free. That human can do anything they like with that animal. They can hide it or give it away and only that human can kill it. If another human kills the animal to stop his family from dying of hunger, the owner can kill many humans. The animal’s life is worth many human lives because it is owned. This made no sense to me.

A chill passed through my body. I was afraid. Once again I remembered the camp dogs, those “guardians of the familiar”. Understand the things you fear, I told myself, and you will find the courage to stand up against them. I decided that day to listen and learn as much as I could about whitefella law.
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Almost everyone was asleep. The rumbling of the bus and the rhythmical drone of snoring were only broken by the buzzing of flies and the occasional clanging of metal. I lay across the seat with my head resting and banging on the window as the bus lurched through the desert sand. It wasn’t really annoying. I didn’t want to sleep.

Across the aisle in front of Aunty was Tjilpi. He sat upright, as he had for most of the trip, hands on his legs, head down, eyes closed.

Still upset by Aunty’s story, I began to think about Tjilpi’s life as a child. No wonder he doesn’t trust whitefellas. Yet he doesn’t hate them either. Lying there looking over at Tjilpi, I realised that even though I knew he would do anything to keep us kids safe, our mob safe, I didn’t know much about his life. He was obviously more connected to our ancestors than I had realised. How often did he fly with Walawurru?

I was more interested in this old man than I had ever been before. I wanted to watch him, to learn more about him — this old man who had such a hard life but who was so gentle. I decided to watch him all the way to Tulu.
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The heat finally got to me. Only faintly did I realise that something was different, just enough to pull me away from sleep. It was Tjilpi. I realised that although it was Tjilpi’s voice I was hearing, I didn’t understand what he was saying. This is not our language and it’s not English either. When I opened my eyes I saw a different man.

Tjilpi was sitting up straight, eyes wide-open, peering back and forward out the window. His words were getting louder and faster. Other people were waking up. Some of the men started looking too. Across the aisle, Aunty Alice opened her eyes.

‘What is it, Aunty?’ I asked softly. She ignored me, sitting up abruptly, speaking to the old man instead.

‘Stop the bus, Mr Duncan,’ she yelled. The driver looked in the rear mirror but didn’t slow down. Mr Duncan, who had also been asleep, sat up and rubbed his eyes.

‘What’s the problem, Mrs Boko?’ he asked. Tjilpi was still talking loudly in this different language. It might be Aranda, I thought, not that I had ever heard it spoken much.

‘Stop the bus please, Mr Duncan,’ Aunty cried again, struggling to her feet.

‘We’re already hours behind our schedule and ...’ Mr Duncan started but he didn’t get to finish.

‘Stop the motorcar or big trouble,’ Tjilpi called out, making his way to the front of the bus. Mr Duncan got out of his seat and stood in the aisle trying to assess the situation. He nodded to the driver and the bus slowed down and stopped.

‘There’s no need to get nasty, old man,’ Mr Duncan responded. ‘If you need to go to the toilet just say so.’

Tjilpi ignored him as he pushed past towards the exit and hurried down the bus stairs.

‘What is it, Aunty?’ I tried again. She didn’t look at me but reached over and put her hand on mine.

‘Mr Duncan,’ she called out, waiting until he looked up at her. When he did she spoke in a firm voice.

‘We have left our country. We are now in the country of Aranda people.’ I was right. Aunty continued.

‘We must camp here tonight. Tjilpi is speaking to their ancestors but they will not show themselves for some time. We cannot go on until they show us it’s all right. We must camp here.’

‘Are you crazy, Mrs Boko? We ...’ Mr Duncan stopped and began again. ‘Mrs Boko, it is absolutely impossible to camp here tonight.’ He looked at his watch and added, ‘We are already late.’

But nobody was listening. People were leaving the bus to find shade in the heat. Tjilpi was already sitting on a sandhill facing away from the bus, hands in the air, still talking in Aranda. Aunty and Jacinta and me found a spot under a big old mulga tree. Mr Duncan stayed on the bus.

‘How will the Aranda ancestors show us it’s all right to keep going?’ I asked Aunty, after she got comfortable in the red sand.

‘This mob’s dreaming is wild dog, I think,’ she said looking up at the blue sky. ‘We must wait for a sign. In the old days, when Tjilpi was a boy, our people would sit here between our country and Aranda country for many days, sometimes without water, waiting for their men or a sign from their ancestors.’

‘You mean we could be here for days?’ I asked Aunty in disbelief.

‘Na. Maybe only tonight, Ruby. These old people with us, one of them will dream up those ancestors tonight. They’ll tell us tomorrow. What, you scared of stayin’ out here, girl?’ Aunty teased.

‘I’m not scared of stayin’ here, Aunty. But we’ll miss the sport! All us kids have been waitin’ for the sport,’ I replied.

‘Well, I wouldn’t worry ’bout all the kids if I were you, Ruby.’

‘They’ll be sorry if they miss playin’ sport, Aunty.’

Aunty didn’t say anything but I knew something was worrying her more than kids missing sport. There’s something else. After a while she spoke again.

‘Those young men cornin’ up in the Blitzen,’ Aunty indicated down the track with her chin and eyes, ‘they won’t be stayin’ here tonight even if there is no sign from the Aranda wild dog ancestors.’

We had stopped on a rise. Looking back I could see the dust from the Blitzen, red smoke from a fire tearing up the track. It won’t be long before they get here.

‘They’ll go back to our country, hey?’ I offered, thinking it strange that initiated men would be scared.

‘No, they’ll go on to Alice Springs and Tulu for sport’, Aunty grunted. This didn’t make any sense to me when Tjilpi says we must wait. It was our law.

‘They must have men’s business to go to,’ I suggested, knowing that if there was men’s business, us kids and women wouldn’t be on the road at all, but I was searching for an answer.

‘Those young men, they say they follow our law but they’ll take whitefella’s law if it’s easy’ Aunty continued. ‘They’ll tell Tjilpi that whitefella’s law says that roads don’t belong to anyone so we’re not really on Aranda country. They’ll say that roads allow free passage without having to pay respects to the country’s ancestors.’ Aunty rolled her eyes and shook her head.

‘They’ll be makin’ trouble, Aunty.’

‘Hmm,’ came the reply. ‘The old man will be worrying for those men if they go on, but he won’t show it.’

‘They disrespect the Aranda ancestors,’ I said.

‘Yep,’ Aunty replied, ‘and ours too by not doing our law the right way.’ Aunty half sat up and turned to me. Her eyes were filled with fear and they were shiny like marbles.

‘What’s going to happen to our people, Ruby, if our men forget our law?’ I didn’t hear her question at first. I was worrying about the look on her face. When I realised what she said, I didn’t know how to answer. I felt tightness growing in my belly, the same place a giggle starts but this was pulling me inwards, choking me. I’d never seen Aunty afraid before.

She took my hand as the Blitzen rolled up. She knew I was going rumma with worry.

‘Its all right, Ruby. It’ll be all right,’ she said in a stronger voice, squeezing my hand.

‘We’ll be staying with Tjilpi, Aunty?’

‘Yeah, Ruby, we’ll be stayin’ with Tjilpi.’

Old Tjilpi was still sitting on the sandhill, facing away. Some of the young men walked up to him. After talking for a while Tjilpi stood and they all walked back towards the bus. The young men were humbugging Tjilpi, telling him that we should keep going, that Aranda ancestors allowed free passage now that the road went through their country, just like Aunty said they would.

They stopped at the bus, still talking at Tjilpi. The old man ignored them and walked down the track towards Alice Springs. He sat down in the middle of the road with his back towards us and started singing in Aranda.

‘I wish Uncle Archie was here. He’d make the young men follow our law,’ I said to Aunty.

‘Don’t worry, Ruby, Archie will be hearin’ all about this when we get back. Those young fellas will be feelin’ real sorry when he’s finished.’ She rolled over on her elbow to speak to the young men in Luritja.

‘What are you young fellas doing?’ Aunty called to them from under the mulga tree. ‘You know the law.’

Reggie, a young happy-go-lucky sort of fella, turned to Aunty. ‘Some of our law is really important, Aunty Alice. Some of it is not so important. We really need to get to Alice Springs this afternoon.’

‘Who are you to decide what is law and what isn’t?’ Aunty argued. ‘The law was given to us by Walawurru ancestors. You know that. It is not up to you or anyone to change it.’

‘Aunty Alice, one thing we have learnt from whitefellas is that if a law isn’t needed any more then we should get rid of it. This road allows free passage through all country.’ Reggie looked down at his feet for a moment and then down the road. He wasn’t finished.

‘Aranda mob never come down here anymore. They don’t do ceremonies here. This country doesn’t know them,’ Reggie added in a soft voice.

‘You young fellas don’t know what you’re saying,’ Aunty started. ‘You can’t change the law. This law’s been here since before our people. Our law is the wisdom of Walawurru. It has been unchanged since light came to mother earth. You fellas can’t change it just because you don’t fully understand it. You fellas big shame job. Maybe you’re too young to grasp the wisdom of it.’

Aunty was an older woman and Archie’s wife. She was allowed to growl those young fellas. Reggie looked down the track at Tjilpi for a while then turned towards the bus.

‘We’re going to Alice Springs,’ he said, just loud enough for us to hear.

Word had spread that we would set up camp and stay the night. Uncle Dougie and the few old people in the Blitzen got out as the young men climbed back in. Three of the young men stayed — Brian, Zeceus and Jonathon. They were Tjilpi’s grandsons. The rest left in a cloud of dust, driving right up into the sandhills to go round Tjilpi, who was still sitting in the middle of the track.

‘I hope they live to regret it,’ Aunty muttered to herself following the dust cloud with her gaze.

‘What do you mean, Aunty?’

‘Well, first they’ve got to make it to Alice Springs. The wild dog ancestors will be wild all right. Then they’ve got to face up to Uncle Archie.’

We looked at each other and grimaced, wondering which would be worse.
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The night was cold. The lights in the sky were bright. The fire and Aunty’s soft body were warm and heavy. I drifted off to the sound of Tjilpi singing and the occasional howl of a dingo.

‘They’re coming. We’ll be off in the morning,’ I vaguely heard Aunty mumble sleepily.

Next thing I knew I was woken up, put back in the bus, wrapped in a warm blanket and was back to sleep before I knew it. The sun’s morning rays pierced my eyelids just enough for me to remember.

‘What happened?’ I asked, without opening my eyes.

‘Old Milly, they came in her dream. She remembered some of those old men from when she was a child. Never seen her so happy.’ We went back to half-sleep but slowly the sun’s warmth stirred us.

‘Why did we leave before the sun woke up?’ I asked. Most times in cold weather we’d stay under our blankets until the sun came up to warm us. We’d only get up quickly to put some wood on the fire.

‘Is Tjilpi worrying for Mr Duncan being late?’ I continued, not giving Aunty a chance to explain.

‘Mr Duncan is not the only one worried about being late, Ruby. Tjilpi wants to get to Tulu as soon as possible too,’ Aunty replied.

‘Why?’

‘Family business.’
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We lurched along in that once shiny bus, the cool shadows of the gum trees on the sides of the track flicking across my droopy eyelids, the morning breeze stinging my cheeks through the open window. Sometimes the front wheels hit a ditch, sending a wobble right through to the back of the bus. It reminded me of Aunty Alice’s bare tummy when she laughed lying down. Made me giggle. Everyone was happy, especially Tjilpi and of course, Milly. Even Mr Duncan was in good spirits though we were late for Tulu.

I hadn’t even spared a thought about the young men, until we turned a big bend in the road and came across the Blitzen, tipped on its side in the ditch by the edge of the road. There was no sign of the young men.

In the bus, us mob all stood up and breathed in together, afraid of what might have happened, wanting to see. Then the young men appeared from behind the Blitzen, walking onto the track, all of them. Aunty let out a deep sigh. I looked at her.

‘They’ve lived to regret it,’ she whispered.

And she was right. The young fellas stood there like lonely weeping desert oaks, heads hanging low. They didn’t move, didn’t walk towards the bus as it slowed down. I felt sorry for them and happy at the same time. Happy they were all alive. Sorry for the way they were feeling, big shame job. I knew how that felt but I was just a kid. Being men, it must have been ten times worse. There they stood like ancestoral stones, waiting.

The bus stopped. Still nobody spoke. Tjilpi stood and walked slowly to the front. He climbed down the stairs. Standing in the sand he looked at those men. Then he turned with a wave of his hand and climbed back up the stairs. The young men followed, still looking at the ground. We all sat there feeling really proud. Those young men knew the power of our law and accepted Tjilpi as the boss. Tjilpi didn’t have to say anything.

As they climbed onto the bus a bad thought distracted me. Mr Duncan won’t let them travel with us. There will be too many people. I quickly glanced towards the front. Mr Duncan was standing like the rest of us, absorbed in the moment, unwilling to speak or do anything. We left in silence, the men sitting in the aisle. After a while Aunty started talking to Reggie, partly to find out what had happened but also to let him know she wasn’t angry any more.

‘You got a flat, hey, Reggie?’ We all saw that the back tyre had been shredded. ‘Who was driving?’

‘Tomas,’ he replied, eyes downcast.

‘He must’ve been going really fast to run off the road, hey?’

Reggie looked up, eyes staring as he recalled what had happened.

‘No, he was all right, right down the middle. We were all shouting at him to keep it straight. Thought we was all right, then ...’ Reggie looked up ahead like he was back there again.

‘Then?’ Aunty prompted.

‘A wild dog stepped out on the road up front, looked straight at us, the biggest dog I’ve ever seen. Tomas had to swerve hard to miss it.’ Reggie swallowed hard. ‘I wasn’t sure if we’d hit it, so I went back to look, but it was gone. There weren’t even tracks in the sand.’ He looked up at Aunty. She smiled and patted him on the back. Everyone was listening and looking about wildly at each other. Tjilpi let out an almighty great howl, making us giggle. And then we all sang Walawurru songs until we were hoarse.
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Later when we were all sung out and most of us were asleep, I curled up and thought about what happened. Although Tjilpi and the others were happy that the young men were all right and we were heading for Alice Springs with safe passage from the Aranda ancestors, many questions were niggling in my belly.

Do our ancestors always succeed in teaching us lessons about our law? What if some of those young men had died? How would the others feel about our law then?

‘What’s going to happen if our men forget our law?’ Aunty had asked me. Knowing that this time our young men had ‘lived to regret their disrespect’ didn’t answer the question. Even though Aranda ancestors said it was all right being in their country, being away from our home made me feel alone and scared.

How I wished that Uncle Archie was on the bus. I closed my eyes, calling up his face. I felt the warmth and strength of his hug. I remembered the day he had told me about whitefellas owning things and how scared I had felt, thinking about them killing Walawurru and disrespecting our country. Uncle had also told me that it was all right with Joe, that he respected our law. It was Tjilpi and Uncle Archie that led our men off for ceremonies and Joe was always happy for that, even if there was a lot of work to do. But he didn’t really understand our law, Uncle had said.

I went over it again in my head. Joe didn’t understand our law but he was happy for Archie and the men to leave work to do our law the right way. I thought about our young men. They understand our law, they’re initiated, I thought. Yet they weren’t going to stay with Tjilpi.

And then it hit me. I finally understood why Uncle and Joe were brothers. There was something the same about them, something important, even though they lived by different law. “He respects me and I respect him”, Uncle had said. That was it. It’s not so much that Joe respects our law, I thought — how can he if he doesn’t understand it. What’s important is that he respects Uncle Archie and Uncle respects him. They grew up together. They know each other and they know how important it is to show respect. Even though Joe often seemed to be in a hurry to get things done, unlike most whitefellas he’d stop what he was doing if it was important to show respect.

