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From the Editors

Writing has long been recognised as a way of locating the self. As a
concept, this functions in multifaceted ways, from the importance of
cultural expression and representation, to philosophical and linguistic
conceptualisations of subjectivity in language. Emile Benveniste wrote
of the fall into language:

it is in and through language that man constitutes himself as
a subject, because language alone establishes the concept of
‘ego’ in reality, in its reality which is that of the being. (224)

Writing, in this sense, is rich with the possibility of exploring our own
being in the world. In this issue, with contributions from diverse writers
and places, we have found themes coalescing around how we locate a
sense of self: in embodied or conceptual forms; through observation or
identification with animals and the natural world; in music or artwork;
in family and heritage; in trauma; in nostalgia; in writing that evokes
the past, and those lost to us. Through word and narrative, the writings
collected here attempt to articulate the evanescent self and translate it
into something recognisable. They wrangle and commune with being.
Within this, there is also light-hearted play, writing which moves around
the mystery of how we might know ourselves and others—in Geoff Page’s
poem ‘A Wave’, in Pete Mawhinney’s creative non-fiction work ‘The
Otway’s Panther’, in Carolyn Abbs’ poem ‘A Victory Grin’.

The issue highlights women’s poetry. Westerly 63.2 includes two poetry
features: a series of works written by the Northam Yorgas, published
with the support of the Community Arts Network (CAN); and a selection
of prose poetry from five international women writers, curated by our
Editor for Poetry, Cassandra Atherton. Continuing our engagement with
influential poet and educator Fay Zwicky, we publish here for the first
time an important and entertaining interview, conducted by John Kinsella
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in 1995, in which the two range across ideas on writing and culture. We're
grateful to all who have been involved in the publication of these feature
works in the issue. Thanks too, as always, to the wonderful team of people
behind its production.

Many of the contributions in the issue seek to lodge self in geographi-
cal place: Cambodia; Costa Brava; San Diego; the United Kingdom—Wales,
London, rural England; and urban and rural Australia, including the
Nullarbor Plain, the Otway Ranges, the Abrolhos Islands, Central
Australia, and other regional and remote sites. We at Westerly have
spent significant time this year in thinking about our own locatedness.
Our South Australian Online Special Issue, released in September, made
clear both the connections and distinctions between places, moving
across state boundaries. But our engagement with Indigenous authors
in this issue has pointed more pressingly to our locatedness on Whadjuk
Noongar boodja, Westerly's presence on Country, and the complexities
of past and future that involves. This cannot be underestimated in the
unending process of understanding self. It is only appropriate, then, that
this issue questions and considers the coming into self that writing has
always offered.

Catherine Noske and Josephine Taylor, Editors

Work Cited

Benveniste, Emile. Problems in General Linguistics. Trans. M. E. Meek. Florida:
University of Miami Press, 1971.
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A Unique and Necessary Form David Malouf has written and
published novels, short stories,

poetry, essays, memoir and for
theatre. He won the International
David Malouf IMPAC Dublin Literary Award in
1996 for his novel Remembering
Babylon. He has also been
awarded the Neustadt
International Prize for Literature
(2000), the Australia-Asia
Literary Award (2008), was
shortlisted for the Booker Prize
and received the Australia
Council Award for Lifetime

the opening address of the Australian
Short Story Festival, 2018

This speech was delivered as the Opening Address
of'the 2018 Australian Short Story Festival. The
event was supported by the Institute of Advanced
Studies, The University of Western Australia;
Gallery Central, North Metropolitan TAFE; and
Silverstream Wines. David Malouf was an invited
guest and speaker at the Festival, which took place
at the Centre for Stories in Northbridge, WA. In
2019, the Festival will be located in Melbourne—
see: https://australianshortstoryfestival.com.

ﬂ % WEE\%%E(& Institute of

AUSTRALIAN e 4 AUSTRALIA | Advanced Studies
SHORT STORY
FESTIVAL INC.

Story-telling, the pleasure of sitting in close company and listening to
a story, allowing oneself to float free in the moment and enter, both
in the senses and in imagination, into the story’s events so that the
story becomes our own, must be one of the oldest and earliest of our
pleasures—a function of that uniquely human faculty in us, the capacity
to step beyond the actual into the possible.

To step out of our own skin and know what it is to experience the
world as ‘another’. To step free of the bounds, the bonds, of chronology,
and the ways in which we are bodily subject to it, into another version of
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Achievement in Literature (2016).

chronology altogether, where the past is forever ‘once upon a time’ and
the future ‘ever after’. This, surely, is not just one of our earliest pleasures
but one of our earliest and most enduring forms of psychological healing:
this stepping into a place where our deepest anxieties and fears can
be embodied and faced, and what appears to be fate can suddenly be
reversed. Where rescue and recovery, and even rebirth are possible, and
the most elusive forces wrestled with in the form of giants, or genies, or
goblins, or trolls, or wolves—even if we have never in fact encountered
such creatures in the world around us. We see in the small children we tell
stories to—and in the children we ourselves once were and recall—how
powerfully, how easily but mysteriously this works. Children, without ever
having been told of such a world, already know it, as the earliest humans
did, from dreams, and from the archetypal images and events that belong,
as Jung saw, to inherited memory and our collective consciousness.
Along history of such story-telling, and of the stories told, comes down
to us in what we know, here in Australia, of Indigenous story-making. In
Greek myths and the animal fables of Aesop. In Scandinavian legends of
Baldur the bright and beautiful. In stories from the Arabian Nights like Ali
Baba and his ‘open sesame’, and the adventures of Aladdin and Sinbad the
Sailor. In the fairy-tales gathered in the seventeenth century by Charles
Perrault—‘Cinderella’, ‘Bluebeard’, ‘Little Red Riding Hood’, ‘Sleeping
Beauty’, ‘Beauty and the Beast’ and ‘Puss in Boots’—and in the folk-tales
gathered half a century later by the Grimm Brothers: ‘Hansel and Gretel’,
‘Rumpelstiltskin’, ‘Rapunzel’ and ‘Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs’.

These stories belong to our communal life. Long before they were
gathered and written down, they were told and listened to in company,
and their shared and endlessly repeatable events and formulae—‘once
upon a time’ and ‘ever after’'—create in us a shared response.

As for the moment of communal story-telling itself, we get examples
of that in such self-conscious literary works as The Decameron of
Boccaccio and Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales in the fourteenth century,
and a century later, The Heptaméron by Marguerite of Navarre: formal
occasions of story-telling in which we come face-to-face, in each case,
with the story-tellers and their fellow listeners themselves. All of which
is a useful and perhaps even necessary place to begin.

But the stories we have been considering are very different from short
story as we know it today. There, the exchange of telling and response
between writer and reader is an individual and private affair, that involves
a more intimate engagement and tone, and has for the most part a quite
different subject and range of interests. The world this modern form of
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short story deals with is the immediate world, or a close mirror of it. The
events it presents us with are unique and actual rather than archetypal,
though the story as it unfolds, I'd suggest, may uncover archetypal images
that arouse, even in a modern reader, archetypal responses. Much of the
reader’s pleasure, and why he or she is drawn back to it, may have the
same liberating and healing quality as that older form of ‘listening’ we
have already alluded to. Certainly, the same quality of imagination is at
work in it.

So, what do we mean by the ‘modern’ short story, and how and when
did it evolve as a unique art form?

The immediate trigger was the emergence in the late 1820s, simul-
taneously in the United States, Great Britain, France and Russia, of a new
form of publication, the monthly magazine, and the short story, in its first
publication, has continued ever since to be associated with the literary
magazine. Think of The New Yorker, and in this country, of the Bulletin in
the early days, and later of Southerly, Westerly, Overland, Meanjin.

In the late 1820s, Pushkin and Gogol, who till then had been on the
one hand a poet and on the other a beginning novelist and playwright,
wrote their first short fiction for such magazines, and so did Balzac in
France and Washington Irving, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman Melville
and Edgar Allan Poe in the United States. But these early works were not
called short stories. They were tales in the case of E. T. A. Hoffmann, or
grotesqueries as in the title of one of Poe’s early volumes. This points both
to their subjects, which were often the macabre or fantastic, and their
appeal, but also to their form, which was a business of ‘effect’ as Poe put
it: of sensational detail and a surprise or shock ending. This means that
they were largely, like the tales of Boccaccio and Chaucer, a matter of
event and anecdote. It was de Maupassant, under the influence of Flaubert,
who purified and perfected the minutely observed and realistic elements
of such anecdotes. His story ‘The Necklace’, along with the stories of
Kipling, remain classic examples of a form that later became little more
than an empty if popular formula. But it was Turgenev, in his Sketches from
a Hunter’s Notebook in the 1840s, and Gogol in ‘The Overcoat’, followed
thirty yearslater by Chekhov, who established the short story as we mostly
know it today. Not as an anecdote—a series of events with an effective
and memorable, but unrepeatable, twist at the end—but as a work of quiet
and close observation of the ordinary. A work that through engagement
and empathy—a process shared equally by writer and reader—produces a
moment of revelation (an epiphany as James Joyce would call it) that takes
the reader by surprise because it has surprised the writer, and is what the
story has quietly and inevitably been working towards.
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Intimacy of tone, economy but intensity of detail, a pace that demands
slow and attentive reading, is what characterises a form that is meant to
be taken in at as single reading, then re-read: as opposed, I mean, to the
novel, with its longer arc and more leisurely pace, and a looseness that
leaves room for what Nabokov calls those ‘lovely irrelevancies’ in which,
often enough, a novel’s deepest truths are to be found. The short story is
closer to the poem in the sparseness and necessity of its detail and the
intensity of its language; in its slower pace, and the depth of attention it
demands, line by line, in the reading.

In the one hundred and forty years of its existence, the modern short
story as I have called it—in the shorter works of Henry James and Conrad;
in Kipling, Lawrence, Katherine Mansfield, Joyce, Elizabeth Bowen,
V. S. Pritchett and William Trevor in Britain; in Stephen Crane, Hemingway,
Faulkner, Eudora Welty, Flannery O’Connor, John Cheever, Raymond
Carver and Alice Munro in North America—has added to our reading-life
some of the most moving experiences our language has to offer. The same
istrue here, of course, where the short story has been, and remains—from
Henry Lawson, Barbara Baynton and Marjorie Barnard through to Frank
Moorhouse, Beverley Farmer, Joan London, Tim Winton and Helen Garner
to Fiona McFarlane and Cate Kennedy—one of the most generously
appreciated of literary forms, and one of the richest and most rewarding
insights into our local world and beyond. It is interesting to note that the
short story in English has for the most part flourished in regional places:
Ireland, the American Deep South and Middle West, and here in Australia.

A few words about my own engagement with the short story and its
place in what I see as my body of work.

Most fiction writers, if they begin with the short story, soon move on
(at their agent’s or publisher’s prompting) to the novel, which seems like a
natural progression; and that, for the most part, is where they stay. Some
writers, and they are rare—notably Chekhov, Katherine Mansfield, and in
our own day Alice Munro—take the short story so seriously, or find in it
so much of what fits their individual talent and interests, that they never,
as it were, ‘move on’.

My own case is peculiar. I had published two novels, Johnno (1975) and
An Imaginary Life (1979), and four collections of poetry before I wrote
a short story I felt happy with. One, that is, that seemed to me to have
a necessary relationship to what I was discovering about myself in the
novels I had written, and which belonged, I felt, to what I had come to think
of as my body of work. The story was ‘Southern Skies’, which would be the
opening story four years later to my first short story collection, Antipodes.
I did with it what I generally did with poems. I put it, and the stories that
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followed, aside till I had enough of them to make a collection, and only
when that was in course of publication sent two or three of the stories off
to magazines. That was in 1985. In the meantime, I had published Child’s
Play and Fly Away Peter—which had begun as one of the longer stories
and only when I thought I had finished it, at 16,000 words, expanded into
anovella—and Harland’s Half Acre.

I say all this to suggest that the short story, as I conceive it, is the most
demanding of all fictional forms, the subtlest, the most precariously
balanced, which is why it took me, at least, so long to feel at home in it.
What I find particularly challenging and attractive is the variety it offers,
and, for all its shortness, the range: of material, of setting, but especially
of voice, of narrative perspective and tone. I should also say, in my own
case, that the final emergence of a story—that is, my finding a natural and
inevitable conclusion for it—has remained as difficult, after twenty-five or
thirty years of practice, as it was at the start.

I know that for some writers the first draft of the story, like the first
draft of a poem, is the matter of a single rush of creative energy, but
that has seldom been my case. There is a single rush of creative energy
when the idea for a story first takes me, and I am happy to go with it,
but quite soon it comes to a stop. For the moment, I can’t see where the
story is going, and if the moment lasts I simply put the story aside and
wait till I can see, in a flash, I hope, how the thing must resolve itself. The
assumption being that if the story, like a poem, is an organic whole, the
end is already there and prepared for in what I have already written. All
I have to do is tumble to it. In some cases that takes weeks, or months, or
in one or two cases a year or more. Learning to be patient and wait for the
writing itself to speak, rather than jumping in and speaking for it, is one
of the best places to learn it.

What all this makes clear, I hope, is that I do not think of short stories
within my work—three collections published over as many decades, the
last in 2005—as ‘occasional’, or in any way less significant or demanding
of my full range as a writer than the novels, but as belonging to a form that
makes its own demands, poses its own difficulties but also offers its own,
very generous, rewards. In the precision and plain necessity of its details.
In its controlled and intimate tone. In the subtlety of its effects. Most of all
in its capacity, within a single occasion or a single situation or ‘slice of life’,
to catch the fleeting presence of alarger world—and in spite of Chekhov’s
suggestion of its having no beginning or end, in an organic wholeness that
gives it a quality of completeness that allows, at the same time, for an
ending that remains in some way suspended, so that it goes on haunting
the reader, hovering in his or her consciousness, long after the reading
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is done. All this makes for a form of narrative quite different from the
novel, or the novella or tale. Something more concentrated, more teasing,
more demanding of writer and reader both. The quality of the writers,
over close on two centuries now, from Hawthorne and Turgenev and
Chekhov and Conrad and Kafka and Joyce, to Hemingway and Borges and
Flannery O’Connor and Alice Munro, who have dedicated themselves to it
and expanded its possibilities, suggests how completely it has established
itself within the field of fiction as a unique and necessary form. As does an
occasion such as this where so many of us have come together, over two
whole days, to return a little of what, as writers or as readers—and many
of us here are both—it has given us: pleasure, enlightenment, serious
engagement and attention.

15 | David Malouf



(without you) Anne Elvey is author of White
on White (Cordite, 2018) and
Anne Elvey

Kin (5IP, 2014), co-author with
Massimo D’Arcangelo and Helen
Moore of Intatto (La Vita Felice,
2017), editor of hope for whole:
poets speak up to Adani, and
managing editor of Plumwood
Mountain: An Australian Journal
of Ecopoetry and Ecopoetics.

to hear the chatter by eye as if through a pane
to strike matchgirl lights for consolation

to escape a gut swoop like prayer wings wide
to develop old film
physic chemical eye and
aperture

to become (without you) the thing
it requires
a plant growing by its own light

at a cliff’s turn toward
a petrified forest stride
is a pastorate of sorts

wearing nan’s ring of vocation
her idiom of disillusion
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Namatjira’s Ghost Gums Rose Lucas is a Melbourne
Rose Lucas poet and academic at Victoria

University. Her most recent
collection is Unexpected
Clearing (UWAP, 2016).

Arrernte man
schooled in the mission,
(its thin-lipped books, its narrowed planks),
you frame—
in composition, in swirl of colour—
this particularity of space:

a crumple of mauve hills,
crevices, a murmur of stories in
the unblinking light of mid-day
pouring across
a sweep of plain,
its clusterings of green:

Watching the swell of luminous tree trunks that mark your boundary
Iimagine I can still hear you
whispering—
the rustling, breathy
language of the ghosts.
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If You Can’t See Me’ Wayne Price was born in south
’ Wales but has lived and worked
ICan’t See You

in Scotland since 1987. His first
Wayne Price collection of short stories,
Furnace, was published by
Freight Books in 2012 and was
nominated for the Scottish First
Book of the Year. His novel
Mercy Seat appeared in 2015
and was longlisted for The
Guardian’s Not the Booker
Prize. He is currently completing
a collection of stories, The Boys
of Summer, set in Wales during
the miners’ strike. He teaches
literature and creative writing
at the University of Aberdeen.

It’s a bad one, she whispered. I've never seen him this bad.

Isaacs nodded, already fearful. It wasn't unusual to see his grandfather,
after one of his turns, unconscious like this, but yes, there was something
worse this time, something different in the look of his skin. It was always
colourless in a stony kind of way—or had been for as long as Isaacs could
remember, the coal dust in the old man’s worn-out lungs choking off the
oxygen in his blood—but now it had darkened, not so much as if a shadow
had fallen on it, more as if a shadow had welled up from within, flooding
all at once into the capillaries and veins.

The front parlour, where a narrow bed had been set up since Easter, was
shadowy too behind the heavy brown drapes. Isaacs knew that outside,
beyond the thick curtains, the early afternoon sun was high and blazing
in a blue summer sky. Nothing of its brightness penetrated the room
but the heat had found its way in, shiftless and stifling. He bent closer to
examine his grandfather’s closed, fist-like face. Specks of dried sputum
were caught in the stubble around the lips and chin. His grandmother
must have tried to flannel it away after each coughing fit.

When did it come on? Isaacs murmured.

His grandmother moaned softly and Isaacs felt a dull sense of dread.
The night before last, she blurted reluctantly, a tremor of panic, or maybe
nervous exhaustion, lifting her voice out of its whisper.
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He looked up. She was wringing her hands and wouldn’t meet his eyes,
fixing her stare instead on her husband’s tight, empty mask.

Christ, Nan. Why didn’t you call? Has he come round at all since then?
Has he eaten anything? Been able to drink at all?

She shook her head.

Two nights like this? he said, unable to keep the rising sharpness
entirely out of his voice.

She winced and dipped her head.

Was he able to talk at all, before he went under?

Alittle bit. Just before. But he mustn’t talk when it comes over him, see,
or he'll start coughing again, and he mustn't.

Isaacs took a deep breath and released it slowly. The dim room seemed
suddenly aflame with heat. He could feel the sweat beginning to trickle
down his stooped back. When can Gupta come? Why hasn’t he come?

She didn't answer.

You haven't called him, have you? Christ, Nan.

Anotherlow moan. He won't let me, he won’t let me. I wanted to, but he
won't let me, she murmured in a low, singsong chant.

I'll call him now.

Fetch your mam, she pleaded. Get her first, Vernon.

He shook his head but it was no use, he knew, and it was only a short
run up the road to his own house. All right, Nan. But then I'm phoning.

Oh, she gasped, and he took her arm and led her through to the back
kitchen.

Isaacs followed the ambulance to the hospital in his grandfather’s car—a
rattling, temperamental Lada that threatened to stall at each traffic
light—sweating and cursing each time he had to nurse the engine back up
to speed in the August glare and heat. You make sure he’s taken proper
care of, his mother had ordered. Stay with him if he wakes up, and tell
him Nan and me will be there later once I've calmed her down. She spat
the instructions out angrily, as if all of it was happening because of some
stupidity on his part.

His grandfather came round briefly as the nurses undressed and
cleaned him, they told Isaacs later in the visiting room, but they'd had to
keep the oxygen mask on his face and couldn’t understand anything he'd
mumbled. Before they could get him into bed he was gone. Like a light
bulb, the ward sister reported briskly. His heart just couldn’t stand it. It
was dust he had, wasn't it? Terrible strain on the heart, see. We see it week
in, week out. Sooner they shut the pits the better, and that won't be long
now by the looks of it!
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The first long, deep rolls of thunder began just after Isaacs pulled out from
the hospital car park. The afternoon glare had already taken on a looming,
metallic sheen and now, as if a blind had been suddenly drawn, the day
was plunged into deep twilight. At the busy junction of the hospital road,
waiting to pull out into the traffic, Isaacs watched the headlamps of the
oncoming cars blink awake as they approached, one after the other, as
though obeying some mysterious signal. Mechanically, he did likewise. The
first fat drops splashed onto his dusty windscreen and within moments
the bonnet was being pounded like a drum. By the time he'd eased the car
onto the main carriageway the downpour was blinding, too ferocious for
the clattering wipers to offer anything more than brief glimpses of the
road ahead. The next crash of thunder was directly overhead, no time
between the sky flashing white and the almost deafening explosion, and
now, through the vents, he could smell the heavy gunpowder stink of
the discharge and the rain. What would he say when he got back to the
house in an hour’s time and had to face his mother and grandmother? The
clamour of the rain made any kind of thought impossible. All he knew was
that he would have to reach home and bring them back with him in the car
that night, and then home again after their goodbyes, and in days to come
the journey to the funeral home, and in weeks and months to come the
cemetery, and one day in the years to come the same for his nan’s death,
and finally, one day, his mother’s, and a feeling of despair filled him—not
at the fact of death, or grief, but at the petty fact of repetition, at all this
shuttling back and forth that seemed strangely outside time, suddenly,
or was maybe just the beginning of something, some kind of defeat, the
beginning of along, vague duty that he could no more escape, maybe ever
in his life now, than he could outrun this drilling, deafening rain.