I thought about our young men. They’re always in a hurry, those young fellas. They understand our law but they compare Tjilpi to whitefellas with all their fancy machines and words. They don’t have enough respect for that old man, I decided. That’s why they don’t care if they don’t do our law the proper way. They’re too interested in motorcars and whitefella things.
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I felt a lot better knowing one whitefella who respected our law. There must be others, I thought, but I was still worried about those young men. Perhaps it’ll be different now since they’ve seen the wild dog ancestor. I had no idea what men’s business was about but as initiated men, I thought they would have seen the power of the law. There is nothing I can do about them, but there are other things I can do, I decided happily.

I hope I marry a man who is like Uncle Archie, I thought to myself, a man who knows that showing respect is more important than anything else, a man who does his law the right way. But what if I don’t?

The man I had been promised to died when I was younger. He was from our mob but lived in a different place. I met him once, but couldn’t really remember him. I didn’t know who I would end up marrying. This time I remembered the ‘guardians of the familiar’ before I even got scared. It doesn’t matter, I decided. I will be like Uncle Archie no matter who I marry.

‘What you been thinkin’ about, Ruby?’ Aunty asked. She had been watching me talking to myself.

‘Oh, just that I miss Uncle Archie,’ I said, feeling no need to tell everything.

‘Me too, Ruby, me too’, Aunty said putting her arm around me.
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Alice Springs was different from anywhere I had ever been. The homesteads were built like the ‘white house’ back home, but packed real close together. Motorcars drove past in different directions. If motorcars were cattle it would be just like home, I thought. Cattle? I looked around but couldn’t see any.

‘Where are their cattle?’ I asked Aunty, adding, ‘Must be little ones, hey?’ before she got time to speak.

‘No cattle here, Ruby.’

‘But they got those little yards all round their homesteads!’ I objected.

‘Those little yards mark out their country, Ruby,’ Aunty explained.

‘What? You mean all their dreaming’s on that little bit of country? Poor whitefellas,’ I said. Aunty laughed. But there they were, homestead and little yard, homestead and little yard, homestead and ...

‘Homesteads, look at them all. This must be a big family,’ I said to Aunty, pointing to all the homesteads side by side.

‘Whitefellas only have little families,’ Aunty laughed. ‘One house, one family. There’s the school,’ she said pointing to a really big building with a large yard. The kids were playing footy. We waved but they didn’t see us.
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Mr Duncan told the driver to stop the bus near a small paddock with big trees and the greenest grass I had ever seen. No cattle yards but roads on every side.

‘We’ll stop here for an early lunch,’ Mr Duncan said, looking carefully at us over his glasses. ‘Because we are many hours behind time it will be a short stop so please don’t not wander away.’

Playing and rolling on the grass was fun. It was soft and cool. While I was wrestling with Jacinta and Ronald I noticed Aunty talking to a woman. Then Aunty called us all over.

‘This is your Aunty Rosie. She lived with us when you were little kids,’ We smiled. Aunty Rosie smiled too and stroked our hair. Aunty continued.

‘Your Uncle Jack’s in hospital. He’s from our country too. He’s very sick. Been away from our country too long. We must go and see him, make him feel better and heal faster. I’ll get some country from Tjilpi.’
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So Jacinta and me and Aunty Alice walked to the hospital. It was only as far as our camp to the silver bullet back home but nothing like that walk. No daydreaming. No spotting Walawurru high above in the sky and definitely no skipping backwards, singing with all the kids. Eyes open, head going from side to side, waiting, waiting. This was no station track. This was a road. There were cars going everywhere. Go! Eventually we scurried across the road hand in hand, getting into a run close to the other side. Aunty groaned from the effort. It wasn’t often anyone saw her running. Us girls started giggling.

‘Bet you wish you were Boney Bob now, hey, Aunty?’ I teased, dragging her over to the other side.

‘You just wait, youse girls. In a few more years you’ll be just like me. It’s not easy being big, black and beautiful, you know,’ Aunty panted.

Alice Springs Hospital was a big, white and very long homestead. Lying on cut green grass, with tall ghost gums towering overhead, it made me feel dizzy and a little sleepy. Drawn by the building’s coolness and peacefulness, I headed for the wide open doorway.

‘Not that way, Ruby,’ Aunty yelled at me in Luritja. I turned to follow her and Jacinta round the corner, past some windows with whitefellas lying in beds and on towards the gate of a big yard. I sounded out the sign.

‘Nat-ive Wah-d.’

‘Native Ward,’ Aunty corrected.

‘Oh! Native Ward,’ I repeated, then ‘What’s it mean?’

‘Native is a whitefella word for Anangu and ward is this homestead,’Aunty answered knowingly.

‘Oh.’

We walked in. The Native Ward looked just like the front homestead, a long white building. Only difference, there were lots of people sitting outside. There were kids playing with their families and old people sitting or lying in the shade. Many people looked up as we walked past and smiled. We smiled back. We found Uncle Jack lying on a mattress under a big tree. He tried to sit up but his body was too weak. He was very thin.

‘Hello, Uncle,’ we said, crouching down and taking his hand. We’d never seen him before but he was family and he smiled at us. His broad, white smile covered his face, except for the gaps where his front teeth had been knocked out when he was a boy. His eyes were big and bulgy inside his skull, which looked like it was only just covered by skin. Uncle is really sick, I thought.

Me and Jacinta started telling him about Dry River Station, Uncle Archie, the men and the cattle, Mr Duncan and the silver bullet, and our trip to Tulu for sport. Uncle told us that he had been living at Tulu for a long time but he was lonely for our country. He said that us visiting made him remember our people and country.

‘It’s the best medicine I’ve had since I’ve been here,’ he whispered.

Aunty Alice was holding his other hand. She opened it and poured in sand from our country. Uncle lay back closing his hand and eyes. His lips were moving but no sound was coming out. I was going to say something but Aunty signalled me to keep quiet.

After a while Uncle opened his eyes, but they didn’t look bulgy anymore. His face looked right this time. He is looking better, I thought. Quietly Aunty and Uncle talked about Archie and our family. Jacinta and me sat looking at the other people, half-listening to what Aunty and Uncle were talking about. Aunty asked about Titus, an old man at Tulu. I had never heard this name but Aunty seemed worried for him. Uncle said that Titus was old and weak in body, too weak to travel back to our country, but his spirit was strong.

‘He’s waiting to see our mob,’ Uncle said.

‘We’ll be there tonight,’ Aunty replied. Uncle Jack smiled and shook his head. We said goodbye.

Til see you soon in our country, with our brothers,’ he called after us.

‘Uwa palya,’ we all said, but we never saw him again.
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From across the road I could see that everyone was back on the bus. Mr Duncan stood in the doorway leaning forward, sleeves rolled up, hands out to the side. I looked up at Aunty. She was looking straight at Mr Duncan, lips pressed together, chin stuck out in front and eyes squeezed tight to focus on that whitefella.

As we went to cross the road my heart began to pound and my belly squeezed tight again, not because of the motorcars but because of the fight about to erupt. We got closer. I couldn’t look up at Mr Duncan or our mob. I felt shamed and Aunty knew it.

‘Don’t you be ashamed of seeing your family, girl,’ she growled me quietly.

We stopped at the steps of the bus.

‘I’m really sorry we’re late, Mr Duncan,’ I heard a voice say. It was Aunty speaking, but it wasn’t a voice that matched her looks just a few seconds earlier or her mood when she had growled me. Rather it was soft and sorry. ‘Family business,’ she added, looking straight in Mr Duncan s eyes and dragging us up the stairs.

Mr Duncan quickly moved back into the bus. Redfaced and sweaty, he looked at Aunty, nodded and let us pass without a word. I couldn’t believe it. Good on ya, Aunty. Not that Mr Duncan seemed afraid or even very upset. Maybe he’s becoming more like us and starting to see things our way. I got some new respect for Mr Duncan that day.
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Driving out of Alice Springs with the sun high in the sky, the country flattened out. Tjilpi was quiet. This country was unfamiliar even to him. We were all quiet. Our mob was getting lonely for our place. I could see it, feel it, taste it.

Aunty Ellie sang some of the old songs. No-one joined in. We just listened. Our people started drifting to sleep with the lazy whir of the motor and Aunty singing in the background. Finally the sun sank to sleep too, as we travelled deeper into Aranda country.

It was nearly dark when we got to Tulu. They knew we were coming though. The biggest mob of our family was waiting. All Aunty Alice’s aunties and sisters were there with their families, hugging us as we got off the bus, talking to us in Luritja.

When Aunty Alice was in that huddle it was hard to pick her out. They all looked the same — all these people who I had never met before but who felt like family I had known all my life. For a moment I thought we’d been tricked, that the bus had turned around while us mob were sleeping and taken us back to Karru Pilti. I looked around to check. The silhouetted mountains peering at us in the moonlight quickly made me realise this was not Dry River Station. But it didn’t matter. Here was our family. I was overcome with feelings.

The school teachers were there too with torches to show us to our camping place. They had made beef noodle soup for us. It was warm and good.

‘Aunty?’ I started as she flopped softly down onto the blanket beside me. ‘How come our mob live here so far away from our country?’

Aunty didn’t answer. She fixed the blanket on Marcia and shifted some sand under her side for a comfortable night’s sleep. Maybe she didn’t hear me. I was too tired to ask again, almost asleep I put my head down.

‘When those whitefellas first came down to our country with their horses and cattle, our men started to fight.’ I rolled over to look at her moonlit face.

‘Some of the men led by Tjilpi’s uncle wanted our mob to leave our country and come this way where there was a different mob, friendly to us. Tjilpi’s father said our people should stay and protect our country. They argued for a long time. Tjilpi’s uncle and lots of the young men left with their wives and families. Tjilpi’s older brother who had just been initiated into manhood went too.’

‘Titus,’ I whispered.

‘Pinna prulka, big ears,’ Aunty said. ‘Titus is Tjilpi’s older brother. He’s the boss for our mob even though he hasn’t been to our country for a long time,’ she added.

‘Oh,’ I whispered, ‘that’s why it’s so important for us mob to come here. That’s why all the adults and old people wanted to come.’

‘You’re getting way too smart to be a child,’ Aunty finished, as she rolled over. She was snoring before I even closed my eyes.
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The sports carnival was great. The area between the two school buildings at Tulu was cut green grass, just like Alice Springs Hospital. White lines were marked all over this grass — different lines for different games, I was to find out later. People were there from all over, not just from Tulu. We played running races, sack races, egg and spoon races, relays, high jump, long jump, footy, softball and lots of other games.

Mr Duncan seemed a lot happier and less anxious now we were at Tulu. He didn’t even wear a tie, not once. He spent a lot of time with us kids, telling stories, laughing, encouraging us to practice our English, and cheering us on. I got to like Mr Duncan a lot at Tulu. There were times when he got a bit cranky but nothing like at school.

Like the time I missed my race. I was with Aunty Alice at her aunty’s camp, meeting more family Mr Duncan tracked me down and came wandering into the camp, ‘bold as brass’ as he would say. Uh-oh! I thought, big trouble. Aunty stood up to meet him.

‘Mrs Boko, may I remind you that the main reason we came to Tulu was for the children to participate in sporting events,’ he said in an unusually relaxed manner. It was almost as if he didn’t really believe his own words.

‘Ruby has just missed her heat of the 12-year-old sprint. All that hard work wasted.’ With that he smiled, turned and walked off.

Aunty and I looked at each other. She raised her eyebrows and we both laughed. We had been practicing this race at school and Mr Duncan had been measuring how fast us kids were with his watch on a chain. He said I was very fast and gave me some extra coaching. The next day when they read out the names of the girls in the final, I was on the list. Seems Mr Duncan had shown the judges my times and convinced them to let me run. My sister Maisey was in the final too.

When the time came to run the race, there we all were, me and Maisey and a few other girls I didn’t know, standing on that white line ready. The sides of the track were crowded with people all yelling and screaming. I wanted to giggle but remembered what Mr Duncan had taught me. I owed him. After all, he did get me into this final and I wanted to do well. I looked up.

Ahead was a long thin strip of green grass marked on both sides with a white line all the way to the finish. Pretend, I had to pretend. Close my eyes. That long thin strip of green grass is my country, my running country, my flying country. I will fly over it like Walawurru. I will be Walawurru. Bang! Off, running. Eyes closed. Eyes open. There was no-one in front of me. I was flying. The sound of wind through my feathers was deafening. All I could see was the green below. The far-off voices of our mob, cheering, got louder. ‘Go, Maisey!’ I faintly heard someone cry out. Maisey! I can’t beat her. Slowing I glanced to the side. There she was just a little behind. Slow down just a little bit more. Reach out. Together we crossed the line. Me and Maisey tied for first place. I was really proud. All our mob hugged and kissed us.

‘If you didn’t slow down at the finish line you would have won by yourself,’ Mr Duncan said sternly, walking up to me. Then his face cracked into a big smile. ‘Well done, Ruby,’ he said and hugged me, yep, hugged me. What a shame job. In front of my mob too. He was redfaced when he realised what he’d done. Aunty Alice smiled. It was kind of nice I guess. Yeah, I really liked Mr Duncan at Tulu.
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One night there was a competition for singing. All the schools had been asked to pick a song to perform. Aunty Ellie said we should sing a Christmas song like ‘Silent night’ or ‘Jingle Bells’. We’d been practising them for our Christmas party.

‘Yes it’s true you sing those Christmas songs beautifully. But the songs I like the best are “inma irititja tjuta inkapai*”’, Mr Duncan offered, as he lay in the sand, head propped up in his hand. ‘The children sing them so well and Luritja is such a beautiful language.’

All us mob just looked at each other in stunned silence. Smiles all round. But later in the evening, when it came time to go to the concert, most of the younger kids were tired. It was late and we’d had a big day. Then some of the older kids said they didn’t want to go. Our camp was a long way from the concert hall. Mr Duncan stood up.

‘We should all go. You children sing those songs so beautifully.’

‘These little kids are too tired,’ Aunty Ellie called from her blanket in the sand. ‘We can sing those songs anytime,’ she added. Aunty Ellie is tired too, I thought.

‘But it’s a wonderful opportunity for all the people to hear them sing and they might win the trophy,’ Mr Duncan pleaded.

‘We’re too tired,’ said one of the older girls.

‘Too tired or too lazy?’ This was more like the Mr Duncan of old. He was getting a little agitated. ‘We’re not just letting ourselves down. All those other schools are singing and they’re expecting us to sing too.’

Nobody moved. Aunty Ellie rolled over, cuing some of the older girls to do the same thing.

‘We all go or we all stay,’ Mr Duncan stated sternly. ‘We’ll vote on it. Mrs Boko, can you count please?’ Aunty shrugged and nodded. ‘All those who think we should go, put your hand up.’ Aunty counted twenty-three.

‘Now all those who want to stay?’

‘Thirteen.’

‘That’s it then. We all go’, Mr Duncan said, looking very pleased with himself.

‘These kids are too tired!’ Aunty Ellie shouted, not bothering to roll over or vote. ‘I’m not going!’

‘Me neither!’ called out a few of the older girls. That’s it, Mr Duncan will growl us for sure, I thought, as I sat in the sand drawing pictures with my finger. I waited but he said nothing. When I looked up, Mr Duncan had gone over to talk to Aunty.

‘What are we going to do, Mrs Boko? It will reflect badly on us if we are the only school not at the concert.’ He took a deep breath.

‘I understand that but it would be even worse taking all this mob to the concert. Ellie’ll be whinging and the little kids will be crying. We have to do something that everyone is happy with.’

‘Like what?’ Mr Duncan inquired. Aunty had obviously been thinking about this.