It was night, and still raining steadily, before his grandmother was ready to
leave the body behind. Isaacs walked ahead of them down the brightly lit
hospital corridors and through the sprawling car park, at intervals mending
his pace to let them catch up with him. The two women sat close together
in the back of the car. Whenever Isaacs glanced in the rear-view mirror he
saw his mother speaking in low tones, though he couldn’t hear what she
was saying. His grandmother was holding a handkerchief to her mouth.

It was on the long, curving stretch of dual carriageway skirting
Pontypridd, halfway through the journey, that the headlights of the car
behind first flared onto full beam and drew so close Isaacs had to skew the
mirror before he could see again. Christ’s sakes, he said, shaken.

What? his mother asked.
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Got some idiot behind us, Isaacs replied. He’s right up on me with his
lights on full.

The car was making no attempt to pass, though the outside lane was
clear. It was dangerously close now, almost touching the Lada’s bumper.

His mother craned back to look, shielding her eyes against the glare.
He’s too close! she said. Vernon! He’s too close!

Well, what can I do? he half shouted over the din of the rain.

The headlights were flashing now, and Isaacs thought he could hear the
horn being punched and held but the sound was tailing away from them
and he couldn’t be sure. He was sweating, furious and afraid. With every
flash the inside of the car lit up with a stark, probing glare and the black
shadow of his mother’s head fell like a solid bar dividing the dashboard.

Stupid bastard! Isaacs heard himself yelling.

Vernon! Slow down! his mother demanded. Let him pass!

He doesn’t want to pass! he snapped back. He couldn’t allow himself
to think about his grandmother in the seat behind. He closed his mind
to whatever she must be thinking and feeling and instead found himself
willing any kind of disaster on the chasing car behind. Crash and die, you
bastard, he muttered to himself. Crash and fucking die!

He realised that in his panic he must have been forcing the
accelerator—they were travelling well above the speed limit now and the
old car was vibrating alarmingly. A long, wide goods lorry had loomed up
in front of him as if from nowhere through the curtains of rain. He swung
the car sideways, sickeningly, missing its back corner by inches. In a kind
of slow motion he read the bright yellow badge on the lorry’s tailgate: a
cartoon of a wing mirror made to look like a human face, announcing If
you can’t see me I can’t see you! Someone had scrawled a drooping cock
and balls beneath it.

Vernon! his mother screamed.

The cabin flooded with light again. The chasing car had swung out too
and was even closer than before. Reckless with fear, Isaacs cut in front of
the lorry, wincing at the angry bellowing of its horn. Dimly, he was aware
of movement on the seat behind him but didn’t dare look. He thought his
mother was saying something urgently to his grandmother, trying to calm
her maybe, but he couldn’t make out the words. He slowed so that there
would be absolutely no room for the car to follow him in front of the truck
and finally it was past them at last, speeding on in the outside lane, trailing
afinal horn blast behind it. There was a slip road very close now, he knew.
Without indicating, he veered down it at the last moment and suddenly
the road ahead was dark and empty again and he realised his hands were
almost too wet and unsteady to grip the wheel.
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Stop, his mother was pleading. For God’s sake, Vernon, just stop the car.
It's all right now, he heard himself saying, as if from somewhere above
the roof of the car. We're fine now. It’s fine.

The next morning he was woken by the downstairs telephone. He let it
ring, knowing that the rest of the house was empty. His mother had spent
the night at his grandmother’s, and he knew she would stay there for at
least the next few days. He would have to call in later and face them, he
supposed: there was no-one except his mother and himself to deal with
the hospital and the undertakers. The thought made him long for sleep
again and he turned heavily from his back onto his side. Neither of them
had spoken to him after the mad nightmare of the chase. He hadn’t dared
look his grandmother in the eye as the two women had struggled out of
the car in the rain. She'd clung to his mother and they’'d disappeared into
the house without a word or backward look. Oh Christ, he groaned out
loud, and turned his face into the sour-smelling pillow.

When he fell asleep again he dreamed he was walking through a
deserted dockyard. There were no ships, just a long promontory of
concrete extending out into a wide bay, empty stretches of dark water
on either side. Overhead, giant iron gantries loomed against a flat grey
sky. Their great arms were swung inwards, towards each other, instead
of out above the water, and in the dream Isaacs wondered what good
they would be if ships of any kind ever docked there. His grandfather
was walking with him, somewhere just behind, out of sight. The frozen
machinery towering above them was something important to do with
death, he understood clearly as he woke; but the more he came to his
senses, watching motes of dust fall through the shaft of sunlight between
the bedroom curtains, the more empty of meaning the dream became.

At ten, the telephone rang again. It would be the hospital, he guessed.
He pushed the bedclothes aside and padded quickly down the stairs. It
was Rowlands, wondering if he was going to the White Hart that evening.

It was the usual crowd in the pub: Rowlands, Chalky and Collins. They
began hooting and pointing as soon as he pushed through the door. He
bought himself a pint, ignoring the half-empty glasses they waved at him,
then joined them, dragging a chair warily to the table.

Well, well—if it isn’t Niki fucking Lauda! King of the chequered fucking
flag. Rowlands’ eyes were shining and dark. He was very drunk.

You dozy fuck, Collins cut in, to general laughter.
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Isaacs shook his head, looking from one to the other.

Last night, mun! Chalky insisted. You in that crate of shit.

Another burst of hilarity.

It was you, Isaacs said simply, and nearly lunged across the table at
them, but instead took up his glass and lifted it to his mouth, his hand
trembling. He could feel his neck and face reddening and it was almost
painful to swallow past the sudden obstruction in his throat.

Of course it was fucking us. You were like a clockwork fucking mouse,
mun. We were pissing ourselves!

We followed you from the hospital, Chalky said. He seemed more sober
than the other two and leaned forward now to talk directly to Isaacs above
the taunting and crowing. We took Howells down to emergency, all the
way from Orgreave. The pigs bust his head open.

Howells? said Isaacs. How bad?

Chalky shrugged and the others began to quiet down.

Same again, boys? Rowlands asked, and stood up from the table. Not
you, he added, jabbing a stubby finger at Isaacs.

What the fuck’s up with Rowly? Isaacs asked once he was out of
earshot.

Woman troubles I reckon—ignore the fucker, said Collins.

Anyway, he was okay to start with, Howells was, Chalky went on,
ignoring the interruption. We bandaged him up and he stayed on the
picket all afternoon, fair play. But then he started puking and blacking
out, so we brought him home. Hell of a trip, it was.

It's only Howells, mun, Collins interrupted. The fucking truncheon’ll be
in a worse state than him.

Chalky grunted. Aye, he said. Anyway—to bring him round we took
him to a pub and stuck his hands under the cold taps in the bogs. He was
conking out every five minutes, see, and we thought it'd liven him up. Like
a bucket of water, kind of thing.

Collins burst into fresh laughter.

Trouble was, said Chalky, even though the taps said cold they both
ran scalding fucking hot! We didn’t realise until he woke up and started
howling. We didn’t know what the matter was. He couldn’t even talk by
then, like.

Oh Christ! spluttered Collins, hardly able to speak through his laughter.
It was like he was turning into a fucking werewolf, mun!

Despite himself, Isaacs was laughing with them now. He sat back in his
chair and felt the knot in his shoulders begin to loosen.

His hands were like big red fucking balloons by the time we realised,
Chalky finished. Christ knows what the doctors’ll make of it. But we got
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him taken in, anyway. That’s when we saw you getting into the car, like,
and followed you back.

Rowlands returned. He set a cluster of pint glasses down and slid one
to Isaacs. You been going on about The Howelling again? he said to Chalky.

Aye.

The Howelling! Collins repeated, delighted. He slapped his thigh.

It was well past midnight when Isaacs slipped out of the lock-in and began
the walk home. He was drunk, more drunk than he'd been for months
when the strike had really begun to bite and made the cost of serious
drinking almost impossible. It felt nostalgic to be walking the town at night
again, full of beer and alone. It had been a long, depressing day and this
was the right way to end it, he thought now, whatever trouble his mother
might give him tomorrow.

He turned onto the High Street. Someone had set fire to the litter bins
fixed to lampposts along the pavement. They were burning like beacons,
three of them, spaced at wide intervals, flaring in a broken line all the way
down the road to the Cenotaph in the distance. The one closest to him
was nearly spent, smoking thickly, melted yellow plastic drooling onto
the slabs. A police siren started up in one of the streets behind him and
he realised it was rapidly drawing closer. He ducked into an alleyway and
made for the footpath running along the river. Near the fire escape of one
of the High Street shops a couple were locked together against the wall.
He noticed the girl's white shoes first, suspended weirdly in mid-air. Her
skinny bare legs were wrapped around the much taller man’s hips. He was
hunched and grunting like a boxer being punched, grinding the girl's back
against the brickwork. You—fuh—uh—uck—off! she gasped as she caught
sight of Isaacs, and covered her face with the back of her hand. She lashed
out with a hanging foot, though there was no way she could reach him, and
one of the small white shoes arced into the air and bounced against the
opposite wall. Isaacs hurried by and soon he was at the river, heading for
the distant lights at the bridge.

Once he was clear of the town he sat for a while on a roadside bench. He
wouldn’t wait for the night bus; he'd take a little rest to clear his head,
then walk the four miles back to the village, he decided. It was a fine
enough night and he had nothing the next morning to wake for. Drowsily,
he thought of Howells, sitting half the day with a cracked head in the
back of a crowded car, vomiting into his lap, maybe dying for all anyone
knew, rattling down half the length of England. And the rain all the way,
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smashing onto the windscreen. He found the last of his cigarettes and lit
it. A taxi sped past. Then the night was peaceful again.

Years ago, when his great-aunt had died, he’d helped his mother clear
out the house. Vernon—come and see this, she'd called down from the
landing. He'd climbed the narrow staircase to join her and she'd shown
him the empty wardrobe and dresser in the old spinster’s bedroom,
everything pulled open to view. It had seemed vaguely shocking to him;
the nakedness of it all. His great-aunt had been a kindly but very private
woman. She must have known it was coming, his mother murmured,
and cleared everything out in secret, bit by bit. But look, she’s gone and
left just a single thing in every drawer. She showed him a nail clipper
from one big, newspaper-lined carcass, and a man'’s tortoise-shell comb
from a lacquered vanity box. A solitary wire coat-hanger dangled in the
wardrobe. His mother had laid all the random objects out in a line on
top of the dresser: scissors, an empty cologne bottle, an embroidered
handkerchief, a thimble. The room smelled of liniment and mothballs.
He'd never been inside it before, though he’d often visited the house with
his mother and played in the scrap of back garden while the women drank
tea and talked.

His mother had gone on wondering aloud at the oddness of it, though
Isaacs had wanted desperately to go back downstairs away from the
unsettling little row of exhibits. Isn’t that strange? she’d said. Just one
little thing in each place. She picked up the nail clippers and set them back
carefully in the deep, box-like drawer. What do you think? she’d asked, but
of course he had no kind of answer, and anyway his mother was really
speaking to herself now. It’s like she was telling herself: no, it’s all right,
his mother went on. It’s not really empty. This is where this belongs; and
this is where this lives.
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Julie Dowling was born in Subiaco, Western
Australia. She grew up in both semi-rural and
urban areas, in a large Badimaya extended family.
Working in a social realist style, Dowling draws

on diverse art traditions including European
portraiture and Christian icons, mural painting and
Badimaya First Nation iconography. Dowling works
like an ethnographer, recording the deep-seated
injustices in the Indigenous community. She was
awarded a Diploma of Fine Art at Claremont School
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University in 1992, an Associate Diploma in Visual
Arts Management at Perth Metropolitan TAFE
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Since her first solo exhibition at Fremantle Arts
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Julie Dowling yarned up her exhibition Yagu
Gurlbarl (Big Secret) with Westerly’s Editor of
Indigenous Writing, Elfie Shiosaki. This exhibition
is touring with Art on the Move in 2018.
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Elfie Shiosaki: Your art often tells us stories about your ancestors,
Badimaya people from Western Australia. How does this story-telling
strengthen your connection to your Country? Do you view your art as
resisting the erasure of First Nation people’s connection to Country?
Julie Dowling: I still practise Badimaya Law. The universal concept
Badimaya people have, and I suspect lots of mob do, is to keep the Country
quiet. We do all of our practices very much on the low key so that we don’t
disturb creatures or the environment. We actually are supposed to be part
of it, and that’s our main aim when it comes to Law business.

But that flies in the face of crazy people who want to dig it up, put roads
through it, you know, or introduce foreign species. I think the main foreign
species that we're constantly fighting against is of course introduced
livestock, and feral farmers who just want to drop 1080 every five minutes.
We got people poaching sandalwood and bush medicine. You know, that
kind of disrespect goes on and on.

I think most of our time is, you know, trying to maintain those
connections to each other, so preserving the land from being done over.

A lot of us, we actually believe in self-rule and self-determination
and sovereignty now. We're facing the fact that we're forming our own
mini-corporations to try and combat land corporations that were put in
place for Native Title deals. We're also now seeing that land councils were
actually bent, they employed certain people that were ripping people off.
That really made the community divided, sort of pretty much down the
middle, when that was going on.

My mob are full guns going to the UN because we've been doing that all
along, I think. We've put our situation there. What they’re doing is mapping
dispossession in terms of things and how we get treated by local mob.

Most of our family got taken away or put somewhere else. When they
did come back, Warriedar Station and Wyagee had been taken over.
They're now owned by the Shire. So it's a long road for us to try and get
those places back, and the culture. The meeting place that was ours, it’s
on the west side of Lake Moore, at the top end. There’s a major meeting
place there, and a sacred site for us. That’s owned by a wudjulah guy who
runs horses across it. All of our middens have been disturbed and all of
that business.

They're talking to all of us about job creation and all of this business.
When I'm talking to mob in Canada and other places, our ideas for creating
jobs are based around cultural renewal and cultural connection. So they
get that resource money back into the community, keep it going. Whereas
our mob aren’t allowed to do that. Native Title says you can’t make money
off the land, even if you get it.
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Could you tell me about your exhibition Yagu Gurlbarl (Big Secret)?
What influenced you to tell us these stories about Stolen Wages and
histories of slavery in Australia?

Ilike producing work with family. A lot of the works in Yagu Gurlbarl were
actually about getting family involved in telling stories. I really liked that.

One in particular is Peter Taylor, his Nana and my Nana were sisters.
All his mob up there in Derby, he’s had a lot of experience with things
like CDEP*, and you know working like crazy for someone and they don’t
pay you. Overall on this continent, we've got a tyranny of distance kind of
mentality when it comes to our rights. Up in the Kimberley, a lot of stuff,
no-one finds out about it, you know. Him and his family inspired me to do
the show in the first place, based on how much he’d been ripped off. He'’s in
the show. Part of his role doing CDEP was clearing land for roads, or making
dirt tracks for different resource companies, and stuff like that, until he quit.

When I was doing the exhibition, the first three paintings made me
think of the amount of administration put towards our social welfare, or
whatever. A lot of it doesn't hit the ground.

What you look at for compensation for slavery, is that number one you
acknowledge that it existed, that you're trying your best as a democracy,
if that’s a democracy, to not do it again. Other countries have put it in that
way, that it’s actually a colonial social obligation to ensure that, you know,
they aren’t being fascist about the labour that was involved.

See I'm a sovereignty person, this will bend your mind a bit. Or maybe
it won't, maybe you understand it completely, I don’t know. I believe in
full autonomy and full self-determination, because a lot of mob are within
the colonial state doing exceptionally well. We're only 2.8 per cent of the
population, and we got people represented in major professions, you
know. But we seem to be specialised as a part of Australia as a colonial
construct. Whereas if you go internationally, they say, you know, these
are your resources as a First Nation people, they're not something that
should be owned by the colonial state as theirs.

I get a lot of bullshit from these weirdos that say that's separatism.
I say no it ain't. It’s interesting seeing the politics of multiculturalism as
interpreted by different political parties. All I care about is acknowledging
my customary responsibilities. It was very difficult to do when I was being
assimilated into the Catholic Church as well as the Australian state.

I had my first protest when I was about sixteen. I started realising
that the literature was actually pushing me towards being a part of their
system, when it didn't feel natural to me. It didn't feel like I was getting free.

That infiltrates my art.

* Community Development Employment Projects
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Cousin Peter, 2017. Acrylic, red ochre, mica gold and plastic
on canvas. o Julie Dowling, provided with artist’s permission.



How does this exhibition encourage truth-telling about Australian history?
What power does art have to encourage us to reconcile ourselves with
these truths?

I used to get hit over the head a lot with moralistic art at Catholic school.
It morphed into an interest into these moral paintings by a guy called
William Hogarth who did conversational paintings that talked about
history and etiquette and moral fervour, so you didn’t go to hell.

You know it’s interesting how colonial art is sort of revered still. But
they always have our mob as, like, servants, as slaves actually. It dawned
onme, a servant actually has the option to leave or change their job if they
don't like it. Whereas slaves don’t. That’s the same with what CDEP is, it's
slavery, because these mob don’t have any alternative other than that.
They work longer hours for less pay, and they might even not get the pay.

This is going on right now. It hasn’t stopped.

There’s been no community consultation about the way these so-called
benefits are actually hurting our community and causing people to get
depression. Someone described it to me, if the Kimberley was its own
country, it would be the highest suicide rate on the planet. A lot of that
is a direct result I reckon of CDEP. If kids don’t have any, like, long-term
idea that they're going to get out of poverty, CDEP doesn’t represent that,
it actually represents a system of slavery. Then you're demoralised even
before you actually enter into the colonial market system, or whatever.

I'm attacking it from the Native Title end. I'm doing some dangerous
stuff as well. Have you heard of the McGlade case? You know how
they won? ILUAs* are actually decided by the majority, rather than
the dissenting minority. They broke customary law so the government
would get what they wanted, which was resources. I'm actually related to
Noongars as well. They were basically trying to do a test case to prove that
Native Title was breaking customary law, based on all of the community
having a final decision.

I paid for that case, with one painting. The painting was of Fanny Balbuk,
the woman that used to go up to parliament house over here, where the
queen stays. She used to bash the fence angry at them because her mum
was buried there, under it. The painting was sold to one of my mates in
South America, who's actually fighting land rights issues over there.

There is a way for our mob to actually combat against colonialism. If it’s
not in the court, it could be some other way.

What I'm doing now is funding trips for people to go over to the UN.
There’s rumblings now about every single First Nation having their

* Indigenous Land Use Agreements
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own seat, their own representation, whether they turn up or not. When
acknowledgement happens in an international framework, there’s a lot
more truth-telling.

With the profits I get from work, I like doing the ripple effect thing.
Which is something I learnt from one of my mentors, Rob Riley.

The main thing is to try and get food on the table for family. Our house
is what my Nana'’s house used to be, we call it a battleship sort of a thing.
That’s her name for it. It's a clean house. We don’t smoke. We don'’t have
drinking and all that. We have a lot of beds. If people come through
Country, they stay here. Then they go off to court or hospital. Sometimes
we've had students stay here for a couple of months when they’re doing
prac. work or something. Without these places that Elder women make,
I don’t think our community would survive very long.

We have a huge storeroom here of donated food and clothing and stuff.
We're not the only one. It's how we were raised as well. If we were hard up
we’d end up going to Nanas or cousins for a feed. It's where you'd get good
yarns. That’s how we learnt about things.

Government, and other people, would probably see that as quaint. But
to us that’s serious business. It means that the next generation has a given
chance. There were times in my life when there was no way we would
have relied on government. The only people we could rely on were our
own community. That's pretty true.

In a way, if you think about it, houses like this one, are kind of like our
parliament, when we don’t have our Country, our meeting places, they
end up becoming our zones of our governance. Our mob actually do have
networks, and ambassadors, and negotiators, and navigators. In Badimaya
we call it iritja. It’s actually a word that’s also used in Western Desert
country. It's basically how we trade and communicate with each other.
You know, Noongar grapevine, that sort of stuff?

Code switching is what we're doing. We've got two systems of
government going on at the same time. Sometimes one of them doesn’t
negotiate well. And it’s not ours.

What is truth-telling for us? It's not here anymore. It has to be
somewhere else. We have to have that opportunity to speak our freedom.
That'’s really the lesson that I want to carry out. I'm not going to listen to
anyone telling me what to paint because this is my freedom, you know.

I put all this kind of stuff out there because hopefully when the artwork
goes into a public collection, they are confronted by our situation, even if
it's just a reflection of it. When they see our mob in a public space, with a
story attached about a real person, then they have no excuse to say that
they are far away enough from it to not think about it.
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I know that I do have white privilege, but I don’t have white fragility,
because I don’t use my fair skin as an easy way out. I never have. I think
I was taught right by Nana for that. White fragility is behind a lot of
racism. They can’t negotiate a lot of things that have happened, because
they don't want to acknowledge their ancestors were not good people,
basically. They don’t want to negotiate the fact that they're keeping 2.8 per
cent of the population in poverty, nearly, and they’re reaping the rewards.
They can walk down the street without any restrictions, whereas we can't.

How does your art preserve stories about First Nation people’s strength,
courage, resilience and survival? What is the significance of these stories
for future generations?

My main drive in my art is to stop racism, you see. When you study to
become a fine artist, you're taught you're free to paint what you want.
No-one commissions me, no-one tells me what to paint, or what to exhibit.
No-one doctors that. I'm supposed to present what my life is like, through
my art.

Less than two weeks after I graduated, my grandma had a stroke. She
lost all of her English. Because she was Stolen Generation, she had like
a twelve-year-old’s Badimaya language. That was the only thing that
was left. While I was putting out her laundry on the clothes line one day,
she starts singing out and jarring me up in Badimaya. I never knew what
it was.

That made me more conscious of, like, how not free she was, and in
order for me to really talk about me being free here, I have to stop racism
from telling me what to do and how to control how my life is. People sort
of say I'm an ethnographer, that I'm decolonising, and all that sort of stuff.
If racism doesn't get outlawed, or stopped in lots of forms, then I suppose
it's a tool kit for future generations to figure out why it is and how to stop
it, what happened during my lifetime anyway.

My first instance of racism was when I was four years old. This is a very
funny story. It comes right out of Redcliffe. My Nana used to be on Klem
Avenue, which is a dead end street, almost hitting the end of Perth airport.
My Nana was constantly getting harassed by the cops sort of trying to see
what she was up to and stuff. She figured it out. It was actually someone
who was trying to be nice to her, this white woman. This woman used
to come up and pick on Nana for looking after me and Carol and all that
because we were so white.

One day my Nana said to her, this is typical Yamatji, she goes: ‘Oh you
can't tell anyone, I'm growing special plants in my back yard. They're
going to be so great!’ Or something like that.
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The next thing you know, the police turn up and they want to see the
back yard. They go around the back. Nana's got these little, tiny tomato
plants, you see, and there’s a big row of them, all growing. She goes: ‘Aren’t
they beautiful?’ The guy goes: ‘Well, someone told me you were growing
marijuana plants, and she goes: ‘Oh, who was that? You're going to have
to tell her she’s wrong, and she’s harassing.’ Or something like that. The
police turned around to this white woman and jarred her up and said:
‘If you do any more reporting, we're going to put you inside.” Or something
like that. The local cops had had enough of her shit.

This woman turns up at the front gate, and she’s saying ‘nigger’ and
‘black bitch’ and all this shit. I'm four years old and I've never seen
anything like this in my life. I'm hiding underneath the hibiscus plant.
There was a big hibiscus plant with all these pink flowers. I can’t
forget that.

I ran up to my Nana and hid under her apron. She had one of those
aprons with a big pocket, with tissues hanging out of it. The only swear
word I knew was ‘bloody’. This woman was screaming at Nana, and I was
jumping out going ‘bloody, bloody, bloody’ to this white woman.

Nana had the garden hose, she had it bent you see. She was sitting
there, not saying a word. This woman grabs hold of her bag, and walked
up the street. Just as she left Nana’s corner of her property, Nana got the
hose really on high squirt, and went from the back of her stocking to the
back of her head, and took her hat off. She was screaming that she was
being attacked.

That’s all I know.

Ilove that story. My Nana was boss.

There’s so many stories.

Could you tell me about any future work you are developing?

I've got a solo show coming up in Melbourne. That is basically looking at
how we do our customary law in defiance of the colonial state. It’s going
to thump ya on the head!

Note

This yarn was recorded in August 2018. It has been edited with the approval of
the artist to ensure this transcript meaningfully represents her voice. The stories
contained within this interview may not be reproduced without the story-owner’s
permission.
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Australian Premier’s Book
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1.
I was part of a book, and the sentences that possessed me were eloquent
and luminous. I knew it was absurd, but my body was long and fractured
and all the sense I made was composed of words; all the feeling I had
involved the sensuousness of unwinding and rewinding sentences.
The book said that I was lying on the street with my arm and shoulder
immobilised, and truly I could not move my arm; truly my shoulder was
in pain.I began to read ahead and noticed that I was no longer mentioned.
The book is fiction, I thought. I put it down.

2.
This morning, the toe in my hand reminds me of a King of Italy. I can't
remember which king, but his bronze sculpture in a provincial museum
has a toe damaged like mine. I saw it years ago and grasped it despite the
sign forbidding touching—and now I feel the cold bronze nestled in my
palm. Never a king I, too, might be a kind of statue—a body locked in a
posture signifying another. But not for long, and nothing that a curator
would deign to polish. The toe warms. After all, it’s mine.
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Rackoffteurs
Michael Farrell

Whenever I go down on you
I think of the beginning of
Pound’s Cantos

Pas de hustler; pas de rackoffteur

In intimate conversations, furtive
verbal fireworks—leaving both
wanting, the trail cold

Men with names ending with ‘ie’, who
stand at a barbecue and think they're
doyen of it, but every few years off in
a caravan

Iwas far from being a
popular child but I'm hardly
going to wreck the country
inrevenge

I'm hardly going to join a gang that
wears suits every day

People who think words
perform a high end
function when they speak
who don’t know how to
have a picnic—either
throwing a blanket over
everything, or cutting away
any part not being used
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Michael Farrell is a poet

and critic living in Melbourne.
Recent publications include
ILove Poetry (Giramondo) and
A Lyrebird: Selected Poems
(BlazeVOX).

That can't sit on the ground
either

Which is the worst thing you can say of an
Australian

Or, ‘they're all right
for aboss’
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Take It Steve Evans has published
twelve books, including seven
of poetry. Animal Instincts is due
out in 2019. He previously ran
the Creative Writing program at
Flinders University and has won
anumber of literary prizes.

Steve Evans

don't trust this poem
it does not have your interests at heart

when you sleep
it has one eye open
watching you in the dark

when you speak
it takes notes
in order to misquote you later

the exit is to your right
take it
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All of the Relatives Rose van Son has been widely
R S published. She was a guest poet
0sevan ->on at the New Norcia Poetry
Festival 2018. She is a Perth-
based poet who loves nature,
particularly birds.

That was the year she met all of the relatives, at least she thought that
must be all having met so many while visiting her aunt. But today her
cousin John, after treating her to rather a long lunch—his wife, Mirella,
having cooked so many courses in the day’s stifling heat—took her to his
allotment, his excitement palpable; showed her string beans hanging from
bamboo wigwams in the late afternoon light; curly tops of carrots; fringed
lilies she thought reminded her of the lilies back home about to flower;
eggplants with palm-sized leaves, wide enough to hide in if you put your
face close enough, as John did in his excitement, or parting them as if they
were the seas Moses parted with one hand. Further along, in fallow rows,
he said, he would plant corn, a favourite vegetable, more corn to grind into
flour, for his father was a miller; corn for his wife to make cornbread, or
cakes, polenta even, corn, his favourite, and the husks useful, too, wasted
nothing, he said, arms waving.

She found it hard to keep up, running behind him in her uncomfortable
shoes, and he forging ahead, pulling this leaf and that leaf, picking off
dead flowers, trimming here and there, the tips of his fingers his only tool;
sometimes stopping to taste, this bean not quite ripe he would murmur,
as he measured the crunch, but always moving forward, comfortable
in his patch, in this place he visited, he said, up to twice a day, though
sometimes twice a week, depends on the season, the rainfall, the number of
relatives expected for lunch. For this was where he pulled his vegetables,
picked tomatoes late for bottling or early for a flavoursome salad; a little
mozzarella, some basil leaves. It doesn’t take much. Here, in his allotment,
he was truly in his element, quickening his pace. She did not think she
could breathe as she tried to keep up, the heat so oppressive, the wide
vegetable fronds helped raise the humidity in the afternoon light, kept
most of the heat away. The humidity created runnels: watering the garden
from the neighbouring allotment.
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Then at last he stopped, turned on the garden tap, pressed his forefinger
to the hose nozzle, splashing here, there; turning the dial to high; here his
herbs, basil leaves, picking an armful and thrusting them to her; here all
manner of herbs, rosemary, coriander, wide-leafed parsley, lemon thyme;
so many uses, chicken flavourless without it, he spouted, and rows of garlic
just beginning to flower, a constant supply, he said, turning the tap off and
cleaning his wet shoes on a scaler handmade for that purpose—a block of
wood smoothed with his late father’s plane.

Soon they were back in the apartment, their shoes at the door; the
marble steps freshly mopped after lunch. Mirella had also cleared the
table, the lunch dishes put away and a small embroidered cloth centred
the timber-shine table where earlier she had served lunch. All those
courses: pasta, then meat and salad. She hastened to remember the
rest: beef broth in a rich tomato sauce, pasta hand-rolled, a platter of
sun-ripened peaches and she marvelled again at the peaches, smiled as
she remembered the thought, a taste like nothing on earth. It was here
where Mirella served coffee, an assortment of biscuits, delicious, almond
macaroons, fruit-filled pastries, crisp shortbread, and some she noticed
as she bit into a second, flavoured with the slightest hint of ginger and
lemon. But John, not keen to sit at the table again, opened the balcony
doors to let in the evening cool, insisted they sit on the small, almost
Juliette balcony, coffee in hand, leaving the saucer behind, left over stain
on the cloth; insisted he fill her in with the family history. There are so
many, he said, family you must learn to know.

And she thought later as she tried to sleep in her cousin’s childhood
bed, leaving her aunt crocheting in the dark, in the lamplight’s shadow,
that families were like green beans, hanging curled and twisted, each to a
vine, a wigwam frame for them to grow, comfortable, settling like a house
with many doors, letting in breezes, allowing them to pass as they will;
some quick, some slow, until at last they found their way, ripening as best
as they could.
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The Northam
Noongar Poetry

A Bush Walk
Yvonne Kickett

Project

Sisters walking as one, enjoying
the company of our Wadjela Moort.




In 2017, CAN (Community Arts Network) ran its ‘Rekindling Stories on
Country’ program with the Northam Noongar community on Ballardong
Country. The participating group chose poetry as a form to share
memories, anecdotes and expressions of place, family and local history.
Some participants had written poetry in private for many years. Others
were keen to try their hand at poetry as a starting point for documenting
personal and family stories.

Over two months, CAN hosted weekly poetry and soup evenings
with a range of Western Australian poetry and performance facilitators
Nandi Chinna, Alf Taylor, Jan Teagle Kapetas, Irma Woods and Maitland
Schnaars. Beyond an introduction to poetry styles and techniques, the
workshops became a space for women to write, share stories and edit
their pieces together, with a few kids joining in too.

Taking the workshops out on Country, Elder Yvonne Kickett led the
group on a Sunday bush walk with facilitator Nandi Chinna leading
meditations and writing exercises in clearings and at a riverbank along
the way. Alf Taylor’s workshop inspired many to capture humorous
anecdotes and colloquial speech in verse. The poems developed in the
workshops and published here span generational experiences and stories
from the Avon River, the Northam Reserve, the town and Country—deeply
personal pieces that together offer a sense of place.

Twelve community members joined the workshops across the
program. Some chose to keep their poems to share with family, and a
group went on to perform their work in CAN’s Bilya Kep Waangkiny (River
Water Stories) poetry performances with a changing music ensemble
in the 2017 York Festival, the Quairading Town Hall, the Northam Link
Theatre (accompanied by members of the Perth Symphony Orchestra),
and the 2018 Denmark Festival of Voice.

CAN'’s ‘Rekindling Stories on Country’ program is funded by the
Australia Council for the Arts; the Department of Local Government,
Sport and Cultural Industries; and Lotterywest.

Jessica Wraight,
Program Manager
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Bilya Kep
Deborah Moody

Nitja ngulla bilya-kep koorliny.
Ngangk yirra yaaginy,
shimmering silver

in the morning

koorliny down

through the bilya

in the deep moorn kep.
Bending, winding
koorliny

in straight lines

around corners bokadja.
Baalap waanginy in

the dreamtime

He created the bilya kep.

Maaman God

baal yirra yaaginy

over the deep moorn kep.
Maaman God baal waaginy,
separate the boodja

and the kep.

The deep moorn kep
koorliny bokadja.

Ngulla maaman

God baal the creator

of the boodja and

the deep moorn kep.
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A Bush Walk Yvonne Kickett is a Ballardong
Noongar woman, a respected

Elder and a Botanical Specialist.
She is an experienced poet with
a significant body of work,

an artist, and she contributed to
the Bilya Koort Boodja Centre
for Nyoongar Culture and
Environmental Knowledge

Yvonne Kickett

in Northam.

A small crowd has gathered,

waving like anxious ants arriving at a picnic.

The sun is a giant glowing ember in the sky
warming us all as we get ready.

We start off, feet shuffling, traipsing in unison
that matches the beating of our hearts.

My sisters walk alongside me,

our hearts weighed down by a recent loss.

The gum trees sway, blown by an easterly breeze,

leaves swishing to a silent tune that makes them dance to and fro.

In the distance you can hear birds singing, different tunes,
a healing melody for our hearts;

they're the orchestra of the bush.

Dry grass, crawling ants, sheoak trees,

and dead logs line the terrain that leads to the creek bed,
dried up, but still beautiful to take in.

Then in silence, we absorb all that surrounds us,
meditating, fixating on the sounds, smells and feelings.

In the distance the rumblings of a V8 engine speeding past,
the soft sound of the dogs running in and out of the bushes,
the buzzing of flies near our ears; the peace broken,
brought back to reality in an instant.
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As we make our way back to the cars

our bodies restored for now.

We hug each other, today has been good.
This, a day of healing,

one to take away the hurt.

Sisters walking as one, enjoying

the company of our Wadjela Moort.

Packing up, ready to go our separate ways,
Our hearts soar as if lifted by giant eagles wings,
sacred bushland etched in our minds forever.
A walk to remember, our bush walk.
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Story of My Life Janet Kickett is a Ballardong

. Noongar woman, and a
Janet Kickett respected Elder. She is a singer

and artist as well as a poet, and
contributed to the Bilya Koort
Boodja Centre for Nyoongar
Culture and Environmental
Knowledge in Northam.

Taken far away as a child, from my dad and mum

to a place that wasn't meant for me;

it was miles from my home, there were no smiling faces,

I didn’t know what I'd done wrong.

My eyes filled with tears, running down my tiny face like rain.
Other children were there—faces wet from tears, Iwasn't alone.
Ididn’t know why? Those people are cruel in that big black car,
came and snatched us away and we were taken so far.

There was no comfort. The people who took us,

made us work, the same things over and over again.

Down on my hands and knees I would scrub the floors.

We were made to kneel on stones in the yard; yesIstill got the scars.

I would pray every day to the Lord, why was I treated this way?
With tears in my eyes, I'd cry mum come and take me home.

For many long years I kept myself busy and tried not to worry,
going to school and learning kept me going.

My mum passed away and my heart was broken over again.
Now who would come to pick me up and take me away from here?

Aletter finally came to release me from this awful place.

My face lit up! Then wondering what I'm gonna do?

Gathering my things, what little I did have, Iraninto Nanna’s
arms.

She held me so tight, Icried and cried,  atlastIwas going home.
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Humble Man Cyndy Moody is a Ballardong

Noongar woman. Her work
Cyn dy Moo dy ‘Moorn Maali’ (2016) from the

project ‘Kwobadak Maar’ (CAN)
is featured in the Bilya Koort
Boodja Centre for Nyoongar
Culture and Environmental
Knowledge in Northam.

A gentle face with a trophy smile.

Your cut-off-sleeved checked shirt.

I can picture you at the kitchen table,

asyou greet me, your eyes smile.

I wonder what your plans are today?

Will you be going to church in your blue shirt, suit and tie?
Or will you be getting ready to go bush to hunt for our feed?
I'hugged you. Your hat curved out on both sides,

brushed leather smell, colour of river sand.

Everyone knew you—

the Noongar man with a cowboy hat and Pajero,

driving around our Avon Valley town.

My dad, taking many who knelt for the sinner’s prayer

home to be showered and fed.

I watched him offer his own flannelette shirt.

A family man who loved to spin yarns,

always had us wrapped in stories of him and his main dog, Lassie.

His family at the table.
That’s all that mattered.
His life complete.
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Rise Up and Be Strong Julie Wynne is a Ballardong
Julie Wynne Noongar woman who works for

the Wheatbelt Aboriginal Health
Service in Northam, where she
also lives. She contributed to the
Bilya Koort Boodja Centre for
Nyoongar Culture and
Environmental Knowledge

in Northam.

Day after day, week after week, month after month

Years go by, their future flies

No purpose in life

But to sit with their crowd

To drink and be loud

After the jokes they are sober

Their minds are ticking over and over.

I'm worried about my health,

my thoughts are everywhere

I'm drinking too much, I need a food voucher

Money spent again on grog and gunja

Where is my life heading?

I'm lying here contemplating I can’t see a way out
A fog-like-haze, a black hole, I can’t get out

There has to be a light at the end of this darkness.
I would like to think a voice could be the link.

A voice that is encouraging, that focuses

on your strengths.

The voice could be God, be your inner strength
Your counsellor, counselling, whatever it is,
Keep listening to that voice

Never let it fade, let it be the anchor

Let it hold through the storms and rough seas,
Strong spirit,

strong mind.
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The Pool Troy Dagg is a Western
Australian-born writer now
Troy Dagg

based in Barcelona. He has had
stories previously published in
Indigo Journal, LINQ Magazine
and BCN Ink.

John Cheever, | He might have been compared to a summer’s day..
‘The Swimmer’

Fresh enough to wake the dead, no other excuse required to yawn and rub
his paunch and inhale a lungful of the pollen-filled air. Pine tree aroma
stirred the whisky fug in his head and he thumbed his eyes, but there was
nothing wrong with them, those were spider web traces he could see.
Insects buzzed, doves cooed. Morning hadn'’t felt like this for a long while.

Then he laid eyes on the pool.

Isidoro waddled down the porch steps and went over and peered in.
Rotten leaves and pine needles formed scum islands, and insects so small
they were barely visible prickled the meniscus of a heavier stillness
beneath. Deep down he could descry clumps of moss slow-floating. These
had grown. For a while last autumn he’d monitored their development,
then lost interest, or the water had gone opaque, he couldn’t remember
which. Clearly it had been a mistake to have left the pool for so long. Now
in the clear springlight the scale of the task of cleaning became apparent.
For he had to clean it, the necessity operated in him like one of his organs.
Isidoro couldn’t imagine summer without the pool, and besides, he'd
promised his grandson they would continue where they'd left off with
the boy’s swimming lessons. Isidoro put his hands on his hips and allowed
the warmth of the sun and the clean air to replenish him. The pool would
need to be emptied, acid washed, refilled and chlorinated, but before any
of that he'd need to fix the pump.

‘Where are you going with that?’ asked his wife Montse. She was
hunched at the kitchen bench sprinkling tobacco into the slots of a
cigarette-making machine. She collected tobacco by pinching the ends off
her regular cigarettes until she had enough to make her own. ‘The filters
and tubes cost next to nothing, she'd say, ‘and I smoke less. How was he
supposed to argue against such slack-mindedness?

Now she was gawking at him with that irritating, fly-trap grievance
of hers.
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‘I'm fixing the pump, Isidoro said, although it was not the pump he was
carrying, but the motor. Bah, let her think what she liked.

Montse shook her head and stared at the container full of cigarette ends.

‘Fine, she said. ‘Just fine.

Isidoro ignored her and went downstairs to the garage. At his
workbench he took the motor apart and inspected it. If he'd been here,
Jeremias would have butted in with a hundred quack ideas—Isidoro could
just hear him insisting the problem was the diffuser. He hadn’t spoken to
his brother for almost a year but couldn’t stop imagining what Jeremias
would say in this or that situation, and sometimes even caught himself
wanting to ask his advice. Of course Isidoro could have called him. Yeah,
yeah, but Jeremias could have called too.

There, see, it was a cracked impeller causing the problem—it wasn't
spinning freely. Isidoro knew he’d be able to get a replacement from Iscle
at the hardware, and so off he went, and got it for a bargain, and by that
evening he had the motor reassembled and reclamped to the pump, cheap
and easy as you like. Why had he put the job off for so long? No matter,
the important thing now was to get the pool cleaned. And what if he asked
Jeremias to come tomorrow and help? Surely enough time had gone by
for the ill-feeling between them to have passed. The job would certainly
get done faster with two.

In the pump house Isidoro switched the power back on, set the pump
valve to ‘filter’, and turned on the motor. A loud grinding noise told him
the bearings were close to shot, but the pump primed as it ought and a
satisfying sloosh rinsed through piping. Hopefully he’d done enough at
least to get through summer. He switched off the motor, rotated the valve
to ‘backwash’, and then turned the motor on again. It would take the best
part of twenty-four hours to empty the pool. He closed the door on the
pump shed. It was dusk. In the twilight the pool looked dark green and
viscous. There was no sign on the surface that the pump had begun its
work. The muted whine of the motor merged with that of mosquitoes
and seemed to reverberate in the orange sunset. Isidoro walked around
the perimeter towards the porch. He was tired, but had decided he would
telephone Jeremias and tell him to come tomorrow. If Jeremias didn’t
appreciate the gesture, well then, that was up to him.

The following morning was, if possible, even more glorious than the
previous. Isidoro heard the clunk as Jeremias let himself in by the front
gate as usual, just as if his last visit had been yesterday and not a year
ago. Jeremias’ head bobbed past the living room window as he proceeded
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down the side of the house and around to the porch. Through the kitchen
window Isidoro watched him assume his habitual seat and light a cigarette
and then hunch, elbows on knees, studying his fingers. He did look
rougher than a year ago, like a figure carved out of a knotted trunk. Well,
life had been hard on them both.