‘We could go in the bus. We can take the swags. The little kids and Ellie can sleep while we go to the concert,’ she offered.

‘Yes of course, Mrs Boko. Well done. Can you tell them, please?’

That was the first time I ever heard Mr Duncan praise Aunty up and the first time he had asked her to tell everyone what we are doing. He is getting better all the time, I thought. Good on ya, Mr Duncan.

In the end we didn’t win the trophy but we were the only kids who sang in language. Our mob was so proud and so was Mr Duncan. Our visit to Tulu was a great success. The sport, the games, the singing were all good fun. But the best thing about going to Tulu was seeing all our family mob.

‘Our strength is our family and our country,’ Aunty told me. We weren’t in our country but I felt mighty good with all our mob around us.

Aunty took us to see that old man Titus on the third day. Reckon she figured it would be good medicine for him too. Old Uncle Jack was right. Titus didn’t look sick, just old and skinny. There was a bright light shining in his eyes. We took turns holding his hands and talked for a long time about our country and our family back home.

‘He doesn’t look very sick,’ I said to Aunty as we walked away.

‘He’s very sick, Ruby,’ she said. ‘Seeing all his family from our country has made him really happy.’ I caught a tear in the corner of her eye.
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The afternoon before we were going home, me and Jacinta were playing singing games with Mr Duncan. Aunty Norma walked up to us.

‘Mr Duncan, Tjilpi wants to talk with you.’ She pointed with her chin to where he was sitting. Mr Duncan looked at Aunty. She got a worried look on her face and shrugged, looking at Tjilpi. Mr Duncan walked over.

‘Hello, Tjilpi. You want to talk?’

Tjilpi struggled to get up from the ground.

‘Mr Duncan,’ he said, without looking up. ‘Big funeral tomorrow. We must stay.’

I looked at Aunty but she was frowning at Tjilpi.

‘Whose funeral, Aunty?’ I whispered.

‘Shh!’ was the only reply I got.

‘Tomorrow is Friday, Tjilpi. We must leave tomorrow. The man from the mission will be at Dry River Station to pick up the bus. We only have it booked until Saturday.’ Tjilpi sat down. He was not going to argue. Still no clues though. Then we heard it, the women’s voices, the wailing from the community. Someone had just passed away.

‘Tjilpi’s brother,’ Aunty whispered, moving towards Mr Duncan, who was still standing in front of the old man.

‘Titus,’ I thought sadly, thinking of that old man we had seen a few days earlier. Then relief, realising that I had thought his name rather than saying it. It would have been very disrespectful if I had said his name after he had passed away.

‘We are definitely leaving tomorrow, Tjilpi. We ...’ Mr Duncan started, but Aunty pulled him away, dragging him around the back of the bus. Of course I followed.

‘Mr Duncan, Mr Duncan. Listen. Can you hear?’ He heard but he didn’t understand.

‘Mr Duncan, an old man from our family has just passed away. We must stay until the sorry business is all finished.’

He turned and took a few paces, rubbing his head.

‘How long?’

‘Most of us can go in a few days.’

‘A few days?’ he exploded, ‘Mr Rankin from the mission will be at Dry River Station the day after tomorrow to pick the bus up.’

Aunty Alice took both his hands and looked into his eyes.

‘Mr Duncan, this is very important for our families,’ she said firmly, nodding a few times. There was silence for a while, except for the sound of Mr Duncan scratching the back of his head.

‘Oh all right, I suppose. This is really most inconvenient though. We’ll probably never be able to use that bus again.’ He stopped rubbing his bald patch and paced around, trying to make Aunty feel guilty. He turned to her, drew a deep breath and sighed.

‘I’ll try to get a message through to Alice Springs. Someone might be going in today.’

Aunty started walking towards the community.

‘Mrs Boko,’ he called softly after her. ‘I am sorry about that old man.’ Aunty nodded and kept walking.

[image: image]

After the funeral, there was lots of free time for us kids. The adults still had sorry business though. Every night we stayed up late, sitting around the campfire, listening to the old people’s stories. Almost a week later we got back on the bus to return to Dry River. Us kids slept all the way. When we reached Dry River I felt strong. I had felt strong too, being with our family at Tulu. Now I felt strong here. As Tjilpi stepped off the bus he stopped and looked at Mr Duncan.

‘Thank you for taking our family to Tulu. Big family business that one. That old man, big man for our country.’

‘Tjilpi, we really went for the children to play sport and ... ’ But Tjilpi wasn’t listening. He shook Mr Duncan’s hand and walked off. Mr Duncan stood for a moment with a strange look on his face. All the adults shook his hand as they stepped off the bus.

‘Palya,’ they all said.

Mr Duncan looked at Aunty, who smiled and patted him on the back.
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Later me and Aunty Alice were cleaning up some of the camping gear when Mr Duncan came over.

‘Mrs Boko,’ he asked with that strange look still on his face. ‘That old man Tjilpi was talking about, was he the one who passed away?’

‘Yes. He was Tjilpi’s brother, that old wise one.’

‘So this important family business, the reason for everyone going to Tulu, was it to see that old man?’ Aunty looked up at Mr Duncan. I knew she was trying to decide what to say. She didn’t want to upset him. She started cleaning again.

‘Mostly to see that old man and our families,’ she replied. She stopped and looked up at Mr Duncan again. Her face was soft but her voice was strong.

‘Family business comes first and that old man, he was very sick. He couldn’t travel. No-one knew how long he would last so it was really important for our family from our country, his country, to see him.’

Mr Duncan nodded. Aunty went back to scrubbing. There was a long silence.

Finally Mr Duncan asked, ‘So when you talked me into organising our trip to the Tulu Sports Carnival, the main reason was to see that old man?’

Aunty stopped scrubbing and looked up. She either couldn’t or didn’t want to keep the smile from her lips.

‘I knew the kids would have fun,’ she answered then added, ‘and like I said, it was really important for us to see that old man. You whitefellas’d say “everyone’s a winner .

Mr Duncan sat down at a table, clasping his hands together.

‘Why didn’t you tell me, Mrs Boko?’

Even I knew the answer to that and so did Mr Duncan. Aunty didn’t bother answering. She just looked at him with that same wise smile on her face.

‘It’s just that I feel pretty awful, Mrs Boko. You know making a big fuss about too many people on the bus, worrying about being late and kids getting to their events, and singing and ...’

Aunty interrupted him, putting her hand softly on his shoulder. She sat down opposite him.

‘You shouldn’t feel bad, Mr Duncan. We all understand that you didn’t really know what was going on. But we couldn’t tell you then. You wouldn’t have helped us. The same situation now? You probably would. We know each other now. There is strong respect between us.’ Aunty paused to let her words take effect. She smiled broadly. Mr Duncan nodded in agreement.

‘Everyone is really happy that you took our families to Tulu, and that you showed that respect for us. And the kids had a great time too.’ Mr Duncan nodded again and smiled.

‘Everyone’s a winner,’ he whispered softly Aunty nodded.

‘I even heard Tjilpi at Tulu calling you “Wati wirru kata pulli prulka” — real good man with big smooth head.’ Aunty laughed and Mr Duncan patted his head.
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The door flew open and Uncle Archie breezed in, grinning from ear to ear.

‘Bore run?’ he inquired, walking towards me, arms outstretched.

‘Uncle Archie!’ I cried, launching myself into his arms.

‘So how is my little dessert pea?’ he asked in Luritja, holding me out and gazing into my eyes.

It was now school holidays and it had been four days since we returned from Tulu sports. This was the first time we’d seen Uncle. I had missed him and I wished he’d been able to come on the trip to Tulu, especially when the young men were causing trouble. Getting back to our country was good, but finding that Uncle was away made me sad. Aunty Alice felt the same way but she wouldn’t show it.

‘Us women gotta be strong, Ruby. We gotta run this place without our men. You know they’re away a lot. No use depending on them too much,’ she said.

I guess she was used to it. Uncle had been her man for a long time and he was always away mustering or fixing fences or checking bores. She still missed him every time, I reckoned.

Old Joe wasn’t around either, which was strange. ‘Must be a big muster if Joe’s gone too,’ was all that Aunty had to say.

Most times Uncle Archie and the men went by themselves while Joe stayed and kept things going at the station, although sometimes Joe would lead the muster and leave Uncle or his son, Lex, behind. But, like the rest of us, Joe knew that Uncle was the best stockman at Dry River Station and for miles around. He would hire Uncle out to other stations to run a muster if there was a really big mob or if they were pushing them a long way.

When Uncle Archie came in that day Aunty was sitting at the small wooden table in the middle of our shack making arrkinti liritja. She didn’t look up but couldn’t hide the smile sneaking out the corner of her mouth. Aunty started up the conversation. They always did things this way when Uncle came home.

‘You been musterin’?’

‘Uwa,’ Uncle replied, still holding me tight and looking at me intently, like he was trying to see if anything about me had changed.

‘Mt Wheeler paddock?’

‘Wiya. Pushed a mob from Karru Pilti to the railhead.’

‘It went well then?’

‘Uwa, the mob stood up real good. I reckon we only lost a couple of calves. Joe’ll be real happy. They’ll fetch a fair price in Adelaide.’

‘Must have been a big mob if Joe went too.’

‘Uwa. Big mob all right but Joe didn’t come. Went to Port Lincoln for his brother’s funeral.’

So that’s why he’s not around. Joe had a younger brother who got sent away to live with his aunts when their mother died. He must have been only two or three years old then. We didn’t know him and he never visited. But he was family and we all felt truly sad that he had passed away. None of us spoke for a while.

Aunty kept working away at her beads. Uncle had his back to her the whole time that they were talking. Then slowly he turned around, sitting me on the table. He looked at me, his brown eyes sparkling.

‘Bore run,’ he whispered holding up a big calloused, bony finger, signalling me to be quiet and wait. I knew what he was doing and turned around to watch. I loved the way that he and Aunty got ‘reacquainted’ after he’d been away. Slowly he walked around behind Aunty Alice, taking off his old dusty stockman’s hat. Now it was his turn.

‘Ah arrkinti liritja. Doin’ a bit of bead work then?’

‘Uwa.’

‘It’s a beautiful necklace Aunty.’ He always called her that.

‘Palya.’ Still no eye contact.

‘Sell it to the shop, hey?’

‘Wiya. It’s for Mr Duncan to thank him for taking us to Tulu.’

‘Oh palya.’

‘Tulu trip went well then hey?’

‘Uwa.’

‘All our family mob there then?’

‘Uwa,’ but no mention of that old man who passed away. Uncle placed his hand on Aunty’s shoulder and gave it a little squeeze. Aunty stopped her work for a moment and gazed at the wall. In the brief silence that followed Uncle’s face turned a bit sad, even though he was trying real hard to keep smiling.

‘So you see any young fellas you fancied over there?’ Uncle looked up at me and winked. He had to stop thinking about that old man.

‘Wiya,’ Aunty replied, causing Uncle to puff up his chest with a satisfied look on his face.

‘Plenty that fancied me though,’ Aunty added, giving Uncle a sideways glance stopping her bead work for a moment. She looked over at Uncle out of the corner of her eyes. Uncle laughed and Aunty joined in. They hugged.

‘It’s good to see you, Aunty.’

‘Yeah you too,’ she replied, already back to her work.

Uncle tiptoed around the table, beckoning me to follow him.

‘Come on,’ he whispered. I jumped down and took his hand. We were on our way out the door when Aunty spoke again.

‘Things I need to talk to you about, Archie.’ It wasn’t a stern voice but clear that these things were serious. Even though those young men had been taught a lesson by the Aranda wild dog ancestors, Aunty would be telling Uncle all about it. He wouldn’t make a fuss but he would be letting those young fellas know that he knew what happened.

‘We’ll be back before dark,’ Archie replied, hoisting me onto his back.

‘Uwa palya.’ Aunty’s words escaped into the dust and wind as we pushed through the old rusty door.
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Soon we were heading out of the station gates in one of Joe Mogren’s Landrovers.

‘Which one today Uncle?’ I asked excitedly.

‘Ol Mona,’ he replied, knowing that I loved this trip the best. Bore number 27 had been given the nickname Old Mona by Uncle. When we started up the diesel pump the bore would creak and groan as the water rose up the pipes. There were thirty-four bores on Dry River Station and Uncle had a name for them all, ‘cause they all got personality’.

There was bore number 7, Sly Sandy. It was in sandy ground which clogged the bore pipes every now and then. Then there was Leakin’ Liz, bore number 12, that leaked no matter how often Uncle fixed it. Bird’s Nest, bore number 21, housed a falcon’s nest on the top of its tripod. Bore number 1, was the first bore sunk on Dry River Station and was called Ol’ Timer. It still had a windmill.

Uncle believed that everything had a spirit and therefore should be talked to and treated with respect. He taught me that water was a sacred life-giving gift from our ancestors. I figured that’s why he went sort of quiet and respectful when he was working around those bores, almost like they were sacred places.

Joe certainly appreciated the way that Uncle looked after them. Never did he send anyone else to check or fix them, even if Uncle was away mustering. He’d just wait and move the cattle to another paddock before sending someone else.

I’d been on bore runs with Uncle Archie just about every week since I was could remember, but I never lost the excitement for it. It was the way I got to see our country, places that we wouldn’t go otherwise. I felt most at home out amongst the sandhills and sandy riverbeds. I never felt alone in our country and I wasn’t. Our ancestors were all around, makin’ me feel strong and proud.

Although I loved the bore runs, it was mostly because it meant time with Uncle Archie. He made me laugh and taught me important things about our country and people. Uncle could ride horses, muster, fix fences, gates, motorcars and bores and buy and sell cattle better than anyone around. He could also read books and write, even though he didn’t go to school. He taught himself when he was a man, with some help from Joe.

‘Never be afraid to ask for help, Ruby’, he told me. ‘When you know what’s important for your mob doesn’t matter who helps you, as long as they don’t want too much in return.’

Uncle could do all that and look after our country too. He knew and kept our law stronger than anyone else, except old Tjilpi.
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We’d just turned onto the main track out of the station gates when Uncle spotted three fellas walking towards us from the other direction. Uncle reversed and pulled up the Landrover. He climbed out and I slid across and knelt on the driver’s seat so I could hear what was going on.

‘Palya?’, Uncle started.

‘Wai palya?’ the three men said together.

‘Ngayulu ini Archie Tjangalanya’, Uncle said, telling them his name. They did the same. The oldest was called Zac, and the two younger men were Daniel and Sam. After a pause Zac spoke, taking Daniel by the shoulder.

‘Danuku tjamu ngalyanu ngura nyanganguru,’ he said, explaining to Uncle that Daniel’s grandfather was from this country too. Uncle raised his eyebrows and looked at Daniel. He wanted to know more. Daniel looked down. Zac kept talking.

‘Titus-anya tjana panya watitjuta iriti ami.’ Daniel’s grandfather left this country with Titus all those years ago. Uncle was real interested now.

‘Paluru wiyatu nyinangu Tulula. Kungka palu altingu Tarina-nya ngura nyarapalula paluru nyinangu munu ma mantjinu Danu-nya.*’ Zac looked at Uncle and nodded, letting him know he was finished.

Uncle hadn’t taken his eyes off Daniel while Zac was speaking, and I knew why. Uncle walked over to Daniel. With a big smile, he took Daniel’s arms in his hands and shook him, smiling all the time. Uncle was welcoming Daniel to the country of his ancestors. He was family.

Daniel’s grandfather went to Tulu with Titus, but he didn’t stay there. He went toTarina, further north, where he married. This was where Daniel and the other two men came from. But our country was Daniel’s grandfather’s country so it was Daniel’s country too.