Isidoro emerged and sat on the sofa and lit his pipe, pot belly
protuberant between the flaps of his shirt. Both were silent. Their smoke
mixed and rose through sunlight and spread into a smog bank about
the eaves. And look at that! Overnight approximately half the water
had been pumped away. Surface scum moved in swirls, propelled on
hidden currents. Moss on the exposed walls gleamed in sunlight, like an
emerald quarry being exposed. The whine of the pump filled the silence
between them.

It was Jeremias who eventually broke it.

‘You smoke a pipe now.’

Isidoro nodded. ‘Works out cheaper.’

Jeremias mimicked his nodding, which was an old habit of his, cumber-
some but comfortable like old work boots. Although his brother was a year
older, he'd always taken Isidoro’s lead. But now Jeremias continued to
nod—nod, nod, nod—inexorable, as though trying to work something out.
Isidoro shifted in his seat. What was he playing at?

At last Jeremias said, ‘Did you know Joselito’s working at The Casino?’

Isidoro raised an eyebrow. The Casino was the village’s main bar
where the old fellas went afternoons to play dominoes. Joselito was a
labourer Isidoro used to hire and to whom he owed money for the Sant
Feliu job. Who didn’t Isidoro owe money to? Joselito was pretty far back
in the queue.

‘The Casino?’

‘Waiting tables,’ said Jeremias, shaking his head.

‘Well, at least it's something. I wouldn’t do it myself, but it’s something.

Isidoro saw the skin around Jeremias’ eyes tighten. There was indeed
something tree-like about him, something of a doomed old-wood survivor
who persisted in drawing sap into knots where boughs had been lopped. He'd
thought he knew Jeremias almost as well as he knew himself, but this was
something new, something developed in isolation during their year apart.
Hadn't they discussed the situation on the telephone yesterday? Of course
he couldn’t pay Jeremias what he owed him, but he needed his brother to
show a little faith, work together with him to change their fortunes. Isidoro
thumbed the ridge of his pipe, contemplated the bowl!’s dark interior.

It had been the middle of summer last year when the Sant Feliu
developers declared bankruptcy and defaulted on what they owed him.
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That had occurred simultaneously with the pump giving out. One day the
water had been cerulean, transparent—the next a toxic, iridescent jade.
He’d had to stop the swimming lessons he’d been giving his grandson
just when he’d been so proud because the boy had no longer needed
arm floaties. ‘I'm breeding a pet crocodile, he'd joked, trying to allay
disappointment. ‘Look! Ah, you missed it. It just went under.’ But the boy
simply turned away. That was the hardest thing he’d have to bear, that’s
what he’d felt then, which was why he’d declared he would clean the pool
and fix the pump ready for next summer.

But that required money, or so he'd thought at the time. Weeks had
passed and no new contracts came. Weeks became months, summer
turned to autumn and then winter. On the news stock prices plummeted,
unemployment soared, the country’s international investment status
went into freefall. Like maggot-life beneath rocks, political corruption was
exposed. Of all markets, construction was hardest hit. His own business,
Castelear Construcciones, which for so many years had provided for his
family and Jeremias’—houses and cars, university for his daughter—and
which had employed Joselito and two other labourers, it all shrivelled to
nothing with the rapidity of plastic in flames. He'd been left on the dole,
receiving barely enough to cover mortgage repayments. He sold his Land
Rover just to afford groceries, and now they lived off Montse’s disgraceful
wage—paid in black—which she earnt house cleaning part-time. Thinking
he didn't know, their kids slipped Montse money for bills. Jeremias had
never had a head for business—his situation could only be worse.

Meanwhile, throughout winter Isidoro ignored the pool and his
promise. He watched TV all day and drank the cheapest brand of whisky.
He didn’t want to speak with Jeremias and Jeremias didn’t contact him.
The pool’s state worsened. Near the surface tadpoles wriggled sideways,
and alien, arrow-shaped bugs shot down into the murk. It resembled
less a pool and more a wedge of swamp. ‘Next he'll be telling me there’s
money in breeding mosquitoes.” That’s what Montse said to people. Ever
since he'd been unemployed she thrived on humiliating him. And now,
according to Jeremias, it seemed his ex-labourers were reduced to selling
old-timers drinks.

During winter everything had seemed hopeless, but it was spring again
and summer promised, he felt its vim. Hadn’t he managed to fix the pump
himself, and for next to nothing? If only the remaining sludge would hurry
up and drain so they could get to work—that would put an end to Jeremias’
moping.

‘Listen,’ Isidoro said. ‘Why don’t you and Maria come round for dinner
this weekend? I'll invite our lot too. We'll grill meat on the barbecue,
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or prawns. We can eat by the pool, like always. We'll be sure to have
finished by then.

Jeremias made a sound with his tongue. That too was something new,
a sign Isidoro didn’t know how to interpret.

‘I'd have to check with Maria first, said Jeremias.

‘Sure. Tell her she has to come, that it’s an official inauguration, the
opening of the season. If the weather holds, it might even be hot enough
to swim.

Past summers surged in Isidoro, sultry and ample. Family and friends,
everybody they knew came to laze around the pool, the men standing
up to their chests, elbows propped on the curb, the women paddling or
sunbathing on towels laid over decking, children splashing and squealing
and slipping from inflatable rafts and tubes. Montse complained his
constant entertaining meant work for her, that all summer long she never
got a minute’s rest. But she didn’t understand how much he needed the
warmth and sun, the gossip and late-night drinks. Reflections of the pool’s
underwater lights quavering along the fence made it seem like everybody
and everything were merged into a woozy oneness and that he was its
nub, the instigator of it all. And suddenly he desired to see Maria again
as she bent forward to wring water from her hair, the cling of her bathing
suit. And why not? With all the money he'd spent, the cars he'd bought,
the house he’d built, and the pool, he needn’t put up with Montse and her
whingeing, he too could have a good-looking younger woman. In fact, what
was to stop him taking Maria? Jeremias didn’t possess the hard instincts
needed for business. Hadn't he, Isidoro, always been the one to bring in
the contracts, deal with the lawyers, clients, banks, architects? If Jeremias
had been able to marry a specimen like that, it was because he, Isidoro,
had made Castelear Construcciones a success for both of them. Without
him, Jeremias would be nothing more than a bum.

‘Tdon’t know, Isi’ Jeremias exhaled a flute of smoke. ‘I don’t know she’ll
go for it. I don’t know anyone will’

Jeremias flicked his cigarette onto the grass. Isidoro drew on his pipe,
but it was extinguished. He should've bought a packet of his old cigarettes
before Jeremias arrived—he’d never smoked the pipe in public. Suddenly
anger encrusted him. He leant forward and knocked ash from the pipe
into the flower box. If necessary he would fight his brother, the rest of
his fairweather family, developers, government—anyone who came. Just
one leg up, the smallest crack to get a grip, that was all he needed and
then he’d show the lot of them. His jaw locked, and it was Jeremias who
kept speaking.

‘There’s been no word then?
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‘No, muttered Isidoro. ‘And I don’t expect any.

Silence again rose between them. A cloud bagged the sun. The pool’s
water went dark and its emerald walls grey. Colour leached from the
morning and insects stopped buzzing. A current of air sluiced through
the porch. It made Isidoro shiver and want to button his shirt. The
change lasted no more than a moment, spring revived, and when the sun
re-emerged Isidoro discovered that, as quickly as it had come, all his anger
and shame had been flushed away. He couldn’t say why, or how, but now
for the first time he noticed a low squirming sound, like he had water in his
ears. Yes, he could definitely hear what sounded like a faint subterranean
trickle. Impossible it should be coming from the pool—the water wasn't
draining, it was being pumped out through the suction cover located at
the deepest point of the pool floor, but he looked anyway and was amazed
to see how far the level had dropped in such a short time. As if to confirm
what he saw, the sound in his ears became louder, an unmistakable gurgle,
like a brook.

He glanced at Jeremias to see if he had noticed anything but Jeremias
was busy extracting another cigarette from a packet which he then
returned to the breast pocket of his shirt.

‘Maria says you should sue, Jeremias said around lighting the cigarette.

Isidoro didn't reply. He was listening intently, trying to isolate the
sound of water.

‘But have you looked into it? You can’t just let them get away with it.
Maria's right. They owe you. And you owe me, us. You owe everybody, Isi.
You want to let yourself rot, fine, go ahead. But there are others. I need
that money.’

Isidoro was only half listening. The sound of water had amplified to a
rush, muffling the outside world. It felt as if he was the one being drained
and that within him a void, calm and still, was being revealed.

‘Listen,’ Jeremias continued. ‘Maria and I have been thinking. Our
neighbours, do you know what they’'ve done? They went to this agency
about renting their house. To tourists, you know, Russians and Germans,
that sort of thing. In summer they’ll pay anything to stay on Costa Brava.
And this agency, they come into your house and fix everything up. They'd
get this pool sparkling in no time. And its free, all part of the deal. And
do you know how much our neighbours are getting? Fifteen hundred per
week. Per week, Isi! Per week!

Jeremias’ words seeped away. How could his brother not hear the
sound of plunging water? Did he not see the pool was almost empty, moss
aglow on its exposed walls? Only a soupy puddle at the bottom remained,
a final scurry of surface scum. It was like a plug had been pulled, or a dam
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burst. Everything pent up and stagnant simply flowed away. It was so easy,
there were no barriers, everything that had occurred was simply a part of
life, neither good nor bad, neither to be accepted nor rejected, it just was.
Emptiness shone in Isidoro.

From behind the briars of his eyebrows, Jeremias’ gaze pinned him.

‘It wouldn't be for long, Isi. Just the summer. All you'd have to do is sit
back and take it easy. Like on vacation. Yes, a vacation, that’s what it would
be. You wouldn't even have to worry about cleaning that stinking pool.

There sounded the slurp and choke of leaching water. Isidoro breathed
in deeply. The sound ceased. Only the whine of the pump continued.

‘Maria says you could stay with us while the house is rented,’ Jeremias
was saying.

And then all at once, Jeremias’ words caught up to Isidoro. They
avalanched in. He felt ill. He wanted to swallow but his mouth was dry.
So this is what it had come to. He wiped his brow, discovered he was
drenched in sweat.

‘It's a good idea, Isi.’

Isidoro set his pipe on the edge of the flower box. The future peeled
away like the pull-ring lid off a tuna can. There was an abandoned quarry
out behind the woods beyond the cemetery. He would rent a trailer from
Iscle and empty spadesful and barrow-loads of earth into the pool, bury
it forever, like it had never existed. He didn’t need summer. He no longer
wanted anybody to visit, not even his grandson. His needs were modest,
just whisky and television. With no visitors Montse would have nothing
to gripe about, he’d be left on his own. He glanced once more at the pool,
empty. Then he faced Jeremias.

‘And what about your house?’ From his dry throat the words came out
cracked. ‘Why not rent your house?’

Jeremias’ smile was like a hook.

‘Because of the pool, Isi! Because of the pool! That'’s what the tourists
want. If you don’t have a pool, you don't get the rent. So we let the agency
in and they fix it all up. The pool, the yard, the house, everything. You and
Montse stay with us for a couple of months, and we split the money, fifty-
fifty. What do you say?’
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In ‘The Death of the Author’, Roland Barthes develops a post-structuralist
approach to the issues of reading, writing, and the relationship between
texts and the signs that comprise them. Barthes begins the paper with
an illustration of the novella Sarrasine by Honoré de Balzac, in which a
castrato is disguised as a woman, and of whom Balzac writes the following
sentence: ‘This was woman herself, with her sudden fears, her irrational
whims, her instinctive worries, her impetuous boldness, her fussings,
and her delicious sensibility’ (Balzac in Barthes 142). After reading the
sentence, Barthes asks:

Who is speaking thus? Is it the hero of the story bent on
remaining ignorant of the castrato hidden beneath the
woman? Is it Balzac the individual, furnished by his personal
experience with a philosophy of Woman? Is it Balzac the
author professing ‘literary’ ideas on femininity? Is it universal
wisdom? Romantic psychology? We shall never know, for the
good reason that writing is the destruction of every voice, of
every point of origin. (142)

Barthes’ question touches upon the very issue of the authority of
the author, a sacred concept long held in the Western literary tradition.
A piece of writing that can be regarded as a world classic and that survives
history is grounded in the very act of reading and, especially, translation,
a creative reinterpretation that can be inscribed in history and live on in
new linguistic and cultural contexts, experiencing cultural encounters
and bringing new voices.

As a creator, the author is dead: his or her civil status, his or her
physical body have disappeared, and he or she is dispossessed; but the
very life created by the author becomes a ‘foster child’ in the Keatsian
sense, and is revived in the guise of a new author through translation.
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The death of the author and the birth of the translator, as well as the revival
of the text, create a cyclic movement. Traditionally in the West, the author
as inspired by God stands behind the work. The God-inspired literary
creation reinforces the power of God, the author, and fatherly authority.
The potential implication of such an authority implies filial subjugation to
God and a fear of the proliferation of meanings, and Barthes’ critique of
the figure of the author is similarly oriented towards the manner in which
that figure contains, limits and ultimately tames meaning (Allen 74).
Barthes tries to avoid becoming an ‘author’ in this sense: for him, the
meaning of writing lies within the activity of writing itself rather than in
what one is supposed to produce by that activity. Writing, for Barthes, is a
meaning or, perhaps, a disturbance of meaning rather than a production of
ameaning (Allen 138). The term ‘author’ doesn't refer purely and simply to
areal individual. The ‘author’ is much like the ‘narrator’, in that he or she
can be an alter ego for the actual writer. This kind of soulmate relationship
between the original author and the translator epitomises the relationship
between the 18th-century Chinese writer Shen Fu and modern Australian
writer Nicholas Jose, who translates Shen Fu's narrative Six Chapters of
a Floating Life into a multilayered modern novel entitled The Red Thread:
A Love Story, a text that transcends the boundaries of translation, and in
which a modern Sino-Australian romance is interwoven with a traditional
18th-century Chinese love story, with a view to challenging East-West
value dichotomies and essentialising discourses on world literatures.

A translator is a re-writer in the sense that a translator not only writes,
but also uses his or her imagination, drawing on his or her personal
experience, and appropriating previous texts to formulate his or her
discourse. A translator who is a writer might just write or rewrite any old
thing, without subordinating his or her imagination to the authority of
the original text. ‘No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning
alone. His significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his relation
to the dead poets and artists’ (Eliot 38). As a matter of fact, in the history
of literature, all writers borrow or translate from their predecessors. In
the tradition of translation theory, this sounds like giving the writer or the
translator license to impose his or her experiences and interpretations
onto everything he or she writes or translates.

Who translates? Who is the subject of translation? Is the translator
allowed to be a subject, to have subjectivity? If so, what forces are active
within subjectivity, and to what extent are those forces channelled into it
from without? This is the main concern of Douglas Robinson, as he tries
to challenge the traditional ideas of the sacredness of the author by using
examples from Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok’s representation of the
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Wolf Man story in The Wolf Man’s Magic Word (Robinson 3).In the original
Wolf Man story, Sigmund Freud’s narrative seems to make a good case for
his psychoanalytic theory, but it is highly unreliable. Abraham and Torok’s
first discovery, for example, was that the Wolf Man’s first language was
not Russian, as Freud thought, but English, and the cryptanalyst’s task is
therefore to translate not an original and encrypted Russian into Freud’s
German, but an original English into an encrypted Russian first, and then
into the German that he uses in analysis with Freud (Robinson 84).

The young Sergei, the Wolf Man, sees his father rape his big
sister. He is the witness. He tells his governess and/or mother
what he saw, but the mother tells the governess in a mixture of
Russian and English that the boy is lying. (Robinson 86)

The story narrated is quite arbitrary in a linguistic sense and open to
different interpretations. Freud ‘translates’ the Wolf Man’s source text
into the Oedipus complex. Abraham and Torok retranslate Freud and
the Wolf Man. And Robinson retranslates all three: Abraham and Torok,
Freud, and the Wolf Man?.

In the foreword to The Wolf Man’s Magic Word, Derrida argues that
‘everything is played out on the borderline that divides and opposes the
two terms’ (xvi). This idea is elaborated in his essay ‘What Is a “Relevant”
Translation”: that ‘nothing is translatable and, by the same token, that
nothing is untranslatable’ (369), showing the impossible necessity
of translation, a paradox that has haunted writers and translators for
centuries. For Derrida, there is always a borderline existing between
borderlands, an in-betweenness that calls the attention of the translator,
and an incompleteness that calls for future generations to complete. His
effort is to deconstruct the binary opposition pattern of either-or, and
open pluralist possibilities. For him, ‘The Wolf Man’s drama remains
incomplete for its hero. But once set in motion, its action cannot be
stopped; it must proceed in us inevitably to its final outcome’ (‘Fors’ xxiv).
This incompleteness is a spur for subsequent writers and readers to
complete the narrative, and so the Wolf Man’s Magic Word reads like a
novel, a poem, a myth, a drama, the whole thing in a plural translation,
productive and simultaneous.

Although translation-as-rewriting seems a well-founded practice, it is
important to note that in most concepts of translation the source text is
granted an ultimate authority, and the rhetoric of comparison has most
often been that of faithfulness and equivalence. Historically, the authority
of the author enjoys paramount position and the efforts and practices of
translators have long been marginalised, driven into a peripheral position
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in which their efforts, especially their writerly status, are not given due
respect. In The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial
Literatures, for instance, the authors barely mention translation, although
they stress the significance of language as central to postcolonial thought:

The crucial function of language as a medium of power
demands that post-colonial writing define itself by seizing the
language of the centre and re-placing it in a discourse fully
adapted to the colonized place. (Ashcroft 38)

In their second edition in 2002, however, the authors made a significant
modification to their previous views by acknowledging the growing
importance of translation between what they refer to as local and
world languages. In The World Republic of Letters, French critic Pascale
Casanova analyses how authors from the periphery achieve metropolitan
success. In her discussion, she acknowledges that ‘language is the major
component of literary capital’ (255) and classifies ‘small’ languages
into four categories. Chinese language belongs to languages of ‘broad
diffusion’ with ‘internal literary traditions’ that nevertheless remain
‘unrecognized in the international marketplace’ (256-257). Australia
might belong to the first of Casanova’s categories, as its language base
includes ‘languages that are oral or whose script is unsettled and in
the process of being established’ (256): Australian writers must largely
represent Aboriginal languages in English for a mainstream readership,
and are caught in a contradiction between metropolitan and peripheral
status. Emily Apter articulates the dilemma of Australian writers’ literary
status in the world: ‘a strong, institutionally well-connected Australian
poet like John Kinsella fails to warrant inclusion in the global canon’,
because ‘his writing is not exotic enough’, while ‘a poet like Lionel Fogarty
[..] fails to cross over because it remains too exotic for mainstream taste’
(98-99). This comment is reminiscent of Stephen Owen’s criticism
of Chinese poet Beidao as being too Westernised: ‘These could just as
easily be translations from a Slovak or an Estonian or a Philippine poet. It
could even be a kind of American poetry’ (31). Wolfgang Kubin, a German
Sinologist, on the other hand, criticises modern Chinese writers as too
traditional and lacking modern and international sensibilities. This
kind of disdain or critical attitude in the age of transnational culture
perpetuates a deeply ingrained Orientalism in world literary studies.
What lies behind it is a sense of incommensurability and untranslatability
of cultures. Perhaps they are afraid that the traditionally marginalised
writers deprive them of their sense of superiority and literary power of
discourse in the world republic of letters.
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It is perhaps such shared misgivings that attracts Nicholas Jose to
Chinese literary traditions and Chinese theories of translation, as he
argues that China is ‘hardly a small literature, but a major, ancient and
continuing literary stream from an alternative empire’, and is now ‘in the
same boat’ as Australia (‘Damage’ 12). Jose haslong been working in China
as a diplomat and teacher, and he realises the importance of transcultural
dialogue in history. In his review of The Dao of Translation: An East-West
Dialogue, Jose is attracted to the discussion of Dao in literary translations.
In the book in question, Douglas Robinson borrows from Laozi's famous
saying ‘the dao that can be daoed is not the constant dao’ to elaborate the
mutual productiveness in the act of translation, and the indeterminacy
of language:

The Text that can be texted is not the true Text.

The Source Text that can be translated is not the true Source
Text.

The Translation Act that can be acted out is not the true
Translation Act.

The Translation Decision that can be decided is not the true
Translation Decision.

The Source Author’s Thought that can be thought by the
translator and understood by the target reader is not the
true Thought. (7)

The Daoist discussion subverts the traditional Western binary rhetoric.
Dao (nothing) produces one, one produces two, two produces three, and
three produces everything, and finally all things return to one. In Andrew
Benjamin’s view, ‘Naming is a type of translation’ (94). In other words,
from nothing we get the writing, and from writing we get translations, and
from translation we get new writings; nothing stays stable and fixed. Or
one may also put it in another way: it is an intersubjective transformation
in that writerly is readerly, and vice versa. For Jose, translation is an
invention, a way to make friends instead of remaining as strangers. As
the medium for world literature, translation is an active participant in
emergent writing and cultural exchange, allowing us to cross borders,
to go beyond our boundaries, to hear those stories we would otherwise
miss, those stories that challenge and overturn what we know. In a
logocentric Western philosophy, which prioritises word over image,
alphabet over ideogram, all human efforts are very much conditioned
by either-or choices, which do not allow translation to experience other
kinds of transformations. In traditional Chinese literary representations,
however, writing and painting often go together—text and image are
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an integral part of representation—and Indigenous storytelling, too,
often has both a visual and descriptive form, which suggests the need
for a more encompassing mindset where interplay between different
modes is given space to occur (Jose ‘Translation’ 10). Multiple modes of
representation and a plural sense of interpretation are the very dynamic
of human progress. The traditional either-or pattern and a fixed sense of
human progress neglect the polysemy of historical linguistics, and fail
to appreciate that even misreading, or what Harold Bloom calls ‘poetic
misprision’ (xxiii), can be a kind of creation in the history of East-West
encounters. Ezra Pound is a typical example of such creative misreading,
or ‘misprision’, in producing a new mode of poetic perception to the
Western reader.

‘The limits of my language mean the limits of my world’, as Ludwig
Wittgenstein famously stated. The more languages people speak, the more
windows they can look into; different languages take people into a dialogue
with different cultures and civilisations, helping them to write and
rewrite, translate and retranslate different sources, and in the process of
translation, they are constantly negotiating differences and forming their
own creations. Anglos are known for their comparative monolingualism,
but that does not erase the history and reality of translation practices in
the Anglo world—especially in Australia, as it is situated closer to Asian
countries. Jose argues that ‘Australian writing in English contains a fair
amount of translation, and more that can be read as translation in a less
literal sense: writing that transports forms and expressions from other
languages and cultures into an Australian literary field’ (‘Damage’ 1). As the
general editor of The Macquarie PEN Anthology of Australian Literature,
Jose has a superior understanding of translation-as-rewriting processes
in Australia. Dialogue with, and translations from, Aboriginal language
into English, and transcultural writings from Asia and within Australia—
whether from bilingual writers, such as Ouyang Yu, or writers from Anglo
cultures, such as Alex Miller—abound in Australian literature. They forma
multilingual and multicultural reality where incommensurable differences
are narrowed down through cross-cultural negotiations.

Jose spent many years in China, teaching English literature and
Australian studies first in Beijing at Beijing Foreign Studies University
in 1986 and then in Shanghai at East China Normal University in 1987.
He also worked as Cultural Attaché at the Australian Embassy in Beijing
from 1987 to 1990. He has a genuine understanding and true love of
Chinese culture and tries to create a series of lifelike figures that engage
themselves in a cross-cultural dialogue with China—as can be seen in
works such as Avenue of Eternal Peace (1989), The Rose Crossing (1994) and
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The Custodians (1997)—rather than figures that are stereotyped or
caricatured. His interest in Chinese language is also reflected in
his characters and his own translation efforts. In comparison with
Western languages, the Chinese written language is more suggestive
and becomes an excellent medium for poetry, as it minimises the use
of syncategorematic words and leaves more gaps for the readers to
create images and meanings through imagination. Interculturally and
philosophically, Benjamin'’s trope of a broken vase, Derrida’s incomplete
sense of a drama, and Jose's appropriation of Bapo (China’s ‘eight
broken’) all indicate a task to fill the gap, to complete the incomplete,
either in translation or in transcultural re-creations. In ‘Translation Plus:
On Literary Translation and Creative Writing’, Jose mentions how China’s
‘eight broken’ (J\# &) gave him the impetus to translate China:

Ever since I first heard of this concept, I have envisaged it as
a kind of writing, where fragments, prismatic perspectives,
and an aesthetic of incompleteness, ongoing-ness and
reassembly, could be applied to express the complex shades
of an experience of China over many years, and of those who
have moved through, or in and out of, a changing China, and
a changing outside world, specifically Australia, as it relates
to China: a condition of mobility and fluidity that eludes final
meaning. (15)

This unity-in-diversity, as well as mobility and fluidity, of Chinese
culture evades a final meaning and creates ceaseless opportunities for
new combinations; no wonder the nonlinear, fragmentary nature of Six
Chapters of a Floating Life, an autobiographical narrative by Shen Fu
(1763-1825) in Suzhou during the Qing Dynasty in China, caught the
attention of Jose. The book was relatively anonymous during Shen Fu's
lifetime, but was discovered accidentally in a second-hand book stall, and
became an instant success after it was published in Shen Bao, a Shanghai-
based newspaper, in 1877. There are supposed to be six chapters, but
only four chapters were found. The stories narrated, the question of
the reliability of the first-person narration, and the incompleteness and
incoherence of the story have aroused great interest in readers, who
become lost in reveries?. It was translated by modern Chinese writer Lin
Yutang into English, titled Six Chapters of a Floating Life, and incorporated
into his book The Wisdom of China and India in 1942.

In the acknowledgements to The Red Thread, Jose states that he
incorporates Lin Yutang’s classic English translation and his own
translation based on the Chinese text into his fictional creation. Reading
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superficially, the novel can be interpreted as a cross-cultural love
triangle. The Red Thread pays homage to a passage in Lin’s translation
that recounts the story of the Red String of Marriage in Chinese legend,
according to which the old lunar matchmaker god ties an invisible red
cord around the ankles of those who are destined to meet and fall in love.
Jose appropriates this story in an innovative way; the novel also takes on
Buddhist overtones of transmigration. In the novel, the fragments of Lin
Yutang'’s English translation are interspersed into chapters of Jose’s own
rewritings. The story takes place in a post-Cultural Revolution Shanghai,
a city where East and West meet and past and present converge, carrying
postmodern historical connotations. The love story shows a contrapuntal
correspondence between the past and present, Anglo and Chinese.

On a deeper reading, one may see the effects of cross-cultural
translation and the continuation of the original life of the text in the
act of translation, literally and metaphorically, as life is incomplete, an
individual’s life is floating, and the world is always in an impermanent
flux, even with regard to love. In the novel, Shen Fuling, a young and
inexperienced auctioneer who received his education in America and
is now working in Shanghai, meets Old Weng (punning on the Chinese
character for a venerated and experienced old man) who gives him
a manuscript of the first four chapters of the original edition of Six
Chapters of a Floating Life for bidding. Not long afterwards, Shen meets
Ruth Garret, an Australian girl from Sydney who is suffering from a
terminal illness. Gradually Shen and Ruth bewitch each other and spend
nights reading the four chapters, with Shen pointing at each Chinese
character and pronouncing it word by word, and then attempting a rough
translation with Ruth into English. As Ruth learns how to do this herself,
she begins her own free translation according to her imagination. Soon
they find their doppelgdngers in the manuscript: their names, their works,
and even their predispositions find echoes in the story within a story. As
the story progresses, however, they meet with unexpected problems,
with Ruth again seriously sick and, imitating the style and the practice
of Yun in the original narrative, refusing to go to hospital. Shen realises
the importance of the two missing chapters, which in his view will help
decide their final fate and determine the continuation of Ruth’s life.
They go to Old Weng's home, hoping to find the origin of the book and
the missing chapters for completion; for Weng, though, the book is not
meant for sale, but for passing the old traditions to a younger generation.
Shen received an American education and became disconnected from
Chinese traditions; when he is given the book, Shen also sees that ‘there
are contrasts between a traditional element and something contemporary
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[..] The past and the present juxtaposed. Creation and destruction. Nature
and technology. Contending powers. Yin and Yang’ (25). The dialectics
of ancient Chinese wisdom, in Old Weng's view, which take young
Shen some time to digest and decipher, facilitate an enjoyment of the
half-classical and half-vernacular exquisiteness of the language of two
hundred years ago. During Ruth’s visit to Old Weng, she is attracted to the
round glass aquarium, weird little stones, weeds from coloured sands, and
the fragments of china covered with green algae, which seem to desire
completeness and integrity. But according to Old Weng,

Where is completeness? If fate has taken over the authorship
of the book, finishing it two chapters too soon, that is what we
have, a chunk of the whole, a shadow of the actual thing, like
all our knowledge and all our lives. (57)

To Old Weng, incompleteness has its own beauty, as with the two
missing chapters. If one finds the two missing chapters, then life would
be gone more quickly. In other words, incompleteness is a way to continue
people’s lives.

The title of the original narrative, ‘Six Chapters of a Floating Life’,
is a reference to a passage in a poem by the Tang Dynasty poet Li Bai:
‘The floating life is but as a dream; how much longer can we enjoy
our happiness?’ (Lin 966). The Red Thread, in corresponding to the
original title, serves as an exotic cultural inspiration and life-and-death
translation, which is a manifestation of the impermanence of the material
body when faced with death and the permanence of the word through
translation. Throughout, translation serves very much like a metaphor:
the lovers, coming from different cultures, fall in love and produce their
offspring, and thereby ensure the continuation of life. In contrast to her
mother, who lives in a monolingual world, Ruth survives her terminal
illness after engaging in intercultural communications, and her story
is narrated through their translation of the Six Chapters of a Floating
Life. This floating life, the trope of fluidity of the world, provides a good
opportunity to revive life in another culture.

Jose reassembles the archaic translation of Lin Yutang to revive
the past experience of the lovers, and insert here and there his own
translation and re-creations so that the past and present overlap. Jose's
translational imagination creates idealistic possibilities for hybrid
reinvigorations in increasingly petrified cultural institutions. Shen is
obsessed at first with finding the missing two chapters, and then with the
distinction of the real or fake status of the manuscript; only finally does
he seem to walk out of the Benjaminian one-way street that humans have
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followed and receive a kind of epiphany about the plurality of the human
world. Authentic or inauthentic, real or unreal, faithful or unfaithful,
beauty revealed or beauty hidden: all these traditional obsessions with
the binaries are dissolved. The imagination is celebrated as a regenerative
force; Ruth uses her imagination to re-create Yun's embroidered slippers
before she inherits the originals; and, throughout the text, art objects
outlive succeeding generations. Through the re-creation of the translator,
the incommensurability that is often taken as problematic is negotiated
and deconstructed.

Jose feels quite at home in his appropriation of Chinese sources, and
his writing creates a dialogue between Western modernity and older
Taoist and Buddhist spiritualities, in which planned human endeavours
are always subject to unforeseen changes; so the traditional idea of
totality is replaced by postmodern pluralism and fragments. In The
Red Thread, Shen sacrifices two precious Cheng Hua stem-cups for the
return of the two missing chapters of The Floating Life, only to find that
the two missing chapters obtained from the antique dealer are false. This
is reminiscent of the effort of the Monkey King and the pilgrims in their
quest for the authentic Buddhist scriptures in the Classical Chinese novel
Journey to the West: the scriptures they try to recover are false, and they
have to go back again for the genuine ones. When the pilgrims return to
request the real scriptures from Buddha, Buddha responds:

The blank texts are true, wordless scriptures, and they are
really good. But as you living beings in the east are so deluded
and have not achieved enlightenment we’ll have to give you
these ones instead. (Wu 3283)

Jose juxtaposes the manuscripts of four chapters with the effort to find
the two missing pieces, forming thus mimetic and parodic relations. This
juxtaposition suggests that the quest for authority can only be realised
when the text is recontextualised in a new and cross-cultural context.
Wu Chen’en gives the Monkey King a Buddhist name, ‘Wake-to-Vacuity’
(wukong), simply hoping that he can grasp the essence of the world, for
in Buddhist tenets, ‘form is emptiness, emptiness is form’ (Red Pine 3).
There is a cycle of truth to falsity, and falsity to truth, and in intercultural
communication, one always lives in a dialogue between different
voices, or as Bakhtin says, ‘I live in a world of others’ words’ (143). Jose’s
intercultural translation indicates that we are living in a ‘multipath,
multiloci, multilingual’ (Dimock 91) world in which a writer is a translator,
and a translator is a writer too.
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Notes

1 The unreliability of Freud’s narration prompted Australian novelist Brian Castro
to translate the Freudian story into a fiction entitled Double-Wolf, which was
shortlisted for the 1992 Miles Franklin Award.

2 Scholars have noticed both the intralingual and interlingual aspects of translation
and appropriation in modern writings. Yang Jiang, both a writer and a translator
in modern China, titled her cultural revolution narration (F#Z75i2), which was
translated as Six Chapters from My Life ‘Downunder’, alluding in a punning and
humorous way to both Six Chapters of a Floating Life and Australia.
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Hotel del Coronado Ella Jeffery’s poetry, essays
and reviews have appeared in
Ella Jeffe ry Meanyjin, Island, Best Australian
Poems and elsewhere. Sheisa
doctoral candidate at QUT in
Brisbane.

The past is so easy to photograph.

A facade, a moss-flecked sign. Gulls fling

into wind. The hotel surrenders

to background while you hold my coat

out of frame, sand on your boots. You tell me
the hotel still opens in summer.

Ten minutes ago [ read it on a sign.

The Pacific recycles itself, contributes nothing.
We stand under balconies and can't see inside
to the armoires and carpets, four-posters
where presidents held paperbacks to lamplight.
My hands are cold, always cold.

My merciless twenties: nothing pleases me.

I turn towards your truck. Above it, a mute bird
falls and rises into distance. You want to stop
for ice-cream, beer, a postcard; anything

to alleviate this. Everything’s closed.

We circle in blank wind. The hotel

looks the same from every angle.
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Robin’ Morghyn1 Mother Poetry, permaculture and
pottery are the preoccupations
Sue Pe aChey of Peachey. Sue lives in
Canberra and is from New
Zealand. She has published
previously in Not Very Quiet,
Eucalypt, Haibun Today and
Kokako.
Morghyn, weave me a nest
graphite and coloured pencil smudge me
return me nest soft downy cup
edge interlacing edge lipped with green lichen
Morghyn, was that real? too perfect
inside inside soft downy cup Robin
Eastern Robin Yellow Robin Robin warm
warm feathers gathered sacrificed
mother’s love lining care lining love
empty empty nest floats
floats in white space
bird babies gone fallen
space naked blind babies gone
swallowed stolen
Robin tears Morghyn tears

Mother tears

Response to ‘Eastern Yellow Robin Nest’, graphite and coloured pencil drawing by
Morghyn Phillips
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Removed: an excerpt Dr Cindy Solonecis Nigena

. Nyikina) from the West
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N igena country preparing her thesis for

C indy Solonec publication for a general
readership. Her PhD, ‘Shared
lives on Nigena country: A joint
biography of Katie and Frank
Rodriguez, 1944-1994’, was
conferred in September 2016.

Oral historians: Phillipena Fraser, Katie Rodriguez,
Aggie Puertollano, Edna Fraser and Frank
Rodriguez Jnr.

Country: Nigena (variants: Nygenna, Nyikina
[official spelling], Njigina, Nyigina and Njigana).

Faces swollen and sticky with tears and dust, they clung to one another.

Jimmy Casim was a teenager when he came to Australia in the 1880s. He
was a deckhand on an Indian cargo vessel, of which his uncle was the
bosun (Fraser: 2003). At that time, ships from the subcontinent delivered
teams of Afghan cameleers and their camels to Australian ports for the
‘opening up’ of the inland. They were heady days when his uncle’s ship
made several trips a year back and forth from Karachi to Fremantle (State
Records Office). Jimmy became ill on one of those voyages so with his
uncle’s encouragement to seek help he jumped ship’ only to remain in
Western Australia for the rest of his life (Fraser: 2013; Goodall et al. 57).
Like others from his part of the world the young seafarer merged into a
life of indentured labour, and he merged with Aboriginal peoples. Jimmy
Casim was my maternal great-grandfather.

He ventured to Ngarluma country—to Cossack at the mouth of the
Harding River on the Pilbara coast (Fraser: 2013). The bustling town, he
pleasantly found, was ethnically diverse. There to support the labour
demands of the pearling industry, Aboriginal and Asian peoples out-
numbered the Europeans. There were 989 Malays and 493 Aboriginals,
many who worked as divers on the fifty-seven vessels that searched for
pearl shell off the coast (Anderson; ‘Cossack’; HTAWA). However, by
1886 the industry was flagging. As fewer boats operated out of Cossack, a
parliamentary select committee recommended its closure as a pearling
hub and the industry moved to Broome. Jimmy followed. He had an uncle
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in Broome who employed him as a pearl diver (Fraser: 2016). But it was
Aboriginal communities that he was drawn to.

Jimmy went on to work as a camp cook on Yeeda Station, a 700,000-
acre lease 180 kilometres north of Broome on the Mardoowarra flood
plains in Nigena country. The Mardoowarra is our people’s ‘river of life’
that Westerners call the ‘Fitzroy River’ (Madjulla Inc.). There he met the
beautiful Muninga, a full-descent Nigena woman, with whom he fell inlove
and in 1900 they had a daughter, Sarah—my maternal grandmother. Born
at Cuttings on the banks of the Mardoowarra, her birth date, 1 January, is
one that was given to Aboriginals in the early days of colonisation (Dept.
Native Affairs: 1940). Either that, or 1 July.

The majestic Mardoowarra with its many tributaries weaves its way
through Nigena country and beyond. Woonyoomboo was the first man
to travel along the Nigena section of the river before he became a rufous

Cuttings.
© Antonia Buckle, photographer
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night-heron. He can still be heard, singing in the branches (Jarlmadangah
Aboriginal Community). With Muninga, Jimmy Casim watched and
listened and he came to understand her culture. Given his own Muslim
beliefs he found respect for his wife’s traditions. He came to revere her
people’s inherited connection to Mardoowarra and the country that had
never been lost to them.

The three lived contentedly together with Numingil, Muninga’s
sister, and her daughter Gypsy, who was just three years younger than
Sarah. To earn money the two women with their girls sometimes walked
the 25-kilometre track to Derby. Stopping to rest at Mayalls Well a few
kilometres south of the town, they were aware of a large pot-belly boab
tree close by (Fraser: 2016). It mystified and distressed them that their
countrimin were imprisoned inside or chained to the outside of that tree.
They had come from hundreds of kilometres away—from the east and
from the north. On foot the prisoners were being escorted by mounted
police for crimes not understood by anyone, other than gudia.

Mayalls Well near Derby.
State Library of South Australia
(PRG 280)

Prison boab tree.
State Library of South Australia
(PRG 280)
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At some point in 1909, as Muninga and Numingil carried out jobs for
the Chinese shop owner Quan Sing and the children played outside, two
policemen came by on horse and sulky—on the prowl for ‘half-caste’
kids. Under the rules of the Aborigines Act 1905 (WA) it was legal for
them to just snatch mixed-descent kids from their parents (Government
of Western Australia). The legislation had come about because colonists
and humanitarians were of the mindset that the half-black half-white kids
would be better off away from their black mothers and brought up on
missions. Moreover, it was thought the children would be better protected
from exploitation by pastoralists. The travelling inspector for Aborigines,
James Isdell, infamously claimed a few years later, ‘I would not hesitate
for one moment to separate any half-caste from its Aboriginal mother, no
matter how frantic her momentary grief might be at the time. They soon
forget their offspring’ (Biskup 126).

The police enticed the girls with lollies, luring them onto the sulky.
Realising what was going on, their friend Albert ran away and hid. From
behind the shop he watched, then when all was clear he ran hurriedly
to tell Muninga and Numingil. Their hearts sank. They knew. Word had
reached them too late to protect their children. Sarah and Gypsy were
taken to the Derby lock-up. Frightened and alone in the dark of night,
Gypsy, who was still being breast-fed, cried out ‘mumma nanya’ while a
tearful Sarah tried to keep her quiet, ‘shhh, leinju coming’ (Fraser: 2016).
Faces swollen and sticky with tears and dust, they clung to one another as
they listened to their distraught mothers call them from near the cell. The
police constables ignored the commotion.

Early the next morning the children were boarded onto a tram and
taken to a steamship. Together with their countrimin the two mothers
ran alongside calling out, ‘Sarah! Gypsy!’ Realising the hopelessness
of the situation, Muninga stooped to pick up a rock. She smashed her
head repeatedly until blood streamed down her face, down her hands
and dripped from her fingers to the ground, blending into the red dirt.
It was her way of grieving. At the jetty, they were put in the care of an
Aboriginal woman from Queensland for the long journey to Beagle Bay
Mission south-east of Derby on the Dampier Peninsula (P.Fraser in Nailon
amd Huegel 30). The SS Koombana had berthed during the night. It was
operated by the Adelaide Steamship Company, and it was named after
one of several properties owned by the Forrests, a pioneering family near
Bunbury in the south. Koombana ironically means ‘calm and peaceful’
in Noongar.
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Residence of the Chinese tailor, Derby, 1897.
State Library of Western Australia (b2861588)
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Edna Fraser viewing the Derby heritage gaol cell, 2012.
o Kylie Gibson, photographer

SS Koombana, c. 1910.
State Library of Western Australia (014780PD)

The girls’ mothers immediately made plans. Numingil would follow
the children. So traumatised was Muninga that they decided it was better
if she stayed in Derby for the time being. Yet, never a moment from her
thoughts, Muninga pined for her daughter, and she wondered if she would
ever see Sarah again (Fraser: 2016).

Beagle Bay by the early 1900s was run by the German Pallottine Order, and
in 1907 the Sisters of St John of God had come to care for the girls (Barry).

Sarah and Gypsy joined forty-four girls and forty boys from across the
Kimberley and they were baptised by Fr Droste. Sarah became ‘Phillipena’
and Gypsy became ‘Francesca’. Their new home was an evolving mission
with just a few buildings that included a school and a church. The
buildings were assembled from handmade mud bricks and local timbers
while the bush people’s humpies, shaped from wood and thick branches,
were nestled on the outskirts. With other travellers, Numingil camped
in a humpy commune from where they talked to the children over the
fence, making sure they knew who they were and where they had come
from (Fraser: 2016). Sarah and Gypsy would never forget their countries.