‘So what you fellas doing all the way down here anyway?’ Uncle finally asked. ‘It’s a long way from your country.’

‘That way for business,’ Daniel replied pointing his chin to the south.

Quickly I returned to my seat and looked down at my feet. Men’s business like women’s business is secret, sacred business and no business of children. I couldn’t help hearing what they were saying though.

‘Blew that motor up back near the third gate,’ Sam explained.

‘Jump on. We’ll go have a look, eh?’ Uncle offered.

‘No. No good. Finished that one,’ replied Daniel.

There was a long silence. I couldn’t see what was happening, but I guessed. Uncle would be looking off towards the sandhills. Uncle finally spoke.

‘You can take my Holden. It’ll get you back to the main track,’ he finally said. Of course he had to offer his motorcar to a family member, especially one heading off for business, but I understood why he took so long to say it. He had built that FJ Holden up from scratch. It had taken a long time and he always laughed when anyone suggested that he sell or swap it.

‘Wiya no good, that Holden,’ came the reply

I felt like jumping up and telling those men that it was a good car, not that I would have ever have done that.

‘We’re heading to One Tree to meet the mob coming from Mukatala. We need a Landrover,’ said Daniel.

It was true. To get to One Tree they would need a Landrover. I counted three soft sandy river crossings and one very steep sandhill. The men had walked to the front of our motorcar. I could see them through the windscreen.

‘We need to talk to the boss about getting a Landrover,’ Daniel said, shrugging his shoulders and smiling. He knew it wouldn’t do any good asking a whitefella for a Landrover, but he had to try. Business was business and it would take them many days to walk to One Tree.

‘Kala wiyarringu,*’ Daniel said, finishing the conversation. The three men started walking towards the station gate.

Uncle leant back against the Landrover.

‘You’ve been talking to the boss,’ he yelled after them. They just waved and kept walking, probably thinking it impossible for an Aboriginal man to be the boss of such a big station. They must have thought that Uncle was joking, but he wasn’t.

Seems he didn’t tell Aunty and me that Old Joe had left him in charge while he went away I reckon he didn’t tell Aunty cause he didn’t want her worrying for him. Joe’s son, Lex, would have been really angry that Uncle was left boss instead of him. Many times Lex had argued with Joe about Archie being put in charge of musters or being allowed to go away for business when things were busy.

‘Sorry Ruby. Ol’ Mona’ll have to wait,’ Uncle said, climbing back into the Landrover. He tried to smile, but I could tell he felt that trouble was brewing. And he was right. As we picked up the three men and drove towards the big silver machinery shed, I could see Lex watching out the window of the homestead.

I was a little surprised when Uncle gave Daniel the new Landrover, the one that we’d had been driving. I thought he would give them the old one, the one they called the ‘bull chaser’ with metal pipes welded all round. After Uncle had cleared out all the tools he used for fixing’ bores, he opened the driver’s door, beckoning Daniel to get in.

‘I can’t show you through our country, Daniel. Another muster starting tomorrow, big mob to move.’ Ah, the reason for keeping the bull chaser.

I could tell Uncle was upset but it wouldn’t have been obvious to the men. Daniel had never been this way before and Uncle knew it was his duty and privilege to show him the country of our ancestors. It was hard for Uncle not to go.

Uncle told Daniel where to leave the Landrover once they reached One Tree Station and the men drove off.
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We had turned back towards our camp just as Lex emerged from the homestead, eating a sandwich and heading straight for us. Lex Mogren was a strange character, nothing really like his father. Joe was skinny and wrinkled. Lex was fat and smooth, put anything off to have a feed. Although Joe always did everything flat-out, like he was about to die, he always stopped to talk and listen and show respect.

Lex was sort of the opposite, slow-moving and only interested in ‘what it will cost’ and giving orders. He could ride and muster and do yard-work as well as most on the station, but unlike his father he was slow to get in and get his hands dirty. When he had to make a decision he never discussed it with anyone, just made it himself, whereas Joe would always talk with Uncle and the others before deciding about something important. Don’t get me wrong, Lex wasn’t bad. He sometimes gave us kids lollies, but he hardly ever spoke to us. He hadn’t bothered to learn much of our lingo and I guess he just sort of didn’t fit. He wasn’t one of our mob like Old Joe.

Uncle had seen Lex coming out of the homestead too. At first he started walking a little faster towards our camp, but then he stopped and looked at the ground. He turned and walked back towards Lex. I could see Lex’s round face bulging with sandwich, a blob of butter hitching a ride on his chin. Under all that moving jowl there was the trace of a grin. Uncle pointed down the track towards One Tree.

‘Lex, Daniel my brother is heading to One Tree for business. His motorcar is back at the third gate. I*ll get it today and the Landrover two days after tomorrow.’

Uncle looked straight into Lex’s eyes as he spoke. Lex returned his gaze and continued to chew on his sandwich. Finally he replied, still with a mouth full of food and a wry smile.

‘I reckon you’ve done it this time Archie, you’ve gone too far this time. Now Dad’ll see that your blackfella ways make it impossible for us to run a profitable cattle station. You can’t go lending our best Landrover to some fellas just because they’re family ...’

Lex’s mind was ticking over. ‘I bet you’ve never met them before. Have you met them before, Archie?’ He was gloating now with a wide smirk on his face.

‘I don’t need to meet my family to know who they are,’ Uncle replied calmly.

‘Hah!’ Lex yelped, slapping his thigh and dancing a little jig. ‘You’ve given our new Landrover to three fellas you’ve never met before. Well that’s just great, Archie.’

‘We can still do the muster, Lex. Joe will understand,’ Uncle said coolly, taking my hand and walking away.

‘You’ve gone too far this time, Archie. I just hope that Landrover gets back here in one piece. That’ll really do it! Woo!’ Lex yelled and slapped his thigh again with his hat.

We walked back home and as we came in through the door, Aunty looked up from her work.

‘You mob back already? What’s happened?’

Uncle put his hat on the table and sat down. He told her the story. Aunty wriggled in her chair for a while and then stood up and started pacing.

‘He’s gunna cause trouble, Archie,’ she said over and over as she walked back and forth.

‘It’ll be all right, Aunty. When we’ve finished the muster, the three of us can head down to One Tree to pick up that Landrover.’

That’s even better than a bore run, I thought.
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Late that afternoon Uncle and me walked down to the river. The light golden clouds reminded me of horses’ tails flying in the breeze. High above this sacred country circled Walawurru. I wondered if Tjilpi was up there too.

The next morning Uncle woke the men and headed off to muster the Mt Wheeler paddock. Because it was school holidays, me and Jacinta and the other kids spent most of our time in the sandhills behind our camp. We built a wiltj a from branches and played with some whitefella dolls that the mission had sent down for us.

It must have been a couple of days after Uncle had left for the muster. I was standing on the sandhill nearest the camp catching the warm breeze on my face when my cousin, Samuel, rode in. I knew it was unusual for him to be riding in the daytime. He mainly worked in the machinery shed fixing things. I raced down the sandhill as he climbed down from his brumby next to our shack. Samuel beat me to the door but I followed him in.

‘Samuel! Nyuntu palya?’ Aunty asked with surprise, getting up from her chair.

‘Uwa,’ Samuel replied uneasily, then continued.

‘Aunty Alice,’ he paused and looked up at Aunty who was standing expectantly.

‘A bullock run into that Landrover. The one Daniel was driving,’ he blurted out.

Aunty slumped into her chair. Samuel continued. ‘Just past the second river crossing. Those men walked to One Tree, no water, must be thirsty I’m going to get Archie. See if he wants to see if they’re all right and go fetch that Landrover.’ With that Samuel was gone.

Aunty put her face in her hands.‘They’re gunna make trouble,’ she whispered.
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Uncle and Samuel were away for two days getting the broken Landrover. While they were away Joe Mogren returned. All afternoon and late into the evening we could hear Old Joe and Lex arguing over at the homestead. At least we heard Lex yelling a lot. We knew things were going to be tough for Uncle when he came back. I tried to hold back the tears but once they started, I couldn’t stop crying. Poor Uncle. Aunty held me in her arms and rocked me back and forth.

‘It’ll be all right Ruby,’ she said. ‘Archie and Joe have been through worse than this before. It’ll be all right.’

When Uncle and Samuel got back, they came to our house first. Aunty asked about the men and the Landrover.

‘Daniel’s palya. That Landrover’s finished. No point bringing it back,’ Uncle said. ‘Bullock finished too.’

Then Uncle took his hat and stepped out towards the homestead. I wanted to go with him, but I knew it was men’s business. Lex Mogren was standing on the verandah, watching Uncle all the way. They disappeared inside. Uncle first and Lex hot on his heels.

Aunty and me just sat inside, not talking. I felt that fear bubbling up from inside me again. I had forgotten how bad it felt, how it choked me. But I had promised myself that I would be strong and brave when this feeling overwhelmed me and I clutched Aunty’s hand.

I thought about her and Uncle and all our family mob. I closed my eyes and called up Walawurru and our sacred country. Soon, the knot of fear in my belly started to disappear and was replaced by a growing warmth. We have each other, I told myself, our family, our country, our ancestors.

Uncle came through the door with the chilly westerly wind. It was warrikutu, the time of cold, windy weather. Uncle Archie smiled, holding his arms out and sitting down at the same time. It was just on dusk.

‘Samuel, ask all our mob to come over here,’ he said still smiling. It’s okay, I thought. But then I saw something I’d never seen before. Uncle had a tear in the corner of his eye. I held him onto him as tight as I could and began to cry again, not for myself but for him.

There we all were. Grandparents, parents, uncles, aunties, brothers, sisters, cousins and dogs, squashed into Aunty’s tin shack. No-one spoke. All eyes on Uncle. He was calmly looking around at everyone.

After a long pause, he slapped his hands on the arms of the chair, took a deep breath and spoke.

‘I have to leave Dry River Station,’ he said. For a moment there was silence. Then the shack erupted and there was language flying everywhere. Even the dogs joined in. Aunty burst into tears. Finally, Uncle got everyone to quieten down.

‘Don’t blame Joe Mogren for this. He’s been good to us for a long time. You all know that.’

Uncle looked around the adults for agreement, which he got.

‘Joe’s a good man. Times are hard and the loss of a Landrover is a huge hurdle to overcome. Most other whitefellas would have the police down on me by now.’ Again Uncle got silent agreement from the adults.

‘Of course Joe knows I’ll find a way to replace the Landrover, but it will take me a long time, and he has to think of his future and family.’ We all guessed this last comment meant that Lex had hounded him into sacking Uncle.

‘Aunty and I’ll leave in the morning,’ Uncle told our mob. ‘We’re going to Big Sky Station. Jack and Hughie Cantwell have the lease on that place. You all know they’ve been trying to get me to work for them for a long time. It’s still on our country and it’s been too long since I paid my respects over there. It’s not far, only a couple of days walk. You can all visit whenever you want.’

Uncle stood up and with great dignity walked outside, leaving us all aghast.

Later in the evening when they thought I was asleep, I heard Uncle and Aunty talking. It seems that Lex told Joe that if Uncle stayed he would leave. He also told Joe that he had just got engaged to Sarah Bloomfield from Adelaide who was keen to live at Dry River Station. If Lex left then Old Joe would be denying himself the opportunity of having grandchildren running around. I felt almost as sorry for Joe as I did for Uncle.

When Uncle and Samuel went to pick up the Landrover, they had gone on to One Tree to make sure that Daniel and the others were all right. Daniel told Uncle that when he got back from business his mob was moving to Big Sky Station to work for the Cantwell brothers. He said that the Cantwells hadn’t employed a head stockman because they had been hoping to talk Uncle into taking on the job by offering him a house and bonuses, whatever that meant.
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We left early next morning, just as the sun was coming up. Sitting in the back of Uncle’s shiny green FJ Holden, I looked out the window — the homestead, the silver bullet closed up until school started again, the silver sheds and machinery.

Squinting, I looked out at the cattle yards, our camp and shacks, the sandhills, river ... our mob standing at the gate. The moment I saw our family mob, the huge impact of what was happening struck me.

Uncle stopped the car and we all got out. Me and Aunty hugged everyone and cried for a long time. Uncle kept looking away, wiping his face with the back of his hand. He didn’t want to leave. It didn’t feel right leaving our family mob behind. Some of them would come and visit and maybe even stay in a few weeks, but that was too far away. Tjilpi was staying too, to look after our mob and our country. It was their home. It was our home.

‘Come on Aunty. We’ve gotta get going or we’ll be driving into Big Sky Station in the dark.’ Aunty dragged me away from Jacinta. I don’t remember driving out from Dry River Station. I lay in the back seat crying until my eyes ran dry Then I must have fallen to asleep.
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We arrived at Big Sky Station late in the afternoon. It was nothing like Dry River, no red sandhills, no rocky outcrops and no sandy riverbeds. This country was flat and treeless, just grass and a few short, spindly green shrubs scattered here and there. And there sticking out from the landscape was a very high homestead. It looked strange. I started crying again as soon as I got out of the car.

‘Come on Ruby. We’ve gotta be strong now, for Uncle,’ Aunty whispered, putting her arm around me. She was right. Poor Uncle had lived on Dry River Station all his life. He grew up there with Joe, his brother. He learnt to ride and manage cattle there. And he’d just had all that taken away from him, and his family mob too. Thinking about Uncle Archie rather than myself helped me feel better. I began to look around this strange place, and then I noticed it.

The sky. It was huge, hanging low. It was bluer than it had ever been at Dry River Station. Yes, Big Sky Station was perfectly named. I just couldn’t stop looking out at the sky. It gave me a funny feeling inside, a feeling that I had never felt before. It was a kind of excitement but something else too, like the space inside me was getting bigger, making it almost harder to breathe.

This country and sky was the same in every direction. It just kept going, rolling out. Everywhere I looked I wanted to know what was beyond as far as I could see. It felt kind of good. Somewhere deep inside me, I felt I was returning to a place I had already been.

Nothing about Big Sky Station resembled Dry River Station. We were just standing there near the Holden, looking out at the country, when this whitefella came charging out of that really high homestead. I expected trouble but he raced up to Uncle, smiling, and started shaking his hand. He shook it and shook it and Aunty’s too. This was Hughie Cantwell. His brother, Jack, came up too. Seems they hadn’t been expecting Uncle to just turn up. They thought they’d have to chase him more to get him interested. But here we were and Hughie and Jack seemed mighty pleased about it, which seemed to lift Uncle’s spirits a lot.

We had a cup of tea on what I discovered was called a verandah. It was made of trees that were cut flat. Floorboards, Hughie called them. Uncle looked down for a while and then walked along the length of one floorboard. I guessed he was counting the number of steps. I guessed right. He stopped at the end and turned around to face us. We could have fitted two Landrovers between us and him.

‘Where did ya get trees high enough to get this wood?’ he asked in amazement. ‘It’s not from around here,’ he observed, bending down to inspect the color and grain.

‘Oh! Well done, Archie. I knew you’d have a sharp mind, just from what I’ve heard about you,’ Hughie chuckled. ‘They’re from England. These floorboards are from the deck of the frigate, Magabella. She carried passengers and cargo from Portsmouth to Adelaide between 1904 and 1932. She was decommissioned and wrecked in 1938. Henry Peterson had the lease here at the time. He wanted to build the grandest homestead in Central Australia. Some of the beams and all these floorboards were brought up from Adelaide on the Ghan and then carted out here by Kurt Johannsen on a trailer towed behind his Dodge 4 utility. I believe it took him ten or so trips to get it all out here. So these floorboards are worth their weight in gold, literally. Cost Peterson a fortune.’

The floorboards moved under my feet as though they were alive, breathing in and out as I walked. Or perhaps it was the surge of the ocean moving under them. Either way it made me nervous.

The homestead was so high because it was really two homesteads, one on top of the other.

We sat down on some chairs at a table on the verandah of the top homestead, when a big whitefella woman came out, bringing the tea. And what a tea it was. There were scones and biscuits and then some fruitcake. The woman was Elsie, Hughie’s wife, and she didn’t even sit down, just kept on bringing out more food. I thought it was really good. These whitefellas were very friendly

After a while, Aunty went off with Elsie. Uncle and Hughie and later on Jack Cantwell started talking. I was happy to stay on that verandah because I could see so far. I was about to walk away when Hughie Cantwell began talking. Strange words he was speaking. I stopped and leant against the cool rock wall of the homestead, my back towards the men.

I knew I shouldn’t be listening but I wanted to hear what Hughie was saying.

‘Ya know, Archie, many Europeans, whitefellas, search for their god inside a building.’

‘Mmn, church,’ Uncle offered.

‘Yeah a church,’ Hughie agreed. ‘My parents did that for years, took me too when I was a kid, living in Adelaide. And I guess I believed it, well sort of anyway. It was what ya did, ya know, church on Sundays. I didn’t always enjoy it though. It was a chore to get all dressed up, especially in summer when it was a hundred in the shade.’

He paused for a few moments. I guess he was thinking about those times. I knew Uncle wouldn’t talk. He wasn’t afraid of silence like Mr Duncan at the silver bullet and he knew that Hughie had something to say. Before long Hughie started again.

‘Now? Now I think that it might be a bit bloody strange looking for a god in a building. I do believe in god or spiritual beings, ya know, something bigger and better than us here and now, looking at our tiny little lives in the big scheme of things. But I’m not so sure they’re to be found in a building, Archie. Since I’ve been here in Central Australia, which is about forty years now, I’ve come to realise that this god, whether it’s your god or the one that I grew up with, is most present here, in the plains and the mountains and the rivers, in the wind and the clouds and the storms, in the plants and animals — and the people. I can see that now.’

He paused and thought for a while. ‘I guess what I’m trying to say, Archie, what I want you to know, is that I understand this country is sacred. I can sense it. I can feel it, everyday. It’s not just a way of me and Jack makin’ a quid. It’s bigger than that, much bigger and much more important too. This is your country, Archie, Luritja country. That’s parly why Jack and I were so keen on getting you over here with Daniel and his mob. It’s not just that you’re the best stockman around these parts. But it’s also because we want you to help us, to show us how to look after this country. We haven’t been here for very long, our people, not even two hundred years compared to your mob who’ve been here what, for thousands? And where our people came from was so different to this. We don’t understand this country like you do.’

There was a silence. Well, sort of a silence. I guessed by the sound of creaking chairs that Uncle and Hughie had leant forward to shake hands. Old Joe, he was a good fella and so it seemed was this Hughie Cantwell.

Out to the south there was a long purple mountain range that I hadn’t seen from the car. I closed my eyes and pretended I was there, near a big rockpool full of clear water with red cliff walls all around. Somehow I knew there was such a rockpool like that in those mountains, even though I hadn’t been there. Further to the east, round the corner of the verandah, the country just kept rolling out flat. I stood quiedy, squinting, trying to make out where the ground stopped and the sky started, but I couldn’t. I walked around a second corner of this verandah thing, expecting it to stop, but it didn’t. The country from this new angle was flat also, but I reckon I could see red sandhills in the distance. Might be my eyes playing tricks, I thought.

I walked on and turned another corner. This bit of the verandah was flooded with sunlight. Here the country was different. Flat for a while but near the horizon there was a curtain of rock, extending as far as I could see in both directions, jagged with cliffs. It startled me. I blinked to make sure it wasn’t a desert trick. But there it was again. It just didn’t seem to fit into this landscape of big sky and flat country. A shiver passed down my spine making the hair on the back of my arms stand up. I’ll have to ask Uncle about that later, I decided.

I walked around another corner and to my surprise there was Uncle, Hughie and Jack. For a moment I thought they had moved, but then I realised that the verandah went all the way round the homestead. I went back the other way just to test it out. Sure enough four corners later, there again was Jack, Hughie and Uncle.
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I woke, my body rocking, late, red sunlight prickling my eyelids. Sleep came again but a soft kiss on my forehead pulled me out of it. It was Uncle. He was carrying me like a baby I must have gone to sleep in one of the big, fluffy chairs on that verandah.

‘Where are we going, Uncle?’ I asked.

‘To our new home, Ruby,’ he replied in a soft, laughing voice.

We went up some stairs and Uncle swung me down onto my feet, holding onto me so I wouldn’t fall. We were in a homestead. Not as long or wide as the one we had just been in, but still a homestead and even with a verandah — that went all the way round.

‘Is this where we’re staying?’ I asked excitedly. Uncle nodded and smiled. I couldn’t believe it, us in a home with a verandah! I must have walked around twenty times until it got dark, and Aunty called me inside. But when I went in, I couldn’t see anyone. Where were they? I called out and Aunty’s far-off cry made me realise that there was more than one room in this house. In fact, there were four rooms — two bedrooms, a kitchen and a room just to sit and talk.

‘Proper, flash one, this one hey Ruby?’ Aunty said when I returned from exploring every room.

‘Yeah Aunty, this might be like Ol’ Joe’s place, hey?’

‘Not quite, Ruby, but it’s still a homestead.’

Yes, I thought, a homestead. We were living in our own little homestead. So Homestead Japu we called it from that time on. It was great, especially when it was cold or raining. And the extra rooms were good for playing hidey. But even so we still lived most of the time outside.

Uncle and Aunty set up their swags on campbeds outside, near the cooking fire. I started with mine down there too but before long moved up onto the verandah, where there was a better view. I began to look forward to waking up surrounded by the purple haze of early morning and hearing the thrilling bird calls of a new day.

Our first few days at the Cantwells were a bit of a blur. Uncle started working hard straight away. I reckon it was his way of coping with his sadness. First he picked out a horse from a mob Jack Cantwell brought in just for him. Uncle chose a big black mare he called Nancho Maru. For her to get used to him, he let her sniff him and nudge him for a while, before facing up to her and showing her his hands and face and boots. At the end of the first day he was sitting on her bareback. Then he showed her the rug and saddle and bridle. He carried them around for a long time so she would know they weren’t dangerous but part of him. Soon he was riding her. Next he had to teach her to lunge and get her used to being in the yard with cattle.

After a couple of weeks he sent Nancho Maru out into the homestead paddock to rest for a few days. Hughie and him went off in a Landrover to ‘reacquaint Uncle with some of his country’. Thats how Hughie said it. And that seemed to do the trick. When Uncle came back, he seemed just like his old self, making jokes.

Aunty was settling in too and seemed to be content with her cooking and drawing. Mr Duncan had been a good artist and had shown Aunty how to copy things with charcoal and pencils, so they looked real-life. ‘You’re a natural, Mrs Boko,’ he had told her early on. At first her drawings at the Cantwells were still of our old country, back on Dry River Station.

I helped Aunty with cooking and chores, and we talked and walked a lot to get a feel for our new surroundings. We went over to Elsie’s place a few times and got used to just knocking on the kitchen door and walking in, whether she was inside the kitchen or not. The first time we waited until she came back to the kitchen. She almost seemed cross that we hadn’t gone in and made ourselves some tea. We didn’t make that mistake again.

I loved going over to Elsie’s kitchen right from the start. It was in the bottom homestead with walls made of rock. The room was dark and cool and always smelt of fresh damper or scones. She had a proper iron oven and cooking pots of all shapes and sizes hanging from the walls. In the middle of the room was a big wooden table surrounded by an assortment of old chairs. Over the years we were to spend hours around that table talking, eating and laughing. Elsie Cantwell was a kind woman, always ready to lend a hand or share a joke.
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One day, about a week after we moved to Big Sky Station, me and Aunty were in Elsie’s kitchen, cooking up a pot of beef stew, when Uncle walked in. He was limping.

‘You all right?’ Aunty asked, showing a bit of worry.

‘Yeah. I’m okay. It’s just these boots.’ Uncle held up his left boot for us all to see. The heel was missing.

‘Bull kicked me. Lucky it only got my boot. I need to see Hughie,’ he said looking over at Elsie. She nodded and shuffled off into the house. Soon Hughie came out, wiping food off his mouth with his shirt sleeve.

‘Oh, Archie. You all right then?’

‘Yeah yeah, but I’ll need some new boots and trousers before we start that muster next week.’

Hughie pulled a little writing pad and pencil out of his pocket and leant on the table. We went back to our cooking, but we were all ears.

‘We usually pay you monthly, Archie, but since you just started I’ll give you your fortnight’s wages and we can take some for the boots and trousers,’ Hughie said without looking up, writing furiously on his notepad.

‘I think we’ll have your size in stock,’ he added. I looked at Uncle. He was looking at Aunty, mouth open. She didn’t know what was going on either and just shrugged and smiled.

‘Okay,’ Hughie continued, ‘head stockman’s wages $50 a week. Take out fifteen quid, sorry dollars, for board and food leaves $35 a week. For two weeks that’s $70 and I’ll take $ 10 for the boots and $3.50 for the trousers. That leaves you $56.50. I’ll be back in a minute.’

Without looking at Uncle he walked back into the other room, returning a few moments later with a small tin box. He pulled a key on a chain from his pocket and opened the box. All the time Uncle just stood without moving. Hughie counted out the money then held it up to Uncle.

‘Fifty-six dollars and fifty cents,’ he said looking at Uncle for the first time. There was silence for a while. Uncle just stood there looking at Hughie’s hand. Hughie jabbed his hand with the money at Uncle.

‘Here, Archie, your wages,’ he said. Finally Uncle’s hand moved up to take the money. He looked at it there in his hand, then looked at Aunty. She nodded. Uncle looked at the money again, swallowed hard and then put it in his pocket.

‘Here ya go, Archie,’ Elsie said, walking through the door with a new pair of trousers and boots in her hands. ‘If they don’t fit nice and snug bring ’em back.’ Elsie handed the gear to Uncle. She gave him a warm smile and returned to her cooking.

Uncle faked a smile in return. He raised his eyebrows at Aunty then turned and walked out in a daze. You see, in the old days Aboriginal mob working on stations never got paid with money. Whether you were a stockman or doing domestic work in the homestead, most time you got paid in rations.

Even Uncle, although he was well-respected and had a good boss back at Dry River, he too had never been paid in cash before. Him and Old Joe had an agreement. Uncle worked for Joe and Joe provided our food and clothes and anything else that Uncle wanted. Joe had bought the motor parts so that Uncle could build his Holden, even though it was a long time after Uncle had first asked him. Sitting around the fire that night Uncle was beaming.

‘I’ll be able to pay Joe for that Landrover proper whitefella way now.’ If he said it once he must have said it a hundred times. I think he was still saying it after he went to sleep.
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There was another little homestead right beside ours, just the same. I remember wondering who lived there the first morning we arrived but hadn’t thought about it much after that. A week or two later, an old Bedford truck pulled up. I recognised the driver. It was Daniel, Uncle’s brother, who had borrowed the Landrover from Dry River Station.

A woman sat in the front with a little baby in her lap. Two older boys swung down from the rear tray. One of them, a tall bloke, smiled straight at me, just as Uncle did when I hadn’t seen him for a while. I smiled back before realising I should be shamed. Dropping my head I turned to walk to Homestead Japu but had another look before I could stop myself. As he turned to grab some bags off the truck, he smiled at me again. I went inside.

The boy was Tyson, Daniel’s oldest son. The other was Sam and the baby was Delton. Daniel’s wife was Neena. Right from the start I liked her. She was easy to talk to and soon we were yarning a lot.
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There was a desert oak, kurrkara pulka, not far from our homestead that I liked to sit under. From there I could look out over the country to the south and east, where it was open and neverending. Sometimes the wind swished loudly as it whipped through the needle leaves, blocking out other noises. But I liked the gentle breeze best, the kind that got you up in the morning. Then it was sort of a haunting sound like people blowing through hollow water reeds. The old people believe that the leaves of the desert oak catch the voices of our ancestors flying over our country. Hearing that sound, those voices, and looking out at that open country brought on that big feeling I had inside when I first arrived. It made me feel part of this place.

One morning, Neena caught up to me while I was walking down the track.

‘What you do down here every morning, girl?’ Neena asked. I didn’t look at her or answer. ‘Oh, Ruby, its all right. I’m not teasing. I really want to know.’

She said it so openly that I knew she was being honest. So I told her. Well, her eyes got big and she looked at me for longer than I found comfortable. She thinks I’m crazy, I thought. As we approached the desert oak, Neena sat down cross-legged in the red sand and looked out across the plain. I went to my usual spot beside the gnarly, rough trunk. It was a perfect morning with a cool breeze and a cloudless, blue sky.

Walking back to the homestead later, I realised how easily I could get that big feeling inside. I couldn’t remember thinking anything after sitting down under that tree. That feeling had come on straight away and I had no idea how long I had been sitting there. The sun was a lot higher in the sky and the heat of the day had set in so it must have been a few hours. All I could remember was a sense of being the same as the earth, trees, birds, rocks. It was almost like flying through the country, being the country.

‘Ruby, wait up.’ It was Neena. I’d forgotten she was still back under the tree.

‘What happened while you were sitting under the tree?’ I trusted Neena and so I told her.

‘How old are you, Ruby?’ she asked, walking quickly to catch up.

‘Must be thirteen now, I reckon’. Since leaving school I’d lost track of the days and couldn’t remember if I was still twelve or not.

‘You’re an amazing girl, Ruby. What you were doing under that tree is something our old people did years ago, before whitefellas came to this land. Whitefellas call it meditation, but for us it’s remaking our spiritual connection to the country every day. In times past people would learn to do it from the old people through ceremony, but you have learnt it some other way.’

Neena looked at me for a moment, her head slightly tilted.

‘You are strong and wise for your age, Ruby. You have so much, your language and your culture, and your ancestors speak and teach you

Neena’s words trailed off as she looked out to the horizon. I was confused by her words. I didn’t yet understand how I was related to her, so I shouldn’t have asked but the questions came out before I was able to stop them.

‘Neena?’

‘Yes, Ruby?’ she replied.

‘You are a Luritja woman?’

‘Uwa.’

‘And this is your country?’ I was expecting the same answer but she didn’t reply, still looking away. She turned and sat down on the side of the track.

‘Yes and no, Ruby. I speak Luritja. I’m married to Daniel, he’s a Luritja man. I have Luritja children. This is Luritja country. But I never really knew my own mob or my country.’

I was shocked. I assumed that because she spoke Luritja and was married to a Luritja man, this must be her country too.

Neena patted the ground with her hand, signalling me to sit. She waited for me to get comfortable and then began ...
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My mob is Ugarapul. My country is down in Queensland and New South Wales.

Neena paused for a moment and looked up to see if I wanted her to continue. I nodded.

Many years ago my great-great-grandparents and great-grandparents lived in their country the old way. It is mostly mountain and range country across the Queensland, New South Wales border, south west of Brisbane, full of tucker and good water. They walked through this country depending on seasons and tucker and ceremony times. They looked after that mother country the same way you mob do here. Whitefellas moved into that country before my grandfather was born.

(Imagining Tjilpi’s father seeing whitefellas on horses for the first time sent a shiver through me).

They brought sheep and cattle with them and started killing malu and other animals that ate the grass. Their sheep and cattle ate many of our bush foods, so our people had trouble finding food as easily as they had before.