During this time, another Catholic mission was being considered for
Kimberley people in the most northern reaches of the state, and with
some urgency. There was competition. Anglicans had started the Forrest
River Mission for Aborigines at Oombulgurri, forty-five kilometres
west of Wyndham in the East Kimberley, but abandoned it within one
year because of a series of attacks by the local people. In 1896, however,
unwilling to accept defeat and with injuries healed, they were heading
back to progress the Forrest River Mission (Barry; Ganter).

The Spanish Benedictine monks at New Norcia Mission, 120 kilometres
north-east of Perth in Yued country, moved quickly. They, too, would save
the ‘poor neglected aborigines’ from being harassed and slaughtered
by pastoralists. With no time to lose, Abbot Fulgentius Torres set
about getting permission from the ‘Propaganda Fide Congregation’ in
Rome—the Higher Superior of the Benedictine Order—and from the West
Australian Government to establish his mission. He then sailed on the SS
Bullara on 27 April 1906 for Broome (Catalan 6). There he sourced help
to reach his destination in the Joseph Bonaparte Gulf, 3,500 kilometres
from Perth and 800 kilometres north of Broome, by sea—since it was
inaccessible by road. The Abbot hired a small 14-ton schooner, the San
Salvador, from the Trappist priest Fr Nicholas Emo, and he engaged the
services of a sea Captain and four crew. En route, they stopped at Sunday
Island where two Aboriginal guides joined Torres’ party. Undeterred by
treacherous waters over uncharted reefs, the Abbot and his troop set sail
(Catalan 9-12; Perez 4).
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Dormitory children, 1910, Beagle Bay Mission.

Pallottine Archives

Beagle Bay humpies, 1911.
State Library of Western Australia (BA2683/228)

They found what seemed like a suitable place with apparent good
soil and water at ‘Pago’ in Kwini and Kulari country on the Drysdale
River. Torres confirmed that there were many people in the region.
The evidence was tangible. He saw fires in the area—smoke during the
day, and numerous people and dogs. All along the coast, camp fires
evidenced the presence of the local Aboriginal peoples (Perez 6). Pago,
Torres decided, is where the Benedictines’ mission would be established.
But mistreatment by pastoralists had left the local people sceptical of
interlopers and they forced the monks to remain incognito for the first two
years as they warded them off and protected their country. Nevertheless,
the Benedictines named their emerging sanctuary Drysdale River Mission
(Catalan 9-12).

At Beagle Bay, 600 kilometres to the south, the Pallottine’s mission
was sprouting. The church and school had been destroyed by a cyclone
and a new church was under construction. A much sturdier building that
was being built with the help of almost everyone on the mission, even
the two little girls from Yeeda. The kids gathered sizeable quantities of
shell from the nearby beach—trochus and huge clams—while splashing
and playing in the water, before the menloaded them onto bullock-drawn
carts. Piled high, each batch was delivered to the building site to be
burnt and processed for mortar. The bricks were shaped by hand from a
combination of local muds, baked in a kiln, then cemented together with
mortar. The outer walls were whitewashed with a substance made from
pounded cooked shells (Barry).

Kwini and Kulari, Pago, 1921.
State Library of Western Australia (b5321999)
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Meantime, 120 kilometres to the south-east of Derby, another large
pastoral lease on Nigena lands claimed even more of Mardoowarra
and its flood plains. Liveringa was a 1,000,000-acre lease that had been
taken up by the Kimberley Pastoral Company (KPC), which comprised
a consortium of wealthy businessmen from down south, including
John Forrest, Western Australia’s first Premier. Liveringa already had
one million sheep. Rivers, billabongs and bores with plenty of water
complemented the emerging buildings, stables and fences. The lessees
claimed Liveringa was ‘full of adventure and excitement heightened
by the hostility of the natives’ who laid claim to sheep meat, which the
pastoralists decided was theft (Cyclopedia Co. 3, 2-9).

Nigena station hands watched as their land was taken from them for
pastoralism. They were distraught, as sacred places were desecrated,
destroyed and given Western names. My extended family, like refugees
in their own country, lived in bush camps while their culture was further
‘muddied’ when Aboriginal women appealed to lecherous, irresponsible
gudia menfolk.

Liveringa is where my maternal grandfather Eulla was born on 1 July
1899. His mother was Wadadarl, a full-descent Nigena woman, and his
biological father was Percy Rose, a gudia stockman who worked for the
KPC. Wadadarl died when he was a toddler and Eulla was then looked
after by her sister Stumpy—his other mum (Fraser: 2016). Little is known
about his mothers and it is unlikely that either ever left the bush life,
given they were full-descent people. And it’s unlikely either ever learned
Christianity. Eulla, on the other hand, while learning Nigena customs was
influenced by Europeans. He was being skilled-up in station work when
Walter Fraser, the station overseer, became his legal guardian as a favour
to Percy Rose, who had become the station’s manager in 1900.

Aboriginal people liked Walter Fraser. They looked after him and he
looked out for them. Fraser always had a Bible in his swag so he might
well have been the first to plant ideas of Christianity in Eulla’s young
mind. Like Phillipena, Eulla was safe with his family, living in the camp
with Stumpy and his Nigena father, the day he was forcibly removed in
late 1909. An early afternoon storm brewed that hot and humid day as
Eulla ran around helping chase chooks into their yard, when Constable
Campbell with Fraser and Rose arrived at the camp (District Police Office).
Walter Fraser did his best to console a tearful and confused young boy and
his mum when he told them that Eulla must leave now and go with the
police to Derby. Eulla, he told Stumpy, would go by boat to a mission along
way north of Derby where missionaries would care for him. He would be
okay, Fraser assured her. She never saw her son again.
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Walter Fraser (left) with gudia menfolk, Noonkanbah, 1915.
State Library of Western Australia (b2862178_7)

It was the build-up to the monsoonal season when Eulla and eight
other mixed-descent boys set sail in the SS Koombana. The Protector
of Aborigines had asked the Adelaide Steamship Company to divert the
Koombana to Drysdale River on its journey to Wyndham. One can only
imagine what seafaring challenges they endured. The boys, who had
never been to the coast before, let alone travelled on a small ocean-going
vessel, suffered dreadful sea sickness. The journey was treacherous.
Father Planas was charged with progressing Drysdale River and he was
supported by Father Alcade and Brother Vincent. The boys he brought
with him would be trained as evangelists to help the missionaries reach
out to the local people (Catalan 12). Like Phillipena, Eulla was soon
baptised a Catholic and he was given the name ‘Fulgentius’ in honour of
Abbot Fulgentius Torres.

At Pago, the missionaries endured an isolated existence and only once
ayeardid alugger bring supplies and news from New Norcia. All the while
they tried desperately to entice the ‘blacks’ into their haven. Their prayers
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were eventually answered, but not before an attack on 27 September 1913
in which Fr Alcade almost died. Suspicious of the missionaries and never
understanding why they persisted in staying in their country uninvited,
103 men and women under the leadership of Kolinji hid spears in the
grass, before approaching the intruders. They appeared friendly enough
as they waited for a signal to attack. Following a loud cry, spears rained
in on the unsuspecting missionaries and Fr Alcade and Brother Vincent
were severely bludgeoned. Fearing for their lives, it was a quick-thinking
fourteen-year-old Fulgentius who saved them. He ran to Alcade’s room,
found a gun and fired it into the air, sending the attackers retreating into
the bush. Alcade lay ill for several months until he was able to return to
New Norcia for proper care.

Before long the young men reached a marriageable age. But there was a
problem. At Pago, all of the women were black. Under the Chief Protector
of Aborigines’ way of thinking, black women were undesirable brides
for mixed-descent men. Auber Octavius Neville, the Chief Protector,
believed in eugenics—the theory that the human race could be improved
by controlled selection of who could mate whom. Therefore, Fulgentius
and others were only allowed to marry women of the same complexion
as themselves, or lighter. Furthermore, Neville was convinced that black-
skinned people would die out anyway.

The young men arrived in Beagle Bay in 1918 to find suitable wives.
Fulgentius began work in the mission bakery and Phillipena, who worked
in the convent, soon caught his eye. It was barrgana season on the
5th August 1919 when Fulgentius and Phillipena walked back down the
aisle of the Sacred Heart Church (Dept. Native Affairs: 1940). The mission
flock celebrated my grandparents’ marriage in good old European fashion
and the following year the first of their children arrived. Katie, my mother.

Mary Catherine was born on 24 November 1920 and baptised the same
day (Broome Catholic Diocese). Katie and her siblings were born into an
institutionalised life that was systematically breaking down their local
languages and customs. My Nigena family had been forced into another
way of living.
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Drysdale River Mission, 1919.
State Library of Western Australia (734B/926)
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Fraser family, 1941, at Beagle Bay Mission, source unknown.
L-R: Aggie, Edna, Leena, Phillipena, Dottie, Gertie, Katie, Jimmy,
Frances.



Glossary

Barrgana is the cold season in Nyul-Nyul. Strong, dry south-easterly winds and from
June to August.

Countrimin—Aboriginal people, in Kriol (Kriol is the language spoken across large
areas of northern Australia).

Gudia—non-Aboriginal person, in Kriol; generally a white European.

Kwini/Kulari (variants: Cuini, Gunin, Gwiini, Gwini, Kunan, Wunambal) is country in
the Drysdale River / Kalumburu region.

Leinju—policeman, in Nigena.

Mardoowarra—the Nigena name of the Fitzroy River in the Kimberley.
Nanya—Nigena for mother’s breast.

Ngarluma country (variants: Ngalooma, Gnalluma, Gnalooma, or Ngaluma) is country
that spans from west of Karratha to the Peewah River, and from the coastline to the
Millstream Chichester National Park.

Nigena country (variants: Nigena, Njigina, Nyigina, and Njigana; the orthographical
spelling is Nyikina) are the traditional lands and its people in the West Kimberley that
encompass the Fitzroy River.

Nyul Nyul country (variants: Nyul-Nyul, Niol-Niol, Nyolnyol, Njul-Njul, Njolnjol, Nyul-
nyul, Nyool Nyool) is the Beagle Bay coastal area.

Woonyoomboo in Nigena belief systems was the first man to travel along the river
before he became a rufous night-heron.

Yued country encompasses the Victoria Plains region north-east of Perth.
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The Manana Approach Kira McPherson is a writer

. from Perth, Western Australia.
Kira McPherson She is working on her first novel.

She lives in London.

My sister has an appointment to see a psychic. When she told me she spoke
with brave embarrassment. ‘I'm going to see a psychic, she announced.
‘Don’t look at me like that.

The psychiclives on a farm with animals that visitors can feed and pet.
Her business card says COUNTRY CLAIRVOYANT in bold letters. Given
this proximity between her professional and personal lives, my sister
explained, she is selective about who she brings home for a reading.
I asked my sister how she managed to slip through.

‘I am particularly well-connected in the spirit world, she said, and
she wrinkled her fingers in a mystical way. The gesture is directly in
proportion to everything my sister knows about psychics.

Iinsisted she answer the question. ‘Through a friend, she said finally,
and then she said a name that meant nothing to me—the peculiar
disadvantage of not reading minds.

The friend gave my sister a number to call, and when the call went to
voicemail as it inevitably would, my sister was instructed to leave a message.

‘And voila, my sister said, ‘a few days later she called back.

In between these two events the psychic had listened to the message
and considered whether she could help. Usually this is a delicate process
that involves weighing whatever chemistry she feels with the caller.

I asked my sister what kind of chemistry she thought the psychic felt
with her.

‘The kind that gets you an appointment six months down the line, she
said. She laughed and lit a cigarette. ‘I'm telling you, she’s one of the best
in the area.’

What does my sister hope to gain from her visit with the psychic? This
is the question that troubles me.

When my sister started high school, two years ahead of me, our mother
put her religion down on the application form as spiritual. Formally,
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this was the option known as Other (please write). For years it was the
dividing line between us and our mother, who was the sort of person to
keep crystals and tarot cards and books on palm reading and ghosts, and
who by all appearances was the only one described by that word spiritual.
Now my sister had an appointment to see a psychic. We were witnessing
a prophecy come true.

Whenever the topic comes up she insists it will be fun.

‘You know I have a healthy scepticism about this sort of thing,’ my
sister says. ‘And this woman isn't meant to be showy or anything.’

I remind her of the business cards, and the animals, which seem like
different manifestations of things that are there to be shown.

‘Tdidn’t say she wasn't commercially-minded,’ she responds.

I explain that this kind of thinking is what supposed psychics prey on.
One outlier makes the rest seem more reasonable by comparison. The bar
for what is acceptable becomes lower and lower, until an old woman with
some farm animals seems like the serious option.

‘But your standards need to be higher,' I tell my sister. ‘Of course she
isn’t one of those television mediums who—’

‘Media, actually, my sister interjects.

‘What?’

‘You said TV mediums, but we all know that TV is part of the media.

‘Ha ha, I tell my sister. ‘You've got an appointment to see a psychic. You
don'’t get to make the jokes as well’

On the phone the psychic asked my sister to bring along an object,
perhaps something that once belonged to someone who has passed.
It would have to be the ashtray, we agreed, a heavy glass bowl that my
sister still uses. The psychic would need to use two hands to hold it. I
imagined her saying something like, ‘I can feel that your father was a
very dignified man’, while under the table she wiped ash from the tips
of her fingers.

‘I should probably clean it,; my sister said, adding conspiratorially,
‘I suppose it might make her job harder, you know, if I get rid of all the
traces of the old man first.

She went to see the psychic on the date they agreed. She took the
ashtray with her on the passenger seat, where the weight of it looked so
menacing she strapped it in with a belt. l had seen her a few days earlier
and she seemed nervous about the visit. She was increasingly fixated
on answers and the idea of getting them, despite not having any clearly
articulated questions to ask. She wanted the future to wash over her
through the intermediary of the psychic. She stood poised before a wave.
I found her ridiculous.
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Afterwards she called me from her car, speaking quickly in run-on
sentences. I could hear herlips puckering around a cigarette as she talked.

‘She said that Mum will meet someone else, which I won't tell Mum,
obviously.

‘Good idea’

‘Also that they’ll move out to the country, her and the new husband.’

‘Maybe the psychic is lonely out there.

‘But it won't last very long once they arrive.

‘God.

‘Shit, hold on.

There was the sound of movement, something rubbing against the
microphone on the hands-free piece she was wearing.

‘Are you using the ashtray?’

‘It’s just fallen over.

Her voice sounded very far away. More noise came down the line.

‘I'm ten minutes from home,’ my sister called out, sounding very far
away. ‘Do you want to meet me there?’ The brown library that held me
suddenly let go. I picked up my things.

At her house, my sister made coffee before leading us to the porch.
We took a seat and immediately she began to smoke.

‘It was so weird, she said. She inhaled deeply. ‘It was crazy. | mean it.

She continued to talk about it like that, a combination of cynicism and
awe, as though one cancelled out the other and her balance sheet was
even when it came to her role in the exploitative nature of psychics.

‘Do you smoke because Dad smoked?’

‘What? I smoke because I'm addicted. And nicotine patches make me
sick”

She turned to face me.

‘Listen, she said. ‘When I got there it was off a dirt road, a big farmhouse
place at the end of a dirt road, and I had been driving around for ages
trying to find it, thinking I would see cows or sheep or something first but
apparently they're all out the back—’

‘I thought they were part of the deal’

‘I know! And when I pulled up she was waiting for me on the porch—’

‘You did have an appointment.’

‘And I get out the car and she says to me, get this: “I knew you were
going to have trouble finding the place.” Isn't that crazy?’

‘It's not the craziest—'

‘I forgot to say, do you want one?’ She indicated her cigarette.

I said no.
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‘She regularly has strangers trying to find her house, right? You had
an appointment and presumably you were running late, because you're
always running late, and so she goes outside to find you, but because she’s
conditioned to think of herself as some kind of miracle performer she
mistakes the series of reasonable, unconscious inferences that led her
there for psychic intuition.

Ilift her cigarette from the glass bowl and take a long drag after all.

‘Basically, people have very strong ideas about themselves and the
world, and they make sense of their experiences in light of those ideas
and not the other way around.

‘Yes, of course, says my sister. She responds too quickly to have been
listening. ‘But it felt different. She wasn’t bragging’

I told her that I wanted to skip through these parts: the mood setting,
the gauze of her own emotional posturing, the final graceless movement
from disbelief to wonder.

‘God, you're depressing,’ my sister said. I began to wonder, as I
sometimes do in her company, whether she was correct. Afterwards when
I am alone again, this moment of doubt always seems like the craziest
thing, the fact that I doubted, could ever be led to doubt again.

I hugged a stained cushion to my chest while she continued. I thought
of all the nicotine the cushions had soaked up from my sister, holding
court outside her house, the pontificating V of her smoking hand going
up and down as she spoke.

‘It was all very low-key, she said. ‘We went into this little room, a sort
of sitting room, and she sat on one side of the table and I sat on the other.
Honestly, I didn’t know what to expect, if she was going to use a crystal
ball or a blindfold or whatever. But it was very low-key.

This is her way of speaking, little phrases that lodge in my sister’s
conversation. Low key, for example. She has a way of using these phrases
with a complete unselfconsciousness that I have found unavailable to me
when I have tried to do the same. I once used the word marana, as in the
following sentence: He keeps putting it off, a mafiana approach. My very
educated colleague stopped the conversation and looked at me. ‘What did
you just say?’ she asked, and then she started to laugh.

In contrast,I once heard my sister use the phrase of a piece three times
in the course of a single conversation: this thing was of a piece with that,
all the small frustrations in her day were of a piece with one another. And
by the end I couldn’t remember anything of what she had said, only that
all of it was somehow, in some way connected.

I asked the question I had been thinking about. ‘Did she mention me?’

‘But you think it’s stupid, don’t you?’
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‘I do. Tell me all of the nonsense she said about me.’

My sister disappeared inside the house for a moment, her cigarette still
lit. This is a small rebellion that neither of us acknowledges, a thing she
wouldn’t do if her partner were home. Alone, she dips in and out happily,
the smoke trail like a bungee cord pulling her back. She returned with a
notebook.

‘She said: Tell your sister to stop worrying about her weight so much.’

‘I don’t worry about my weight.

‘And that you shouldn’t delay whatever big change you've been
thinking about.

She glanced up at me excitedly. What fun, her eyes were saying, as if
she held in her hands a series of instructions for our lives. We played spy
games together when we were children. A new mission: her character had
been to see a psychic and my character was going to express doubt. We
would reconvene behind the block of flats to complete the task.

‘I was so worried about forgetting everything she said that I went and
bought this notebook and wrote it all down in the car park.

She paged through it frantically, and then just as quickly stopped.

‘Here we go. She could see you doing something with forensics or DNA
in the future, like as part of an investigation.’

‘A police officer?’

‘She wasn't that specific.

‘Do you remember when I wanted to be a police officer?’

‘I thought of that.

‘I could have been Dr Officer.

‘In German,’ says my sister (she has sensed an opening), ‘they would
call you Frau Doktor. They use both titles.’

‘And if I were a professor I would be Frau Professor Doktor.

‘My friend Matthias was telling me. Have you met him? German guy,
really nice.

I think of the world as it exists for my sister: social, experiential.

‘You could still do it, if you're interested.’

‘Did the psychic say that?’

‘That one was me.

Ilooked at my watch.

‘T have a class soon!

She continued to search.

‘Twanted to know about Dad and Grandma too but I didn’t want to push
her in any particular direction.

They have both been dead for so many years it’s difficult to remember
they didn't go together. It seems unlikely to me that one would appear

88 | Westerly 63.2

without the other, and equally, that either would have waited patiently for
the psychic to go first. Does it matter if ghosts don’t believe in psychics
once they're dead?

‘Somebody from Scotland kept trying to speak to her. She was asking if
we had some kind of connection there.

‘And what did you say?’

‘Well, it wasn't just Scotland. She kept saying a place name over and over.’

My sister showed me her notebook and the word she had written there:
Glenfinnan.

I typed glenfinnan into my phone. A small town in the western
Highlands, where in 1745 Charles III waited to see if he could take the
throne. I could see at that moment it was four degrees in Glenfinnan.
Curated tours were available to and from the area. Book now, it advised.

‘She was saying there was a Scottish man who wanted her to pay
attention to Glenfinnan. He was showing it to her on a map.’

‘But she didn’t say anything about Dad?’

‘No.

‘Thope Mum does meet someone else

‘Ishould call her, actually. She'll be very interested to hear how it went.

My sister stubs out her cigarette in the enormous glass bowl. She
hurries off inside, and in a moment I hear her voice float out: ‘Mum, she
was already waiting when I got there.

I waved goodbye to my sister as I passed her in the hall.

Later when I am lying in bed I think of my sister and the psychic.
They are on opposite sides of a mountain. What would have to happen
to get from one point to the other? Weight loss, police work, a trip
to Glenfinnan. What has happened to me in that other world? DNA,
forensics, a police investigation. Unless the psychic has revealed my
own gruesome future: murdered, or blown to bits in a plane crash over
Scotland. Glenfinnan. Glenfinnan. Collected in a series of smaller and
smaller bags, all the parts of me separated, the most weight I ever lost in
a single day, my sister would take the ashes down to the shores of Loch
Shiel, where they would catch on the wind and mingle with the dirt and
dust and smoke of those who came before.
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Ampil awatj a Brendan Ryan's most recent
B d R poetry collection is Small Town
rendan xyan Soundtrack (2015). His poem

‘The Violin Player’ was
shortlisted for the 2018
Australian Catholic University
Poetry Award. He lives in
Geelong, Vic.