Then some of these whitefellas chased our mob from waterholes and rivers, so that their cattle and sheep could drink. Our people got angry and speared some sheep and cattle. In retaliation, many of our people, men, women and children were shot by those whitefellas!

Tjilpi’s mob had been shot by the Mt Wheeler whitefellas for killing a steer when they were hungry. ‘That white fella ownership thing is bad law,’ I whispered. Neena was looking up at the sky, lost in another time and place.

So they just stayed away from those places where the whitefellas had cattle and sheep, moved further up into the mountains. It was hard for the old people, they cried for their country and their mob. But our people were safe for many years.

When my great-grandfather was a young man, just been through business, our mob walked up to Baroon, which took many days. They did this every few years. At this place hundreds of people from the south of Queensland got together for a festival, to tell stories, trade things, find wives and to eat the Banya Bunya, the bunya nuts.

Here, other people told of their mobs being shot or poisoned by whitefellas. One mob had been wiped out at Kilcoy Creek, poisoned by flour laced with strychnine. I don’t know their name. I guess it was never mentioned as they were all killed.

Neena paused to wipe her eyes.

At that festival my great-grandfather took a wife. She was a Ngunda woman from Bribie Island. Not long after, my grandfather was born, back in our country. By this time the whitefellas and their cattle had moved right through our country. Our mob tried to steer clear of them but it was not possible. The men from a neighbouring clan fought back, and they killed a white man.

The government formed the Native Police, a group of Aboriginal men from distant lands under the charge of a murderous whitefella named Lieutenant Wheeler. Their payback for every white person killed was the murder of Aboriginal men, women and children. These Native Police were rewarded with rum and guns. There were some kind-hearted whitefellas who tried to help and they saw the Native Police for what they were, but they weren’t prepared to kill to protect us.

Many of our mob, including my great-grandfather, were tracked down and killed when they were trying to get their women and children to safety. My grandfather was only a boy. His aunties took him north into Yuggerra country, to a station owned by a whitefella named Tom Petrie.

Years earlier as a young man, Tom Petrie had gone to the Baroon festival with the Yuggerra mob. Even at that young age our people could see that he was different to many whitefellas. He spoke the Yuggerra language and was highly regarded by those people.

Word had got around that people who went and worked for him were safe from the Native Police. But when my grandfather’s aunties arrived at the station after many weeks of walking, there were already hundreds of Aboriginal people from all over trying to get work, such was the fear of the Native Police. They stayed for a while but fights broke out from rival clans who had old scores to settle and they got real lonely for our country. So they left again and headed back south.

Neena was silent for a while. She was about to continue, when we heard Daniel calling for her. We got up to return to the homestead, but as we did so, Neena stopped and turned to face me, her eyes red and puffy.

‘Ruby, my grandfather was the last of our mob to know his language and culture, the last to know who he truly was. You must keep your language and culture strong, no matter what happens. You must fight for it Ruby.’
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From that day on I walked down to my desert oak every morning and reconnected with our country and ancestors, even when it rained. If Neena joined me she would leave Delton with Aunty. Sharing her story had brought us closer, but not close enough for me to ask about her grandfather, even though I wanted to know more.

Most mornings, once I’d returned, I’d have tea and damper with Neena and Delton and Sam. If Elsie needed a hand, we would go and help her cook or Neena might take us down onto the plain to look for bush tucker.

Some days Neena and I wouldn’t go anywhere but would sit happily and talk on the verandah or in Neena’s room. She had a whole pile of books and I’d spend hours going through them. Every day after lunch I’d open up a writing book that Neena had given me. It was the first thing I felt I really owned, and it felt good to have something special just for me. It had a hard green cover and inside Neena had written, ‘My dearest Ruby, Your language and culture tell you who you are. Stay strong and smart. Love Neena.’ Inside it had a page with lines for writing and a page opposite for drawing.

In the afternoons I’d write and draw and Neena would help. Sometimes she’d suggest that I write about something we’d seen, like the day we sat behind some mulga trees on a little rise in the ground and watched a nintaka kill a big brown tiger snake with its tail. The nintaka attracted the snake by moving its tail in the dirt while keeping the rest of its body still. Thinking the tail was food, the snake struck but the nintaka was faster and hit the snake over and over until it was dead. Then he ate it. Amazing. The next time we ate nintaka we took the carcass and buried it near an ant mound. A few days later we dug it up and it became clear why the nintaka was so deadly. On the end of its tail was a large triangularshaped piece of hard bone.

We left many other dead animals near that ant mound so we could examine their skeletons. We learnt that birds have very fine and light bones, which helps them to fly, and that malu has a big elastic-like piece of string called a tendon that stretches around its leg bones. When the muscles pull on that tendon it makes the malu jump very high. I drew many pictures of these skeletons and bones and the animals they came from.

Sometimes Neena suggested that I write about something we had done or made, like cooking at Elsie’s place or the one time we built a wiltja for Sam. We went off that time with Aunty and baby Delton and scooped out some sand where we wanted to make the wiltja. A large branch of a desert oak had fallen and we broke off smaller branches from that. Three bent sticks about as thick as Neena’s arm made the frame and kurrkara branches formed the casing over the frame. Sam and Delton loved it and played in it all day.

The next day Neena asked Hughie to come and tell us about cubby houses, white kids’ wiltjas. He drew some pictures — sketches Neena called them — and told us how they are made.

‘Why don’t we make one of these for Sam and Delton too?’ Neena suggested. So I showed Uncle the sketches and asked him how we could make one. Together we got wood for the frame, tin for the walls and roof, door hinges and nails. Then Uncle and Daniel and Tyson and me built it close to the wiltja. Sam thought it was really good and gave it to Delton.

Neena then got me to think about what we had done. ‘What things are the same between a whitefella house and a wiltja?’

‘They stop the wind and make shade,’ I answered.

‘Well done. Now what things aren’t the same?’

I had to think about this. ‘They’re made of different things,’ I offered. Neena nodded but she wanted more.

‘Wiltja’s made from kurrkara. That cubby house had tin and hinges and nails.’

‘Yes but what else?’ Neena continued. This was hard. I gave her a cranky look but she just smiled at me.

‘Well ... the cubby will stay longer?’

‘Yeah,’ said Neena as though she hadn’t even thought of that. After a while she said, ‘Before whitefellas and cat- de stations, did our mob need houses that lasted a long time?’This was easy.

‘Wiya. Our mob walked through our country all the time.’

Still she wasn’t satisfied.’ Where do the tin and nails come from, Ruby?’ she asked. I didn’t know. I shrugged.

Neena pulled an old schoolbook off the table. She opened it and showed me photographs of strange machines making big holes in the ground. I had seen one of these machines once at Dry River Station. Uncle told us it was an excavator and said it was for making dams. We had skipped school the next day and walked out to watch that excavator being used to build One Mile Dam, the biggest and newest dam on Dry River Station. We didn’t watch for long though. Uncle spotted us and chased us back to school. I know he wasn’t happy about building dams but he seemed to accept it as long as they weren’t near sacred places.

Me and Neena talked for a long time about mining and metals and I decided I didn’t like this whitefella business of making holes in our country.

A few days later Neena said, ‘Your writing is getting good, Ruby Do you want to learn to write Luritja?’

The question took me by surprise. I had never thought about writing Luritja. I didn’t know it was possible. ‘You can write Luritja?’ I asked. Neena nodded.

‘Ruby, not many people can write Luritja. But it won’t be hard for you now that you can write good English, and it will be really important for our people in years to come.’

That was it. We started there and then. From that day on I wrote in both English and Luritja. At first I could only write a few words in Luritja but I learnt it really quickly. Sometimes I wrote about different things in each language but Neena always encouraged me to write the same story in both languages. The reason for this I came to understand a few weeks later.

One afternoon I began writing a story. Usually I would write in English first and then write the same story in Luritja but this day I started in Luritja first. It just happened and as I continued I wondered about why Neena had taught me to write in English first? I thought about it for a while and decided there were several possible reasons. A few days later I asked her.

‘Ruby, you know that I never learnt my language. It was lost with my grandfather. I grew up speaking and writing English. English is a hard language. Luritja is an oral language that you’ve learned really good from your mob, way better than I will ever speak it. It’s only in the last five or ten years that Luritja has been written down. Some whitefellas called linguists have been working with some of your mob from other places to make up a way of writing Luritja. And they’ve done a really smart thing’

I looked up. She certainly had my attention.

‘Look, in English one sound can be spelt up to five different ways, but in this new way of writing Luritja one sound can only be spelt one way.’

This was really interesting. ‘So you taught me English first because it was easier to teach?’

‘Yeah, that’s a big part of it, although I could have taught you Luritja first, at least the basics, enough to get you going. But I figured we might as well get stuck into the harder stuff, writing English, as you had already started that at school?’ I nodded. ‘Ruby, can I tell you something I believe strongly?’

I nodded again. I was intrigued as to where this conversation was going. ‘When there’s something really important to do, most times you will see two paths. One path seems easy and the other more difficult. Lots of people take the easy path. Not me, Ruby. Short-cuts never work. They are always dead-ends. Always take the harder path, Ruby. You will need strength and wisdom for it but it’s the right way, the way to grow. Easy way’s no good.’

I thought through what Neena had said. ‘So is learning to write in English and Luritja an important thing for me to do?’

Neena hugged me then stood back with her hands on my shoulders. ‘You’re a smart one Ruby,’ she said.

The heat of shame began to rise in my face but I knew she was leading me somewhere important, away from my easy path to a more difficult one, one that would make me the best I could be for my mob.

‘Ruby, there are going to be big changes for our mobs in the next twenty years, some good, some not so good. But we’re gunna have more say about these changes. The rules will still be made by whitefella governments but they’re starting to listen to what we have to say. People from our mob who can walk in both worlds, talk and write in both languages, are going to be very important, Ruby. And they will need to be strong and wise. It will be a hard journey.’
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Sitting under kurrkara pulka one morning I didn’t look for that big feeling. Instead I was thinking about Big Sky Station. I looked up towards Homestead Japu and the double homestead and around our country. I still missed our mob back at Dry River Station but I was happy here.

I had a bigger family now, with Neena and Daniel’s mob, and we were living with our country and ancestors. Kulikutu, the hot time, had come and gone twice, as had warrikutu, the cold weather. And for the second time since we had been at Big Sky, it was pirriyakutu, the time when everything grew and the animals had young ones and the winds start to blow. Uncle and Daniel would be off for ceremonies soon and Aunty and Neena would be busy with women’s business.

I hadn’t been to school since leaving Dry River but I was learning more than ever. I had learnt to write two very different languages, English and Luritja. I had learnt about our country, the animals and plants, seasons and weather, people and medicine, and I was also learning about whitefella ways and the differences between our cultures — like how we made wiltjas and they made cubby houses. I thought back to Dry River and how hard I had struggled to understand why Mr Duncan made us say ‘Good morning’ and introduce ourselves over and over.

Neena was teaching me both ways. I was amazed at what she had helped me learn, without me even knowing it. I became curious as to how she knew all the whitefella stuff and I started thinking again about her grandfather, about the story of her ancestors. I didn’t know much about her life but now that I knew how we were related, I could ask.
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I found Neena sitting on the verandah of her homestead reading a paper, what whitefellas call a newspaper. She heard me come up the steps and unlike Aunty who would still pretend not to hear, Neena put down her paper and held out her arms.

‘Your grandfather,’ I said softly.

Neena leant back against the wall and looked out at the country, almost as if she knew that was why I’d come. After a while she drew in a deep breath and began the rest of her story ...
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Back in our country my grandfather’s aunties met up with people from other family groups and clans who’d survived the Native Police. They lived near the station homestead of a whitefella, who gave them rations and clothes and shelter in return for work.

They were scared and they stopped moving through their country. The Native Police were still around and so were some sheep and cattle owners, who were almost as bad. My grandfather grew up with cattle and he was a good horseman. His aunties worked around the homestead yard. They learnt to grow vegetables and look after the fruit trees and chooks.

While they were at the station, grandfather married my grandmother. They did this the Christian way as the station owner, a good man, was a German Baptist, who insisted that everyone followed Christian law. My grandmother was Aboriginal but she didn’t know her mob. Her father was a whitefella, I don’t know who or where from.

Not long after, my father Herman was born. He lived all his young life on that station. Like his father he was a good cattleman and horseman. He was brought up a Christian and so he lost his language and culture.

I don’t know what happened to my great-aunties but they left to visit some family they had found out about. They never returned. Not long after, word got back to my grandfather that Aboriginal people had been poisoned at a station waterhole.

My father wanted to go and see but grandfather and his boss wouldn’t let him for fear that he might be killed too. Another Aboriginal family had come to the station for work and they were taken on since my great-aunties had gone. The oldest daughter was Dora, my mother. I never knew her. She died giving birth to me.

Around the same time my grandfather died. At least he died on his own country and could remember his language so that he could talk with his ancestors. When my father lost his father and wife, he started drinking, One day he got into a fight and injured another Aboriginal man. He ran away and was never heard of again. I think he must have died or been killed because, from what I’ve been told, he was a gentle man and would have come and found me if he had been still alive.

Neena’s voice faltered and she began to cry. When she’d settled I got up to leave, but she held my arm. She wanted to finish.

I was sent to Brighton Home, an orphanage in Brisbane. It was a tough place run by nuns. I don’t remember much love there, but I had other Aboriginal kids around. I heard some bad stories, but nothing really bad happened to me. I guess the good thing was that I learnt to take care of myself. But I could have grown up to be a hard person if it hadn’t been for Toby Cross.

‘Who was Toby Cross?’ Neena smiled.

He was a Ugarapul man brought up on missions and in homes. He was the gentlest, most caring person I have ever known. It was Toby who told me a lot of what I have just talked about. As a young kid he lived on missions and his mother was my grandfather’s sister. She told him a lot of our family’s story.

Toby got sent to Brighton Home when he was a boy and had worked and lived there ever since. When I met him he was the cleaner. He didn’t like it but he got fed and clothed and it was all he knew. I guess he was too afraid, or too tired, to leave.

When I was eleven or twelve he sent a message round to a group of mostly older kids to meet him under the big fig tree after afternoon chores. He told us about being free Aboriginal people. I remember him saying that he was a slave to these whitefellas and that we would be too if we stayed in the home. Toby had a plan to get us out. He spoke mostly to an older boy called Marcus who had just arrived and who would become the leader. That night Toby and Marcus sneaked all of us, eight kids in all, out and onto a goods train heading west. I will never forget being in Toby’s arms, not wanting to leave. We were both crying. ‘Keep going west, Neena. Be free. Keep going west,’ are the only words I remember him saying.

So that’s what I did. Marcus and me and a boy named Joseph made it all the way to Cunamulla about five hundred miles west of Brisbane, and then kept going. It must have taken us a year or more. Many times we nearly got caught but Marcus was smart and he knew how to find food and water in the bush and stay away from the police. He always kept me near him. Eventually, we stopped on Kelton Downs Station near Quilpie where a big mob of Aboriginal people was living and working and seemed happy enough.

Marcus and Joseph worked as ringers and found wives there. Me? I became friends with the station owner’s daughter, a white woman. Don’t know how, really. Her name was Hilda Hindmarsh and she was a bit older than me. She was the first white woman who really saw me as equal. Maybe she pitied me, I dunno. But soon we started to read books together and talked about them.

Hilda was a fiery woman. She knew about the Native Police and despised them. She said that if they ever dared to set foot on the station there would be blood shed. The Native Police had been closed down years earlier but I still reckon that Hilda meant what she said and would have been out there with a shotgun. Some of the young fellas were real interested in me for a wife but I just couldn’t do it. Hilda always gave me refuge when I was trying to hide from them.