I drive a red sand highway into blue sky The ease of their lines, how they recline
through the scrub of Utopia smile, mutter, sigh. It could be a CWA gathering.
where stark white gums shiver and glow. I walk the gravel streets trailed by dogs

Inever know what the road will offer. and the judgements I didn’t expect to begin.

I misjudge potholes, pass shredded tyres Here, where a low sun sets fire in smoky light
termite mounds darkening like gravestones, I sit on a concrete porch waiting

the torched shell of a car. for the questions to kick in.

Here the language is Alawarrye

I wait in the quiet after muttered comments
trying to comprehend the raucous laughter,
the downward gaze that won't admit me.
My questions are cursory, glancing

as ash being scraped from a roo tail.

I spend my days watching

locals sitting on cars, chatting.

I make up answers to my questions

walking past car wrecks in back yards
reminding me of farmers’ sons

who parked each successive crashed car

in a house paddock, storing them for spare parts.
Iread of walking this country

that sings between red dust roads,

of explorers, missionaries and songlines.

I see teenage girls barefoot pushing prams
a donkey pulling at weeds.

At the bush tucker workshop

older women sit around nonchalantly
drawing plants with acrylic texta.
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Wreck age Roland Leach has three

collections of poetry, the latest
Roland Leach My Father’s Pigs (Picaro Press).

He is proprietor of Sunline
Press, which has published
twenty-one collections of

poetry by Australian poets.

There was a warning before it arrived,
the sound of aroad train dismantling,
the second time it was the shatter of metal

dragged on asphalt, a plane’s unsuccessful landing,
and going to the kitchen saw her at the window.
The sound may have been compulsive sobs

or the coughing up of bone stuck in her throat
but no one else seemed to hear:
my father at the table reading The Age,

my sisters running around the house,
my brother hitting a ball against a wall.
A silent house to the unobserved wreckage.
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Interview with Fay ZWiCky John Kinsella is the author of
over thirty books, most recently

(19 9 5) Open Door (UWA Publishing,
John Kinsella 2018) and Old Growth (Transit
Lounge, 2017). He is a Professor
of the School of Media, Creative
Arts and Social Inquiry at Curtin
University, and a Fellow of
Churchill College, Cambridge
University.

Fay Zwicky published eight books of poetry, the
most recent of which is Picnic (Giramondo). She
also edited several anthologies of Australian
poetry, published a book of short stories, Hostages
(1983), and a collection of critical essays, The Lyre
in the Pawnshop (1986). Her awards included the
NSW Premier’s Award, the WA Premier’s Award,
the Patrick White Award and the Christopher
Brennan Award.

Note: This interview with Fay Zwicky was
conducted at Fay’s house in Claremont in 1995,
Iwould not ask Fay the same questions ‘now’ as

[ did ‘then'—1995isindeed a long time ago, as much
as 1981 was (see below) for Fay in 1995

John Kinsella: You'’re preparing an article for Southerly. Can you tell us
something about it?

Fay Zwicky: Just hauling together some interesting material about the
ways in which poets interacted with each other in the nineteenth century,
a time when everybody today thinks poets were Godlike. We think they
were gods because we don’t know what pain, for instance, Keats suffered,
and what an extraordinarily unselfpitying man he was. I'm doing it
because I'm interested in people who stand up and don’t whinge, can’t
stand whinge-stuff. And Keats’ letters are absolutely amazing—what
intelligence! Such a very young man to withstand the indifference of
his audience.
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And Wordsworth’s and Byron’s attitudes to Keats?

Byron clearly went almost hysterical when Keats’ poetry was mentioned...
He detested Keats for some strange reason. I suspect that there were
class reasons. He had a built-in guilt... he was morally on the side of the
egalitarian but his intellectual underpinnings were aristocratic. And
this pull between the wish to be on the side of the underdog, but at the
same time being tied, as it were, by his background, his origins and so
forth—he couldn’t release himself from that bind, and it manifested itself
in this hysteria.

I'm interested in why I'm looking for cause and effect all the time.
I sometimes think I've been terribly wrong in my life, to try to look always
for cause and effect. More and more I'm convinced by the limitations of
early exposure to Freud.

Do you draw many parallels in this piece you’re working on between
contemporary Australian poetry and then—that sort of thing happening
now?
No, I don’t, because I think our views are contaminated by media
intervention. I think we're constantly never really facing the true state
of affairs because somebody’s always interpreting it in an adversarial
light. I don’t think that, left to their own devices, poets are any different
from most people. The trouble is that their role is undervalued in a society
which quite clearly values other things. So therefore they’re bound to be
edgier, more nervous in their responses to each other.

I don't really believe we have a society that brings poets into a natural
communion. It's done artificially. We force that connection; it's not a
genuine connection most times.

In a sense, my asking whether you are relating it to contemporary
Australian poetry is trying to do just that, not in a literal but in an
artificial sense, in a ‘dialogue’ sense. Whereas you mightn’t have any
particular interest in names of whom I'd ask, ‘Do you see yourself as
similar or opposed to this person?’Is it irrelevant to your poetry?

It is irrelevant, really.

But this is the nature of the Australian poetry clique. That you read an
interview and the first thing you see is, ‘What do you think of this poet?’
or, ‘What do you think of this group?’ By extension I was going to ask you
what you think of the notion of canonising a poet, the literary canon,
Harold Bloom’s notion that Shakespeare’s the greatest and everything’s
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got to refer in some way to his greatness, and that’s how we work out a
progression of literary merit.

I think you've got to relate this particular book [The Western Canon], since
you mention Bloom, to his own position as a disenchanted academic who
feels that the world that he came to save has in fact abandoned him. And
he’s feeling a bit miffed. It’s a personal cry, actually. To call it a ‘canon’ is
a kind of presumption. Not that I disagree with many of his attitudes and
values; I'm delighted to see him do it.

Whichitisn’t [a ‘canon’]?

Well, we know that. I'm pleased he’s saying it, and he’s saying it with
passion. He’s also very interesting in that his voice changes according
to the writer he writes about... For instance, when he writes about Emily
Dickinson he suddenly reverts to this kind of tortuous jargon of academia,
but when he’s writing about Dickens, he's been released into freer
speech. And [that’s] because Emily Dickinson is in fact harder to write
about. I have yet to read anyone who's made what I consider profoundly
intelligent sense of her poetry.

Would you write on her?

No.I'm content to respect at a distance and admire. I honestly don’t think
I'm up to it. What would it be? It would just be a plodding dissection of a
very enigmatic soul. People’s souls you can’t touch, and you shouldn't.
And that's why I'm very wary of treading on this ground... Students no
doubt would appreciate if you took the trouble to sit down with them and
talk to them about it. Let them talk to you about it: what did they get from
it? Idon’t want to be the one to say, ‘This is how it is,’ because, coming from
afigure of authority—and Bloom is an authority—people will then take up
a false posture before your own distorted image.

I'm not against what he’s doing at all—I think it’s great. But he can
be tiresome at times. I know myself I'm getting tetchy in my older age,
and I know I can let off steam violently [..] Bloom’s [...] right about this
relativism that has started to pervade everything. I like to hear it said.
The trouble is, if a woman says it, she is regarded as a strident harpy who
harangues... I think what heartens me, really gives me a buzz, is the fact
that slowly you begin to unpeel the layers of silent acquiescence and find
that there are people who think like this.

But because people are very intimidated by ‘experts’ in this country,
they will not say, ‘This is no good.” They won't say, ‘This is lousy stuff, it’s
amoral, it's hurtful, it's painful, it's wounding to people. If a child goes near
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afire, you don't say, ‘Let it find out it's going to get burned. You take the kid
away. Well, I feel that about some books. I don’t want them in the house,
don’t want them around. And that goes for a lot of the contemporary
prose. I'm not talking about poetry.

Harking back to what you were saying about women’s statements being
received differently, in your brief introduction to the book Journeys,
you said, ‘Perhaps because women have been more free to express their
awareness in our culture, more able to synthesise [...] the fragmentation
around them, the poetry of the older woman is very important to the
direction to be taken by the next generation.” How does this relate to
what you were saying?

Now you've got to remember that was written in 1981... It's a while ago, and
things were rather different then. And don't forget I was younger and I felt
perhaps more confident in my belief. Perhaps wrongly, I was more certain
that older women had something to contribute that was more seasoned,
perhaps less angry, something that reflected on a longer history.

Over the intervening years, the situation has become positively
Dionysian, with the women tearing Orpheus to shreds... Orpheus’ head
is floating down the Hebrus, singing away, lonely, not listened to. And it’s
the women who tore him to pieces.

I'm not at all convinced that what's going on in contemporary political
life—by that I include the arts—is healthy for anybody. Certainly many
older women have retreated. I'm one of them. Literally gone underground.
And what I'm doing now is trying to build for myself a nourishing
undergrowth against what I see as the invading (a bit paranoid, I might
add) but against what I see as ugly symptoms in a society which I don’t
much want to be part of.

AndIdon’t miss contemporary literature. Do you know what I'm doing?
I'm studying Keats, his letters; I'm studying the life of William Tyndale,
who translated the New Testament and the Old Testament into English—
and got burnt at the stake for it, thank you! I'm studying ‘Bartleby, the
Scrivener’ by Herman Melville. This story is absolutely terrifying. A
knockout. It’s the most sad story I've ever read in my life—I can’t stand it,
itis so sad. I'm studying the Book of Common Prayer [..]| And then I started
thinking a lot about what you're obliged to say yes to that I really want
to say no to. And what should come along but a nice essay by Seamus
Heaney, which made me excited because he stood up for Yeats against
Larkin. And I thought, ‘At last! Good! A defence of the lyric voice!
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When you say, in Journeys, ‘important to the direction taken by the next
generation of poets’, I take that as being male or female poets.

Oh yes, for sure. But don't forget, you write these introductions in a ra-ra
spirit... you're supposed to introduce something gracefully, elegantly, to
make the poets inside feel comfortable that you're introducing them to
people who may not have read them before. That was the purpose of that
little book. Again, you've got to consider the context in which it's said. I'm
doing my best to be a benign figure, as it were, presiding over a choice.
Perhaps now I wouldn't have chosen those same poems—things change.
It's not set and definitive as far as I'm concerned. It was something I did
at a time when I was younger... It makes a big difference. I've moved into
a different stage of life now: these days I'd like someone to introduce me
with kindness.

But because of the way things on paper seem to be sacrosanct, the
student coming across this, say, in a library, is going to take it as the
definitive statement by Fay Zwicky.

I know! But then, that’s not my problem once books are launched on the
void.

How does one negotiate that problem?

Well, I'm not reneging on it.

These things should be seen in their time and context. But in a sense
people canonise anything on the page.

Yes. But that's been so forever. There’s always been the deification of the
printed word.

Do you think we have anything to borrow, or learn from—even in an
antithetical sense, as a thing of objection—American popular culture?
Is there anything positive for us there?
Oh, sure. The thing I always recommend, if anyone wants to see a really
serious poet thinking about that, is Vincent Buckley’s piece, ‘The Ease of
American Language’, which is a wonderful essay. For me, it tapped into
many things that I recall of my own introduction to American poetry—
how it freed me up, first of all from the rigid constraints of the English
that I feltThad to know. I'm glad I did know it, but I also felt constrained to
write in the same way which wasn't really congenial to my own rhythms,
unacknowledged at the time.

Have you seen the book The American Model? Joan Kirkby edited
essays by Australians talking about early American influences. A few of
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us were asked to give papers at a conference on the way in which our first
contact with American literature had affected us, and our development.
And so a few of us did our thing: Bruce Dawe, Vin Buckley, John Tranter,
Chris Wallace-Crabbe... It was back in 1979.

Anyway, reading American literature certainly did have a big effect
on us, partly because we had to do it surreptitiously. Don'’t forget that
academia didn’t admit American literature to its syllabuses in those days.
This was the fifties and the forties... The one and only book of Australian
literature [ ever studied at university was Maurice Guest, by Henry Handel
Richardson. And who taught me but Miss Gibson, who became Dame
Leonie Kramer. I often wonder why it was chosen.

It was a great book for me because it was set in Leipzig, not in Australia,
but it was by an Australian, you see. And I had a tiny connection with it
in that my grandmother came from Ballarat also and went to Germany
to study music at about the same time. She didn't know Henry Handel
Richardson, but they were both studying piano about the same time. So I
felt this tiny little prick of affinity. And I loved that book, because first of
all it was highly romantic; secondly, it was based on the psyche of a music
student who's sent beyond his capacities into a very powerful centre of
music and culture at the turn of the century. I thought it was one of the
most wonderful novels I'd ever read. And Australian! [...]

The first Australian poet (other than, say, people like Adam Lindsay
Gordon and C. J. Dennis) that I read, was Alec Hope—a poem called
‘Imperial Adam’, which appeared in Sydney University Magazine in 1952.
And that’s the first time I'd seen what I call a ‘serious Australian poem’.
Iwas bowled over by its expansiveness and wit. But he didn’t have a book
outin’gz.

Did you remain a reader of Hope?

Oh, yes... This question of Australian identity, though, which everyone
harps on, was barely a question existing for us. I don’t know what we
thought we were. We were studying English Literature, and England..
Everything was tipped upside down, because the seasons came out of the
poems, the landscape came out of the English poems. I couldn'’t relate
what I saw around me to that. It was like living a double life. Real schizoid
stuff. I don’t think people today have any idea what that beginning was
like. And that’s why I'm disappointed today that what is called Australian
literature seems to me to be a kind of debasement of what we hoped it
would become.
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Many of your poems are recognisably small-a Australian, if you can
have such a thing! There are certain mannerisms that say, ‘this is an
Australian poet’. However, you quite often use other cultures and things
outside Australia as your points of reference, as your points of entry into
an idea. Your China poems, your Indian poems, your American poems.
So you’ve got this internationalism; but at the same time there’s still
specifically an Australianism about the poems.

I'm glad about it. I know that. I think a lot of people brush me off as this
cosmopolitan, ranging around but never satisfied...

They haven’t done a very close reading of your work, then.

Well, no. They don't, because they don't look at language intensively. My
father used a lot of Australian colloquialisms; one of the boys. He was
an Australian natural. He did everything that all the Australian men are
supposed to have done. I greatly admired that ease of being that came
with the colloquial language. But if you're brought up in a family of
women, you don’t have much contact with the male vernacular, which to
me has always been a great attraction. Because men’s language is freed up
in a way that women’s, educated women'’s, never could be... [...]

Do you think this is a matter of fear, fear of otherwise being left open to
criticism?

Yes. But equally it means something about personality, doesn't it? There’s
no freedom of personality to explore the best reaches of language, the
most exciting.

About the Australian component in your work again—take, for example,
Kaddish. Many readers of Kaddish, even people who’ve been enthralled
by it, still see it as this kind of foreign literature.

I know.

It’s bizarre; it’s the most Australian poem you could read. Right throughiit,
even where it has that fairy-tale-mythological tone, there’s an Australian
rhythm about it. Is it because a Kaddish is something that belongs to the
Middle East in their minds?

I think that the title in itself is off-putting for many people. David Martin
warned me not to use it [...]

But Ginsberg’s Kaddish, for example, is recognised as purely American.
Why is that?
Well, Ginsberg uses alot of local references in it.
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You use a few too.

Yes, I do. But Ginsberg is hallowed by his association with American male
poets. He had the solidarity of union with a group of people who were all
breaking bonds at the time.

But who were all extremely recognisable as of the American ‘earth’—still
American lads.

Yes and no... America had a kind of recognisably—to use this hideous
word—multicultural acceptance which Australia has never had. I find
it very interesting listening to, say, oral histories—people who are
the children of Italian or Greek migrants, who still are saying, ‘We are
outsiders.’ Now I felt like an outsider when I was younger. I don’t know why
exactly; but for all sorts of reasons hard to define outside the platitudes of
today’s political correctness. Dark, shapeless, certainly.

I've often wondered if your intense appreciation of, interest and
participation in music weren’t also part of that; because in the Australian
ethos, anything that’s considered highbrow—music being the paramount
highbrow—removes you.

Oh, sure... It's been called the ‘civilising weapon of women’!

Even if you’ve got this very English person in the outback of Australia,
the moment you see them sitting in front of a piano, that’s the symbol of
alienation.

You're absolutely right. The piano, of course, was clung to by a lot of
women aspiring to culture, that their children be outside the clutches of
the ‘barbarians’... To study piano intensively means long hours alone. It's
like writers who so often were sick when they were children, confined
to bed for years with polio and stuff like that. I often think the piano
represents exactly the same point of isolation for me. Because you're very
alone. It’s just you and that intractable instrument. For which I think I had
a minimal talent... I've got a nephew who is the ‘real thing’. [ was a hard
worker, all right, but never top.

I've heard you were more than ‘all right’!

But I'mlooking at the real thing. As Nietzsche says, when you see genius—
you lift up your head.
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Yes—and if you don’t have a notion of someone being better than you,
you might as well throw in the towel. Or you could never actually improve.

Music is a very curious talent. My nephew has music as a language... Much
more a language than speech, than what we call speech, anyway. And I
didn’t have that talent. I was just a hard worker and a learner on the slow
track to disillusion.

Another fascinating thing in your poetry that goes against this apparent,
crusty, cultural image that one has, is that you’re a great user of
colloquialisms and colloquial language, as we mentioned. That again is a
contradiction in terms of so-called ‘highbrow’ piano-playing. It’s as if in your
spare time you actually sat down and played in the barn, having agood time...

I did!

That sort of contradiction in your work is what generates its energy,
for me, as a poet reading poetry, and that’s why I get excited about it.
Everything’s very controlled technically—as with learning the piano,
doing your scales, and so on—but at the same time it’s free. You’re also
one of the people in the barn raising a storm on the keys. I wonder why
that aspect of your work hasn’t been explored in greater detail. The
colloquialisms of Fay Zwicky—there’s a whole lexicon there.

I think it goes again with the pigeonholing, the gender stereotypes.

Is it important to you, this ability to capture colloquial language?

Well, I always hope it'll be noticed. But it rarely is. People are so bloody
solemn about it.

What we're really asking here is, why do people read poetry in a certain
way? Has the general Australian reading audience been programmed
so as to look for certain things that trigger the reaction, ‘this is an
appropriate or realisable poem’? What prevents them going through
other codes—what is the barrier?

It's fear. I think it’s lack of confidence. You've got to account for the rather
distorting way they were introduced to poetry in schools. When I think of
what ‘poetry’ means to most people—stillto this day ‘poet’ means an ethereal,
romantic, wishy-washy, soft-centred, meringue-hearted floater. God forbid
you have your feet on the ground if you're a poet. ‘Oh, I didn't think you'd
be like that,’ they say. ‘I thought you’d have a middle-European accent.’ And
so I say, ‘What do you think I am?’ See what I mean; the stereotype. Plonk a
label on, stick you in the pigeon-hole and Bob’s your uncle!
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I find that the general attitude to writers is that in some way they’re
privy to esoteric knowledge. People don't realise that you cannot write
unless you've experienced what everyone experiences, and been down
to the bottom of the barrel. And if you're lucky, you've come up again.
And if you're not, you stay down, write about it, and die young enough to
escape your future fame.

I know. People always think, ‘She hasn't had to put up with much, she’s
had it easy.’ I wouldn't even dream of telling people what my real life was
about. But you can read between the lines if you've been there...

The last thing I would ever do would be to write an autobiography,
detailing what actually happened. If you've been in jail all your young
life, and come out about three-quarters of the way through it, you have
to live with a lot of things. You've got to come to terms with illusions and
nonsense you thought kept you alive and you didn’t know. You've got to
overturn past props. Walter Benjamin said something marvellous about
this. It's very harsh and very tough, but by God I like it:

Only he who can view his own past as an abortion sprung
from compulsion and need can use it to full advantage in the
present. For what one has lived is at its best comparable to
a beautiful statue which has had all its limbs knocked off in
transit, and now yields nothing but the precious block out of
which the image of one’s future must be hewn. [‘Torso’, One
Way Street and Other Writings]

Well, I've written it down in my journal, and what I've written here after
that as aresponse is:

Not often that Benjamin livens his prose with a concrete
image—TIlike this. His abstract chilliness, however penetrating,
makes the spirit droop. Maybe it sounds better in German,
though possibly not.

Now, to deal with the limbless block, and where to begin?
Can one ever get to such a void as to acknowledge one’s past as
‘an abortion sprung from compulsion and need’? SometimesI
take a furtive look at that cheerless view, but shrink back from
the final acquiescence, feeling cowardly. How can one ever be
sure that the old compulsions and needs aren't still alive and
kicking underneath the illusion of possessing no illusions?

This is the kind of thing I'm writing. And then... I've got, ‘Whose need?
Whose compulsion?’ Because you are, to some extent, the creation of
someone else as well. You are not just your own creation. I put here:
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And if it were possible to allow the weight of such recognition
to settle, it must surely mean throwing out what once spelt
happiness, even if it was illusory. I've often thought of life as a
kind of gradual shedding of outgrown skins, while sensing the
retention of some small, obdurate core of the self, genetically
imprinted, affected by the ways of the society into which one
was born, and the choices one seemed to have made.