When Hilda agreed to marry a young fella from further north, I thought I would never see her again. But she asked me to accompany her. And so we moved to Golden Plains Station near Boulia. Riley, Hilda’s husband, was a good man. He never said much. When they had their first child they called him Toby, after Toby Cross, and we set about raising him together.

A few years later, when I was about seventeen or eighteen, a group of men arrived. They were droving a big mob of cattle to Golden Plains Station from the Northern Territory. One of the men was a tall, strong man called Daniel and the other men were his brothers. When I saw Daniel, something changed in me. I felt that everything that had happened to me since leaving Toby was to get me to here, to meet this Daniel. Toby’s words came ringing back in my ears. ‘Go west Neena. Be free! Keep going west’.

Neena paused for a few moments.

And now here I am, Ruby. I am a Luritja woman. I have my mob, my family. I have my language. I have my culture and I have the will to fight so that more of our people can be truly free.
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It was only some time later that I came to understand how it was that Neena could be so happy and strong, despite, no, because of, what she had been through.

One day we were sitting quietly in the kitchen. After a while Neena noticed the headline of a newspaper that was lying on the floor. It was the Adelaide Advertiser.

She reached over and picked it up.

‘This makes me wild, Ruby’, she said, pointing to the headline. It read ‘Nine out of Ten Australians Vote ‘Yes’. Aborigines — Australian Citizens!’

‘What’s it about?’ I asked.

‘This is a paper from last year, 1967. It seems that all the whitefellas in Australia have voted for Aboriginal people to be Australian citizens.’

‘To be what?’

‘Australian citizens’, she repeated. ‘It means that we are now seen as coming from this country.’

That was so silly it made me want to laugh. Our mob was here way before whitefellas. I could see though that many whitefellas might not understand this because we didn’t have this ownership thing happening. However as things were to turn out this was the beginning of some important things for our mob.
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We lived happily for many seasons at Big Sky Station. Aunty Alice, Neena and Elsie spent a lot of time together, me too of course — cooking, mending clothes, growing vegetables, yarning, drinking cups of tea.

Through that time I became a woman, and with Neena’s help, Aunty prepared me for women’s responsibilities. We went on bush trips, where they taught me about keeping women’s knowledge and bush food. I did not notice it at the time but looking back I can see how Aunty started talking differently to me, expecting me to know more and to show more initiative.

Uncle Archie was often away with Hughie and Jack Cantwell and Daniel, doing cattle business or taking care of country with Tjilpi and Daniel. I missed seeing him.

He would sometimes drive over to Dry River Station to pick up Tjilpi and I could always tell when he was going to do that. He’d get very playful and almost childlike. Sometimes Tjilpi would come back and stay with us for a while. Don’t think Uncle ever saw Joe Mogren though. At least he never spoke about if if he did.
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I was about seventeen when Tyson went off with Uncle and Daniel for ceremony into manhood. Tyson and me were good friends. When he was home we’d walk and talk for hours. I told him about many of the things that Neena and I talked about, though not the secret business.

He’d tell me about musters and horse-breaking, his life as a young child, and sometimes little bits about what he and Uncle and Daniel talked about. We both felt strong about our language and culture, and passing it on to kids. I guess I mightn’t have felt this way if I hadn’t met Neena and heard her story.

Maybe that’s why it was so important for Tyson too. Anyway, that’s how we talked about our future together, about how we’d grow up our kids. We never once said to each other that we wanted to be together, but I think everyone knew that Tyson and I would be married. We certainly wanted to, me and him.

Not long after Tyson returned from initiation, Aunty Alice called me up to the kitchen. She was doing bead work and spoke to me without looking up.

‘Good to see that young fella back. He’s a strong man that one. Uncle says he’s real handy at cattle and horse work. Learning fast about this country too. Neena and Daniel are very proud of him.’ She looked up at me seriously. ‘Uncle says he’ll be looking for a wife soon, right skin for you, girl.’

This was a question. Aunty and Uncle knew that me and Tyson were close. I think Aunty was just checking to make sure it was what I really wanted. She was about to say more but I stopped her by leaning over the table and softly putting my finger against her lips. I couldn’t contain my smile.

‘Uwa,’ I whispered.

So Tyson and I were married and in the proper Luritja way. I felt proud that I’d kept my promise to myself and married a man who was strong and did his law right way, and who was funny like Uncle. Tyson came to live with us at Homestead Japu.
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Over the years Uncle and Hughie and Jack Cantwell become firm friends and showed great respect for each other. They spent a lot of time together, though I didn’t really know what they talked about, cattle I suppose.

One day, on his way back from Alice Springs, Jack Cantwell brought Tjilpi to live with us. He had been waiting on the road for a few days. He was old but finding food and water were still no problem for him. We hadn’t seen him for a few seasons but he looked younger than I had remembered. Maybe it was because I was growing older too.

Once Tjilpi came to stay, I saw even less of Uncle. Him and that old man and Daniel and Tyson seemed to be heading out more often, singing up our country and doing ceremonies. Sometimes Hughie and Jack went too. When I did see Uncle, he seemed his happy old self, although sometimes I’d find him looking off towards Dry River Station all teary-eyed.

‘I’m getting old and weak,’ he’d laugh if he saw me watching him and wipe his eyes.

And Uncle did pay off his debt to Old Joe. Hughie or Jack would drop in a couple of hundred dollars every few months on their way to Alice Springs. They always came back and told Uncle how Joe was and what was happening on Dry River Station. Even though Uncle never asked, we all knew he appreciated it. We heard that Lex had married Sarah Bloomfield and that she’d moved up to Dry River from Adelaide and that they’d had a son, Bobby. But she’d returned to Adelaide soon after, with the child. Apparently she couldn’t cope living with Lex. We all knew Old Joe would have been heartbroken.
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Even though I was now a married woman, I still spent a lot of time reading and writing with Neena and we began to talk a lot about whitefella law To us the laws seemed to favour the whitefellas who owned the most. The more you owned, the more you needed to be protected from others trying to take it from you. Even though I’d experienced the powerful feeling of having something just for myself, this ownership thing still seemed like bad law. Seemed to me it was a part of whitefella culture that kept people apart, created distrust and started fights.

Aunty was often with us during these talks. She was usually sewing or doing bead work and didn’t say much, but I knew she was happy that me and Neena were talking about these things. I guess it sort of gave her a break from having to grow me up.

We were all determined to keep our culture alive, through our language and by making sure we did things that bound our family mobs together through respect and obligation. We all wanted to keep our family close to mother earth.

Tyson and I had two boys in that time. When our first son was born, Tjilpi said to Uncle that he should be called Titus, after Tjilpi’s brother. This was that old mans country and Tjilpi thought it right that Uncle’s grandson, who would one day be the custodian of this country, should carry that name. It was a smart thing for that old custodian to do. It guaranteed that the country would be looked after. Anyone carrying that name would be obligated for life to do so. Our second boy we called Herman, after Neena’s father.
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One evening at dusk we were sitting in front of the fire out front of Homestead Japu. It was a clear evening with a cold, south-easterly breeze. I was facing the west, but looking south towards the last light. As I turned to straighten my body, I noticed dark clouds looming over the jagged cliffs to the west.

I looked hard at those cliffs. It was a part of our country we hadn’t walked. When I had headed out to explore them as a teenager, Aunty had pulled me back saying they were too dangerous to explore alone. I’d never thought to go there again. All our women’s business was in the other direction. I had all but forgotten those cliffs on the horizon, and perhaps that would have been a good thing, but they weren’t going to let me. A shudder passed down my spine as the wind changed and a blustery westerly blew in from that dark rock. Aunty must have been watching me.

‘You all right, Ruby?’ she asked.

‘Don’t know Aunty. Those cliffs ... ’ I murmured to myself, then louder so that Aunty could hear. ‘Those cliffs, there’s a story for me there, and it’s not good.’

Another shudder shot down my spine. I stood, arms folded with a blanket wrapped around my shoulders. I wasn’t afraid and without thinking I yelled out.

‘Tell me what I must know! Tell me what I must know,’ I demanded, turning towards Aunty.

Neena and Daniel andTjilpi and Tyson were all there, but none of them moved. Not even Hughie. Aunty looked at Uncle. He nodded, then hung his head.

‘Tell me, Aunty. I want to know.’

Aunty leant forward. The campfire flames flickered and leapt across her round face. I was glad she didn’t come and sit by me.
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Ruby, you know I am not your birth mother.

I nodded. It had never mattered to me, but somehow I knew this was about my mother even though Aunty and I had never talked about her.

Your grandmother’s name was Makinti. She was Tjilpi’s younger sister, a powerful woman. Makinti married an Aranda man, big boss man for that mob. Their mob used to walk through this country too from time to time. Some of their ceremony tracks pass through here. One time when your mother was a baby their mob was walking through on the other side of those cliffs.

Aunty took a deep breath, gathering courage.

That murderous Mt Wheeler mob was out looking for people to pay for a bull that had been slaughtered. They came across your grandmother’s mob and drove them with stockwhips and guns up to the top of those cliffs. All that family jumped rather than being taken by those men.

Aunty dropped her head in her hands. I thought about Neena’s mob and the Native Police and Tjilpi’s mob at Karru Pilti, and now my own mother and grandmother. It dawned on me that Aboriginal people all over this land had been murdered — men, women and children. I closed my eyes and felt the pain of lost family and terrified children. And then the anger rose up and welled inside me. I forced my eyes open and I wiped away my tears.

Your mother, Wonki, was in Makinti’s arms. She survived the fall. Tjilpi was travelling through this side with a hunting party a few days later and heard the cries of a baby. He found your mother sitting beside Makinti’s body. Tjilpi took her back and grew her up.

I looked across at that old man. He was sitting up straight, smiling with tears streaming down his cheeks.

‘Wonki tji tji palya*,’ he said, remembering that little child.

So Wonki was Aranda by birth, but she was brought up Luritja. She lived with us at Dry River Station all her life.

Wonki, your mother was my dear friend, Ruby. She was a happy, free person, and the kindest I knew to people and animals.

I had held back the flood till then. The pain, the hurt, the sudden longing to know a mother I never knew was too big. Neena held me while Aunty kept talking.

One day a young Pintupi man, Joseph Tjakamarra, walked into Dry River Station from way out near the Western Australia border. He had decided to leave his country and walk east to see what was there, three hundred miles east. He was wild and free, just like Wonki. Being Pintupi and Luritja they could talk with each other. I had never seen a man and a woman laugh so much together. Soon they had a baby girl. It was you, Ruby. When you were a baby, Joseph and Wonki walked you all over this country. You would all leave camp with nothing but a spear and a small axe and would return a week later looking fat and happy. It worried us at first as no one else was wandering around our country much at that time, but soon we realised they were fine. He was a true nomadic blackfella, a real expert bushman.

It made sense to me now. ‘That’s how I know this country. When we arrived I felt like I’d been here before.’ Aunty nodded.

After two or three summers, Ruby, Wonki got sick.

You stayed with me and Archie while Old Joe took Wonki and Joseph into Alice Springs. They never returned. Wonki died in that Native Ward. It was tuberculosis, Joe told us. Joseph walked out of Alice Springs to the north. He probably died in the bush. Apparently he’d cut himself up pretty badly in the sorry business in town. Otherwise he would have come back for you, Ruby.

My heart burst, my pain overflowing to the red sand below my feet. Neena held me tight and Tyson stroked my head. I looked at him and our two boys asleep in the sand in front of the fire. I looked over to Neena.

‘We are the same, Neena, you and me,’ I said. ‘I am Aranda and Pintupi and never knew my parents or my language. But like you, I am a Luritja woman.’

Neena, Aunty and me sat and talked around the fire long into the night. Aunty finally fell asleep, but Neena and I were still talking when the sun rose to the east.
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Something big changed for me that night around the campfire. Life became bitter-sweet — more beautiful but also more fragile than I had ever realised. It was a more realistic view, and it made me appreciate the good times.

Neena and I had always been close but now we were inseparable. I was desperate to make sure my children grew up as proud and free Luritja people. I also knew that they needed to understand how whitefellas think and talk, so they could always be equal in this land.

I now knew about my kin, my ancestors who I had never met, and I started to feel their presence around me. I knew more of the stories about my mob that this country had to tell. Even though they were often sad stories, they bonded me to our land. I felt I belonged here more than ever before.
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Not long after Aunty had told me the story of my family, a letter came for Uncle. It was the first letter I can ever remember him getting. We were all sitting out front of Neena’s homestead when Hughie brought it over. He had just returned from in Alice Springs. It was kulikutu, the hot time, so Uncle wasn’t doing a lot of work. Hughie handed it to Uncle with the hint of a smile on his face, like he already knew what the letter was about. Uncle looked at it front and back, then looked at us.

We all gathered around to read the words on the envelope:

Mr Archie Tjangala
C/— Big Sky Station, Via Alice Springs
Northern Territory

A stamp on the corner of the envelope was marked 22 nd December 1974.

‘Well open it,’ Aunty said, getting impatient.

Uncle carefully opened the envelope and passed it to Aunty. He could read but he was too nervous. Aunty started reading.

Dear Mr Tjangala

Mr Martin Jampijinpa of the Aboriginal Land Fund Commission has identified you as a Luritja traditional owner of lands currently under the pastoral leases of Dry River Station, Big Sky Station and Snake Bend Station.

The Commonwealth Department of Aboriginal Affairs has initiated a program of acquiring pastoral leases on behalf of Aboriginal people where traditional ownership can be proven. You may be aware that the pastoral lease on Willowra Station has just been acquired on behalf of the Walpiri traditional owners.

The Department wishes to investigate your claim to traditional ownership on the above-mentioned leases. One of our anthropologists, Mr Snoyke Sneider, is available to assist you in documenting your claim. Mr Hughbert Cantwell, current leaseholder of lands known as Big Sky Station has consented to Mr Sneider meeting with you at Big Sky Station from the 4th to the 6th of March 1975, to begin the documentation. The Prime Minister, the Most Honourable Gough Whitlam wishes you well in this endeavour.’

No-one said anything. We were all trying to make sense of these words.

‘Who’s the letter from?’ Archie finally asked.

Aunty looked carefully at the bottom of the letter. ‘It’s signed by Gordon Bryant. Minister for Aboriginal Affairs.’

‘What’s it mean?’ Archie asked, passing the letter back to Hughie.

‘Two years ago the Commonwealth Government changed and Gough Whitlam’s Labour Party was elected. They created a department called the Department of Aboriginal Affairs. Last year this government agreed to set up a fund to buy back leases on traditional land for Aboriginal traditional owners in the Northern Territory. It hasn’t been set up yet but the government has started buying up some leases and negotiating for the sale of others.’

‘What do they mean by “Aboriginal traditional owners?” asked Uncle. I wondered that too, as I’d always had a problem with that whole white business around ownership.

‘Look, I know you mob do not see yourselves as owners of this land. If anything you could say that the land owns you. You serve the land.’ Hughie looked towards Uncle for agreement, who nodded adding ‘both ways’, meaning that it was equal between us mob and our country. We looked after each other. Hughie continued.

‘But the government will only start talking about buying the lease for Big Sky Station if it can be shown in whitefella law that you own the land. That’s how they look at it. You have to be comfortable with that, Archie. It doesn’t mean anything will change for you. It’s just whitefellas will see it a bit differently, and

Hughie was going to say more but must have thought better of it. We all sat again in silence, thinking. It was confusing but I remembered Neena saying that governments were starting to listen more to Aboriginal people. And even if it meant they still saw country as being owned, maybe it was worth it so we could stay on our land.

After a while Hughie started talking again. He held the letter up.

‘Willowra Station has been bought, and I believe that Wave Hill, Mt Ebenezer, Utopia and Murray Downs Stations are all being talked about at the moment. But like I said, before the government will start talking, the Aboriginal claim to the land has to be proven whitefella way.’

‘Why should we have to show that we own the land whitefella way? Why can’t them government fellas understand our way?’ Archie asked Hughie. Hughie spoke slowly and softly.

‘You’re right, Archie. It doesn’t seem right. But what if this is just a stage, one step in a longer journey that will lead governments and whitefellas to truly understanding your relationship to country?’

‘Do you think that’s what’s happening?’ Archie asked.

‘Well it’s possible, Archie. The fact that governments are now buying land to keep Aboriginal people on their traditional country is positive, isn’t it? It’s the first time that has happened in this country. Maybe it’s just the start of the journey?’

If what Hughie was saying was true, then it probably was a good thing. I looked at Neena. She nodded. Hughie brought Uncle around too.

‘How do we show we belong to this country in whitefella law?’ Uncle asked.

‘That’s what the anthropologist does, I guess,’ Hughie replied. ‘You have to show that your ancestors have been walking through and taking care of this land for a long time. You have to show that you know the history of this country. They’ll also want to know where the boundaries to your lands are.’

Archie nodded, scratched his head, looked into the fire and started thinking about this.

‘And I believe this Sneider fella talks Pitjantjatjara really good,’ Hughie said.

Pitjantjarjara and Luritja mobs are closely related, so the languages are similar, which meant that Uncle, Tjilpi and Daniel would be able to talk with him in their language. That made Uncle happier, but there was still something bothering him. Aunty noticed it too.

‘Nyuntu palya?’ she asked.

‘Uwa,’ he replied, in a way that made us all know he wasn’t. He stood up, walked back to Homestead Japu and sat on the steps. Hughie followed, and sat beside him. I realised then what good friends they had become. It was a hot, still evening. I was sitting close to the homestead and could faintly hear their voices. Uncle spoke first.

‘We show we belong to this land, whitefella way with this Sneider fella. Then the government mob starts talking with you and Jack?’ Hughie nodded. ‘Then what? That government mob give you some money for this place and you pack up and leave?’ I knew right then what was troubling Uncle. He didn’t want Hughie and Jack to leave. Hughie knew it too.

‘Look Archie, it’ll probably take years for you to do enough work with the anthropologist to satisfy the government. That Sneider fella will want to visit a lot of this country, I reckon. And by that time we’ll be ready to leave.’ Uncle looked up at Hughie.

‘I’ve been meaning to tell you for some time, Archie. Jack is not well. He’ll need to get back to a cooler place in the next few years and Elsie wants to go back to Adelaide. We’ve got new grandkids that we haven’t seen.

‘If we have to leave in a few years and the lease isn’t bought out by the government for you mob, then I’ll just have to put it on the market. Sure I’d try to make sure the right people came in here but I couldn’t hold out forever. We’d have to pay our debts sooner or later. But it could work out really good. If you decide to work with this Sneider bloke to show that this is your country then I promise I’ll stay until it’s finished one way or the other, even if Jack and Elsie have to go back south.’

Uncle looked at Hughie, then out into the darkness. Finally he nodded and smiled. They shook hands and Hughie patted Uncle on the back.
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A few months later, when the weather was getting a bit cooler, the anthropologist arrived in his old, overburdened Landrover.

Snoyke Sneider was an odd name but it suited him. He was a strange man, at least to look at, the longest man I’d ever seen. He was a head taller than Uncle. Hughie didn’t even come up to his chest. And skinny! Aunty said he made Boney Bob look like a woman with child.

And he was pink. I had never seen a pink person before. We started calling him ‘that pinkfella’. Not that you ever got to see much of his skin. He was always covered from head to toe in clothes. Neena told me that pink skin burns really in the sun. I’d never thought of the sun burning someone’s skin.

And Snoyke had white hair, not grey like Tjilpi and Old Joe and Hughie, white like the snow I’d seen in books. It hung down to the middle of his back, although he tied it up like a horse’s tail. The day he arrived we all just stood there looking at him unloading his Landrover. Hughie went over and shook his hand and talked with him. Then they headed our way.

The pinkfella was loaded up like a pack horse, long rolls of paper under his arms and a bag in each hand. He took one step for every two of Hughie’s. He went straight up to Uncle and started talking with him. Snoyke Sneider was truly a Pitjantjatjara man. I closed my eyes and had I not already seen this strange-looking fella, I would have sworn he was one of our own mob. He talked that good!

After a while Uncle and Snoyke and Hughie went into Elsie’s kitchen. We followed of course. Those rolls of paper were whitefella maps, like the ones Mr Duncan had shown us at school. But these were much bigger. Tjilpi and Daniel came over and joined in. They were there long after sunset talking and pointing at those maps. Snoyke did a lot of writing. Us mob got hungry and tired and went home for a feed and a sleep.

We saw that pinkfella many times through the next few seasons. Usually he’d come out and pick up Uncle and Tjilpi and Daniel and off they’d go for a few days. Uncle got to like him a lot. He even started inviting him for ceremonies, which Snoyke would have written about in his books, for sure. He often brought us presents from Alice Springs — dresses, books, toys for the kids. We got to like him a lot, too.

One day they were talking over those maps in the kitchen when I walked in looking for Elsie. I noticed drawings and Luritja writing on the maps before Uncle managed to turn one of them over. It must have been men’s business and sacred sites. I left quickly.

Not long after that Snoyke asked Aunty and Neena and me about women’s dreaming tracks through this country, and where bush tucker could be found. We went out a few times with him for the day, showing him bush food or women’s camps, not the secret ones of course.
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Uncle got more letters from that Bryant fella and then a Cavanagh fella who followed Bryant, confirming that the government knew that him and Tjilpi and Daniel and Snoyke were working on proving ‘ownership’ of our country. One of the letters was from Wenten Rubuntja, the Vice-Chairman of the newly formed Central Land Council, asking Uncle to go to Amoonguna, near Alice Springs for a special meeting. I remember Uncle and Hughie talking about this meeting. Uncle wasn’t going to go. It was warrikutu, the cold weather, and there was a lot of cattle work on. Snoyke was also due out for another trip.

‘What’s this meeting about?’ asked Archie.

‘It means that the Commonwealth Government is getting really serious about keeping Aboriginal mob on their country here in Central Australia. And they want Aboriginal people to administer these lands, which menas to look after the funds, the resources, the services, the protocols and the future claims. That’s why they’ve set up this organisation called the Central Land Council.’ Hughie stopped to see what Archie thought.

Archie nodded and Hughie continued with a little more excitement in his voice. ‘And I also reckon it means they are looking seriously at Big Sky for you mob, right now.’ That got Archie’s attention. He straightened and looked intensely at Hughie.

‘I think you should go to this meeting, Archie. We’ll be fine with the cattle.’

‘Have they been talking with you, Hughie?’

‘Just enough to let me know they’re getting serious,’ Hughie replied with a grin.

Hughie gave Uncle his Landrover to get there.
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Uncle started going regularly to those meetings and one day he was elected to the first Council of the Central Land Council.

The government mob started talking with Hughie and Jack about selling Big Sky Station. Hughie told us about the first meeting where he insisted that Uncle be involved in all the following meetings. We were happy and sad at the same time, especially Uncle. He had lost one best friend, Old Joe, and now, one way or another, he was going to lose another one.

I had a little baby girl in this time and called her Wonki after the grandmother she would never know. Neena and me kept teaching our kids just the same way Neena had taught me. They learnt both Luritja way and white-fella way.
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On the twenty-fifth of November 1977 a big mob of government fellas and members of the Central Land Council came out to Big Sky Station for a ‘hand-over’ ceremony. The Commonwealth Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Mr IanViner, came all the way from Canberra.

It was hot so Uncle hung a big canvas from my desert oak. Me and Aunty and Neena and Elsie cooked for three days beforehand so there was plenty of tucker for everyone. In the morning Daniel and Tyson got some malu and nintaka, and we had collected bush food too.

Tjilpi, Uncle, Aunty, Tyson and our kids, Daniel and Neena were there. Uncle Dougie and his kids and grandkids walked across from Dry River Station for the occasion. Aunty Ellie’s kids and grandkids and Marcia and her family got a lift with some of the government people. We didn’t know they were coming. They all just turned up the night before. We didn’t sleep much but none of us was tired as we were all too excited.

Tjilpi was singing and dancing all morning. Even Uncle joined in. I’ll never forget us all sitting there under my kurrkara pulka before the ceremony began. Leaning back against that old tree, Wonki asleep in my arms, I looked out towards the south-east, as I had done hundreds of times before. A gentle cooling south-easterly started up as we sat down, whispering through the spindly leaves. Our ancestors had come too. Tjilpi sung out and pointed skyward. Our brother Walawurru had arrived.

Tjilpi nodded to Uncle, indicating the ceremony could begin. A number of government people stood up before us and talked about many things. Beyond their shadowy figures under the shade of the desert oak, our country, our ancestors, moved, sang and danced in the sun’s bright light. That big feeling inside connected to country and kin. Everyone felt it. Everyone was ‘there. Time slowed. There we all were, all of us, looking around at each other. It felt like it continued for eternity and yet it was over in a breath. We were on a high after the ceremony for a few days, but nothing else changed for a while.
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Hughie and Elsie and Jack stayed on living in their homestead and working as they always had. We all slowed down, took even more time to catch-up and talk. We all sensed the importance of it. But eventually Hughie and Elsie packed up and left.

Now Uncle and us mob officially ‘owned’ the pastoral lease on Big Sky Station, but it was different for all of us for a long time, as we missed Hughie, Elsie and Jack. Their parting was like an open wound, as we knew we would never see them again. It changed a lot of things. We stayed in Homestead Japu all through the dry, cold season, to respect it and to respect them, but when pirriyakutu started Uncle said it was time for a new life and that we were moving. We moved all our stuff into the double homestead. Aunty and Uncle lived downstairs and us mob went upstairs. We put our campbeds out on that big verandah so we could see our country every morning.

I often remembered that day many years before when, sitting in the red sand, Uncle had explained ‘ownership’ to me. It was so shocking then, so different to our ways. But now that we too were owners, it meant little. We had always been with our country. A piece of paper didn’t change that.
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A few years later the Central Land Council used the stories Uncle and Snoyke had made to tell some commissioner fella that we belonged to this country.

There was another big ceremony in Alice Springs that we all went to. Uncle was given another piece of paper that said we had ‘native title’ on Big Sky Station.

Snoyke explained that the lease the government had bought off Hughie and Jack back in 1977 had been like a rent agreement, where the Central Land Council paid government money back to the government to run cattle on that land. We were all a bit confused and surprised by this. But then he told us that this ‘native title’ thing meant that the land is ours forever. Nobody can ever take her from us again or more importantly nobody can ever take us from her.
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We saw Old Joe Mogren again, but not until many years later. Titus and Herman had been through initiation and Wonki had grown and was up to my shoulders. I figured it must have been 1988.

It was a beautiful cool morning and Daniel, Neena, Tyson and me were driving back from Alice Springs. We were about halfway home when we came upon an old Landrover in the middle of the turnoff to Dry River Station.

‘Reckon that’s old Joe Mogren’s Landrover’, Daniel said.

If it was then it must have been the Landrover he bought to replace the one that bullock hit all those years ago. It sure showed its twenty or so years of hard work.

‘That must be Old Joe sitting down the track!’ I was a bit surprised by the excitement in my own voice. Was I really going to see Old Joe after all this time? We pulled up beside him. I hardly recognised him but it was Joe all right. He was covered in dirt, except for two clear patches around his eyes. He looked like he’d been crying.

‘You all right?’ Daniel asked, as he stepped out of our vehicle.

‘No ... no I’m not’. He was very upset. ‘The old bomb’s had it ... what a time ... That’s it, I guess. I’m going to miss it now.’ He started shaking his head.

‘What are you going to miss, Mr Mogren?’

Joe looked up for a moment, trying to see if he knew this Aboriginal man who called him by name. But his grief was too strong.

‘Oh, I got a letter from Sarah.’ He pulled it from his pocket and waved it in the air. ‘Bobby, my grandson, is celebrating his twenty-first and his engagement the day after tomorrow in Adelaide. Sarah asked us to go ... of course Lex wouldn’t but I .... Oh I just wanted to see him again. It’s been nearly twenty years. My only grandson you know. But it’s too late now. This is the only vehicle I have running. By the time I get home and back to repair it, it’ll be too bloody late.’

Again his head dropped into his hands.

Tyson had gone back to look at the old four-wheel drive. He signalled to Daniel. It was done for. Daniel squatted down beside the old man. He put his hand on Old Joe’s shoulder.

‘Don’t worry, Mr Mogren, you can take our Landrover,’ he said softly, looking up at us smiling. ‘We can walk back home. Won’t take us long across that way, through those mountains. There’s plenty of bush tucker now and we’ll be home before dark tomorrow.’ He pointed off towards the cliffs to the east. Old Joe looked up into Daniel’s eyes.

‘Why? Who are you? Why would you do that for me? I don’t understand,’ he said with confusion in his eyes.

‘You don’t know me, Mr Mogren. My name is Daniel. Uncle Archie lent me one of your Landrovers a long time ago, to get to business. We ...’ Daniel didn’t get to apologise face to face which I know is what he was going to do. Old Joe cut him off.

‘Archie? Archie? How is he?’ There was desperation in his voice now.

‘He’s doing fine, Mr Mogren. You know to this day he calls you family. “Couldn’t find a better man if you walked to the corners of the earth”, he tells anyone who mentions your name.’

Then Old Joe lost it completely. Tears flowed through the grime on his face. He slumped down on the ground. Daniel sat down and put his hand on Old Joe’s shoulder.

‘Take our Landrover, Mr Mogren, and go to your grandson’s party in Adelaide.’ He paused and winked at us. ‘But you’ll have to bring that Landrover back to us when it’s finished,’ Daniel added in a cheeky voice.

Joe looked up and smiled at Daniel. Then his expression changed, ‘Do you think Archie would want to ... ?’

But Daniel knew what the old man was going to ask. He was already laughing.

‘Uwa,’ he said.

‘Uwa palya,’ we all said together, already excited at the thought of seeing these two old brothers together again.

A grin spread across old Joe’s face. He reached out for Daniel, who helped him to his feet and they held each other’s arms and laughed.


[image: image]

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

DAVID SPILLMAN has spent the past decade working on Aboriginal communities in the Northern Territory. For some time he has been exploring Aboriginal cultures and their similarities and differences to his own western socialisation. He is excited by the contribution of Indigenous perspectives in resolving some of the challenges we face in the world today.

David lives in Queensland with his wife and three children. He works as a facilitator and writer.

LISA WILYUKA is a Luritja woman from Titjikala, a small community about 120km south of Alice Springs. She has lived at Titjikala all her life and works closely with youth in the community. She is especially passionate about young people being involved in sport and cultural activities.

Lisa is an artist and she is interested in exploring traditional dot painting techniques. Her work is sold through the Titjikala Art Centre and galleries in Central Australia.

OEBPS/images/aa.jpg





OEBPS/images/ss.jpg





OEBPS/images/tit.jpg
SN
Mo
WALAWURRY

& LiSh WiLYUkA

Magabala =
8 Books {Ek;;{'





OEBPS/images/copy1.jpg
1R B Ry A [






OEBPS/images/s1.jpg
er\n’s gfdl’:j





OEBPS/images/r1.jpg
Ly Sty





OEBPS/images/part1.jpg





OEBPS/images/part2.jpg
PART 1o





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
nee.
WALAWURRY

Y DAVD SPiLLMAN
& LiSh WiLYuKA