I go on to explore these things in this journal.

How long have you been keeping a journal?

Oh, some years. I've got quite a few books. They're not personal, as you
can see. They're personal but not personal...

How important is the journal to your writing?

Very, though I don't use it for my ‘serious’ writing... It's actually much more
important to me than writing poems at the moment.

What about editing? You’ve edited a few books: Quarry, Journeys,
Procession... What do you think about the process of editing—as a poet—
is there a clash of interests there?

No. I regard editing as I used to the teaching role. Occasionally offering
suggestions to writers, never changing a word they write, but merely
excising (with permission)...

Do you send poems out to journals yourself?

It’s less interesting to me now to put them out. I'm getting a bit possessive
about my work now, I don't actually want to release it for fear it may never
happen again perhaps.

You've gone a full circle?

Well, the funny thing is, you start off your life craving attention, and
as you get older, you want to disappear. You don't want the attention.
It means nothing to be noticed.

]

It's stupid for anybody to dare to lump elements in the culture together into
some sort of silly generalisation, but sometimes, when I'm overwhelmed
by all these media voices and the kinds of oversimplification most people
seem content with, I feel very unhappy. About people, for instance, who go
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to book clubs and when you hear them talk about a book, you think, ‘Is that
the same book IthoughtIlooked at?’ You get terribly worried by that lack
of critical detachment. There’s a very naive identification with character
in prose, for example. Prose interests me, as a means to loosening up.
Whitman called it ‘the diviner heaven of prose’—he had a reason for that.
He was claiming some ground for himself there.

Indeed he was.

Because he was getting away from stuffy artifice. People who stay with
the modest limits of simple language that has many layers, that doesn’t
pretend to be noticeable, to be ‘poetic’—they're the writers I greatly
admire in prose. And I don't find that many.

Could you name a few?

I'm not reading fiction. If Iread fiction at all I tend to go back to older books.

Ididn’t necessarily mean fiction.

Well, Iread things that  hope will teach me something. And at the moment
it's reading about inspirational things like survival under difficulty. Like
being a hostage or being ill. It’s trying to nourish a starved spirit, really.

You often mention exile or being isolated. In some senses you see yourself
as intellectually and culturally isolated in Australia. I don’t mean not
being an Australian, since you’re as much Australian as anyone. But
intellectually...

Let me put it this way. When you live alone naturally the sense of isolation
is going to be intensified. It’s not to say that there are not other people of
like mind. And frequently I'm reminded of this and delighted by it. It's not
true, when I say ‘isolated’; I think that’s a sort of sense of living in a rather
too rarefied and beautiful environment...

You described Perth as a ‘well-watered garden on the edge of the desert’,
with the tractor-sprinklers doing their walk across the gardens! You're
making a joke about the isolation of Perth and its desire not to be so,
its desire to connect with the cordon sanitaire idea, to go across the
fence into the other Arcadia. You live in Perth, though you’re originally
from Melbourne. It’s as if in an absurd and not literal sense—you live in
theoretically the most isolated city on the face of the earth—and so you
double your isolation. Is that a conscious thing?

No, it wasn’t conscious, but I've certainly become aware of the Chinese
box effect of it all. There’s no question that you choose your confinement
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in many senses. You can be free inside and absolutely bound and tied up
in knots on the outside. Somebody asked me the other day why Western
Australia has so many good writers; I said it’s not a question I would have
put—Iwould have said, why has Western Australia got so many writers?

And I would have said that it's a great place to write in because you are
freed up from the distractions of the circuit in the eastern states, which
to me would and can be unnerving and depressing. Whereas here you are
free to write in the very sense of opposition to something that started you
off being a writer in the first place.

It'’s interesting to reflect that most people, young people who grow up
to become writers, usually start off very critical of the society they live
in; or else they wouldn't be needing to make sense of it in the first place.
And it seems that I'm trying to continue, in a funny sort of way, a situation
which suits me—I need a degree of adversity. Perverse and adolescent,
come to think of it.

Now that doesn’'t mean you blame your environment. You rather
treasure its power to irritate, in a way. It's a love-hate thing. There are lots
of things about this place that I think are fantastic. And they're mainly
non-human. The natural world, I find, is the most soothing and relieving
element in my life. I couldn’t live without the peace that’s possible here.
Whereas once you go into the heavy urban stuff you're drowned out,
you're flattened. In Manhattan, for instance, nobody has what I call ahome.
You're not plagued by blocked drains or any of those things that keep you
domestically ticking. You live in transition. And to me it’s like recreating a
sense of transition everywhere to be here. I'm here, but not here.

[..] Wherever some of us go we carry our alienation with us. It's not the
place. So I'd rather be detached from the notion of the place as causing
anything or doing anything; because it’s not. It's me. And if I'm a dislocated
personality I've got to live with it. You just learn to be it and not worry
about it.

As you develop your journals and your ideas, and work on your poetry,
do you see yourself as consciously approaching some sense of closure?Is
there a project mentality?

No, not at all. I only see death as the closure. And I see death very
frequently..! One of the motivating forces in people becoming writers,
Ithink, is a fear of death. You're staking out an identity against your death.
I think underneath a lurking fear has been with me all my life, from the
time I was a very small child. I don’t remember when the presence of
death wasn’t around.
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Do you think that the constant recycling of myth through all cultures is
motivated by fear, a desire to reassure us that death is inevitably going
to occur; that myth in itself perpetuates some form of existence? Your
use of myth is fascinating to me. Take, for example, ‘A Tale of the Great
Smokies’ and its obvious mythological references, and the wheel notion.
Is this used in any way ironically?

Yes, but not consciously... 'm glad you raised the subject of myth, because
I was thinking today about these dirty realists, thinking about the Muses
and what they stood for. Then I remembered that the Muses were the
daughters of Memory and Zeus, and the significance of memory in the
arts and sciences.

Yes—this is related to what I was saying about death and memory and the
need for myth.

You know that the Muses were tough on the Sirens who sang men to their
death. The Muses actually turned them into rocks. They took the feathers
from the sirens’ wings and adorned themselves to stop the sirens luring
sailors to death on rocky coasts. They arranged for them to be turned
conveniently into rocks.

Now it strikes me as very interesting if you're going to use that myth
today—you've still got your siren songs luring people into the depths of
ugliness and destruction—and you've got the true Muses, the Muses of
lyric poetry, taking a battering. I'd say the Sirens were winning, reversing
the message maybe?

I've been thinking a lot about it. The Greeks were so psychologically
in tune with everything. They knew exactly what people need for the
fullness of their being. These myths came into being because they catered
for just about every possible psychic need that people have. And I felt
that the attributes that the Muses were given—like Urania, the Muse
of Astronomy with her staff and globe, or Calliope with her tablet—are
wonderful symbolic representatives of our highest creative aspirations,
connected to Apollo and the sacred Fountain of Hippocrene and the
Mount Parnassus, essential to all who seek beyond self.

How do the Furies sit here?

Very well because they exist together with the Bacchanalian orgies that
destroyed Orpheus. They're the vengeful pursuers. Well, fair enough,
too—there've got to be a few of them around. It’s interesting to me that it
was the tribe of Thracian women who, stirred up by Dionysiac fury, killed
Orpheus, ripped him to pieces. And it was the Muses who picked up the
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shreds of his body and buried them at the foot of Mount Olympus, the
conservers, the preservers, and Orpheus’ head continued to sing, even
when detached from his body.

I was brought up on all those Greek myths and legends but didn't
really ever see just how deeply they fitted into our own lives, and our
own creative sources, until much older. The Greeks made much of Thalia,
the Muse of Comedy, and Clio, the Muse of History... I just thought the
Muses were nine very decorative women on pedestals with a tangential
leverage on creation when I was a kid and certainly more interesting than
the invisible God the Father of Judaeo-Christian fame.

This is slightly tangential, but do you see the ballad form as a way of
perpetuating or even creating myths?

That’s not the way I'd put it (though of course it is). It's a form of escape
from literary individualism, a reaching-back to a sense of community.
It conserves what I'd like to see conserved, especially since the world I
came from is getting more and more remote. A protective concern hangs
around what once sustained and is now forgotten (or almost) in formal
poetry. Comedy and history seem far more than they ever did.

Quite often ironically, as well.

Sure. But I've always been lucky enough to have known someone who
has given me courage to use the old forms; and Helen Adam in New
York was one who gave me that backing. Because she came from a
Scots background, this entitled her to use ballad forms without any
pretension or presumption. She was genuinely fey. She actually conjured
up some very savage ancient themes, especially about female revenge,
in her ballads, which used to give me the shivers. But I've had to find an
equivalent I think, in Australia, to give that sanction, and it hasn’t been
easy since the ballad form exists almost exclusively in male preserves,
tales of rural life and hard masculine labour. Women’s poetry tends to
be inward-turning and, in this country, is usually about deprivation or
over-abundance.

Who is that someone?

I've been lucky in that I've found some influences along the way. Writers
and others who've been a support though they don’t know it. Someone
who introduces you to some sort or form of magical release from the
constraints of your intellectual directions.
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So this is a Muse-orientated thing.

Probably. But I don't mean it in a romantic way. Rather in quite hard-
headed terms. I was thinking about the way artists have used the Muses,
the various representations of them, what they look like. The link with
Apollo, the god of the lyre, and the leader of the choir of the Muses.
About his power to enchant the rocks and the trees. He actually got them
to move from their rooted places. This is what real poetry does. But I've
been thinking about how little most poetry does that for me anymore. And
how much I want it to. Probably something to do with age and solitude.

Is there anything contemporary—say, post-’'sos—that you think is really
moving in a dramatic way?

In Australia, Vincent Buckley’s last poems, McCauley’s last sad poems,
many others. I can only say that now and again you read something and
you feel, ‘Oh yes, there it is.’ Lowell, for instance, with Life Studies; Larkin
now and again; Hughes’ animal poems; Heaney'’s fine poise and occasional
lyric grace. Quite a few Irish poets actually—language is theirs by natural
inheritance. I like some Eastern European and Israeli poets, too.

Are there any of your own poems that really stand out for you, that are
totally indispensable to your day-to-day existence, particularly close
toyou?

Nothing is indispensable to existence, certainly not my work. There was
one, maybe. Nobody ever noticed it, it just disappeared into the great
maw, the void. It was that poem called ‘The Artist’. I was rather pleased
with that.I don’t mean it's a good poem, but it did mean something for me,
very much, at the time of its writing.

It was one of the few poems I've ever written that I felt (the triple ironies
of that poem were so strong) reasonably pleased with. I've never been able
to do it again in quite that way. It's about two kinds of artists, the Sirens
and the Muses, actually, facing each other (to continue the metaphor).
It was carved out of fairly painful experience. Why I was so pleased was
that I was able actually to say something in so many different layers; what
I always like to feel I've done. But again, that’s because I'm conscious of
language all the time, of what it can actually say. But I don’t think many
read it like that. They don't necessarily see those things. First of all, if
it's a woman writing, they always think the ‘I’ is a woman character...
They don’t stop to realise it’s a man speaking. And it deliberately plays
on stereotyped notions of creativity and Bohemianism that many see as
endemic to artistic creation but which are being mocked as poses in the
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poem. Irony is often misinterpreted. I always feel disappointed when that
happens. ‘I'is immediately attached to the author. It's a terrible mistake,
so disheartening—it's one of the first errors in the act of reading  used to
try to point out to students. In fact, the notion of dramatic narration has
been in disfavour for quite some time owing to this basic confusion of
teller and tale and the obloquies of the Deconstructionists.

Ifind the poem humorous.

In away, and in a way not. It's hard for younger people today to understand
how utterly naive and innocent some of us might have been. You cannot
begin to imagine. There does exist such innocence, and there does exist
such naiveté. I only know that you have to have been that person to
know. Many people talk today about how ‘knowing’ people are. There are
people who are not knowing, not at all conscious. People who've lived in
protected worlds may be simpler than their language seems to indicate.

It’s because I have learned to speak articulately and clearly, and with
point, that people misunderstand. Underneath that articulacy is a long
effort of conquering a stammer, conquering enormous shyness. So much
so that as a child I couldn’t even answer in the classroom. People don’t
understand that these are often things that have been overcome, little
victories of your own, that have nothing to do with the way you started
off. People say, ‘Oh, you must have been a very talkative child.’ They don’t
know peanuts!

People who've never known the freedoms of language crave it and seek
for it in the most precise and intensive way. People to whom language is
a natural gift, by cheek or sheer confidence, don’t know what it’s like to
flounder for words, seek it, desperately seek to pin a world around them
that floats around as shapeless as protoplasm.

If you looked at my early work (which I sometimes do just as a matter
of interest to see what was going on there) you'd see a very dense, packed
language, getting as much in as I can, because it’s all pent-up, waiting to
come out late in life. Forty years of a pent-up very repressed life, which
burst out in what looked like decorous forms. Satire, lyrical uplift (quaintly
old-fashioned, as no doubt Philip Larkin’s early poems looked to him),
Romantic, a bit sharp—wanting to be that sharp sardonic sort of mind that
my teachers were. Wanting to be like Auden: clever and witty instead of
shapeless and awkward.

Do you remember that review I did in about 1991 where I said that your
new work had openness, freshness and vitality—that doesn’t in any way
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invalidate the earlier work which I admire for all those things you're
talking about...

It was the ‘striving self-that-was’. I'm not saying it was a particularly
worthy effort. I look with some embarrassment now at those poems,
because they're overstuffed. They don't breathe, as Vin Buckley told me.
He said, ‘You're going to have to learn to breathe.” And at the time, I didn't
know what he meant even though [ was stifled to death trying to be what
I wasn't, trying to sound like the voices I admired but wasn't.

But now you do breathe in your poetry; and to me that makes that other
material important.

Yes. But you've got to realise what constrictions, socially, culturally and
personally, existed at that time.

So the moral of the story is ‘The Artist’ is not humorous—but almost
semi-tragic?
Yes. Going back to this question of isolation, if you talk about tone—it’s
this worry about misinterpretation of tone. Now that goes not only into
poetry but into life as well. I've got a very interesting view of this now
because my son made a video of me at a wedding in England, and I got the
shock of my life seeing myself on video—talk about chastening! I come
out so strong, and all these other people look so decorous and mild. [ rang
my sister and said, ‘Am I really like that?’ She said, ‘What’s worrying you?
That’s who you are. Don't agonise about it.’

ButIdo, and probably always will.

I'll never forget when I read Kaddish here many years ago—I emptied
the room so quickly! Nobody came near me afterwards; they all vanished
and never said a word. I felt completely desolated.

You can see these contradictions in the cover image [portrait of Fay]
of your UQP volume. There’s the strong, public Fay, but also that little
softness edging its way in.

It’s a difficult picture for me to come to terms with. I felt terribly baffled
by it, never having been drawn before. Photographs are bad enough, but
being observed for a drawing is something else. It's as if someone invaded
you... [ thought it was an interesting experience. I'm not knocking it, but
I also felt very unhappy. If that’s the woman I am, then who am I? Very
chastening, humbling.
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Isee a world-weary confidence in it. A contradiction in the face.

Louis Kahan chose to put me up on a stool and draw me from below.
The elevation embarrassed me... I didn't dare to look. He put a metal
figure in the window and asked me just to fix my gaze there and I fell
into a kind of trance while he was doing it. When I saw the drawing
eventually, I said to him, ‘My God—that’s my paternal grandmother.’
His wife said everybody always sees their forebears before they see
themselves... More than twenty years older than I was at the time, the
artist was projecting himself into what he saw, making me older to match
his vision. He presented me with my future in a sense which is what
art is supposed to do even when drawing on past and present. You're
a blank slate. It's a good lesson in what any writer or artist does with
their raw material, turning you into something of themselves. And that’s
what intrigued me... Like a Rorschach, that drawing. A friend on seeing
it said, ‘Oh—that’s a mother.’

People’s responses have been interesting. I wrote a poem about the
experience; quite a long reflection on, again, the artist and his subject.
Basically it's doing what that other poem ‘The Artist’ was doing, but it’s an
older perspective now. Also, it stopped me dead in my tracks as regards
writing about anyone I know, because you realise what a huge invasion is
taking place, what huge possibilities for misinterpretation.

We talked about the new tone in your work, extremely accessible, it’s
freer and it’s breathing. But I actually believe that this existed anyway
right at the beginning. A poem like ‘For Anna’ has wonderful breath in it.

Yes, but maybe it had something to do with caring experiences. A child
took me out of myself; to have to care for someone else is a great antidote
to self-conscious egotism.

Maybe it was not so much a matter of you being that sort of—for want of
a better expression—‘serious academic-type poet’...

I never really was that sort of poet: I wanted to be part of some kind of
structured life all the same. I needed a straight-jacket and academia
provided just that.

But people have interpreted you that way.

That’s because I worked in academia. I drifted into the university. I never
went there as a career move; [ was asked to tutor. I didn't go there with any
definite career intentions at all, but loved teaching.
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Let’s use another cliché then—an ‘intellectual’ poet, someone who is
concerned with concepts rather than images. But I would hazard a guess
that you wrote many other poems like ‘For Anna’ at that period, and the
other aspect was what you chose—or what was chosen for you, I don’t
know—to represent you. Perhaps you were the same poet then! And now,
despite this ‘breath’ you have in your work, you’re still the same poet you
were back then.

Well, that’s the ‘core of self’, that's exactly what [ was saying: that you can
knock all the limbs off but the essential core of that person remains the same.

The UQP collection [Fay Zwicky: Poems 1970-1992 (UQP, 1993)] would
be, for me, fascinating, if presented out of chronological sequence and
scattered all over the place; and that would give, especially in your case,
a sense of the way your work has been outwardly constructed. Not by
yourself, but by critics, and by the way Australians read.

I don’t know if it'd be different any other way. The importance of the
language is strong for me. To be scrupulous always with the language. And
Ifind alot of poetry Iread pays less attention to language and this worries
me; this loss of the richness of English. These young people sitting in
front of computers now worry me, because the passivity is killing off their
imagination, killing off their natural speech. I suppose there are remnants
of the teacher in me, and I hate to see young people deprived of what
might nourish them in later life.

I've had kids come to me with poetry, when they've got to do an essay.
And they sit here, and I know that they know what they could do but
haven't got the courage to respond to the text on the page. What you put
on the back of the Salt Reader, [Zukofsky's saying] the ‘best way is to read
the poem’. But they can't, because there are layers of obstruction in front
of them. With the teachers’ wobbling directions, the gender specificity,
the political correctness, the spiritual insecurity, and all this garbage
they've been taught. Why can'’t they look at the poem and just feel it?
Don't try to answer these questions. Many poems are thin but rewarding.

Yes, that’s for sure... What do you think of the idea of presenting your
work out of chronological order, placed together in a more random way?

I don’t know.

Do you think that the ordering of this collection has a direct influence on
the way people read your work?

It probably does; I don't know. Frankly, I have little faith in most formally
educated readers who don’t read much poetry anyway, but keep up with
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what's been given awards and prizes. Do you know who reads poetry in
this country?

Poets?

Poets, of course, their relatives (if friendly), and well-disposed people
who might be induced by a reading to go and look again. It’s like people
who see a Dickens novel dramatised on the screen and say, ‘Yeah,  might
get hold of Martin Chuzzlewit or Nicholas Nickleby and have a look.

But most people I find pretty inhibited about poetry. The very word
‘poetry’ immediately conjures up for them some rarefied stratospheric
venture which they’re not capable of. People say, ‘What do you write
about?’ I say, ‘Look, what could one write about but one’s living
experiences? What else is there to write about?’

But also there are constant echoes, you’ll repeat things, with a refrain-
like quality; you're constantly dealing with echoes of other poets. Other
lives, and so on.

Yes, because other voices come in. And other voices, depending on
the degree of ego loss—the degree to which you let other voices in is
important to me. Going back again to Keats’ old ‘negative capability’—
some of us are chameleons and some of us are grids. And it seems to
me that the more chameleon you are, the more likely you are to take on
aspects of others, hear other voices. They become, often, much more
powerful, more important than your own—alas.

I can’t help that I'm a mimic. I can’t help the notion of mimesis in my
poetry, because I can’t avoid other voices. My sister has said, ‘You ought
to learn to block out, and I say, ‘Why?’ She says, ‘It's going to kill you
eventually’ I say, ‘Yes, but that’s what some poetry is about, the takeover of
the ungainly worldly self who scrubs floors and falls asleep in front of TV

Yes, unfortunately, this is true!

The wonderful gift of blocking out pain. I have an old friend whose motto
is, ‘Rise above it, dear, rise above it” How can you rise above anything?
That means you don’t hear or see at human level and can'’t begin to make
sense of anything.

Could you say something about your poem, ‘Casting the Die’—the one
that begins, ‘Only Joseph Brodsky would be daft enough / Only the Times
Lit. Supp. would print this stuff’?

Well, you see, I was reluctant to put it in [the UQP collection], but the
editor wanted it in. What can I say about it? At the time it was written,
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I was mortified by Brodsky’s patronising tone. She thought it was very
amusing. To me it was just a squib. She wanted a lot of things in that to me
were just temporary divertissements.

Brodsky had said, ‘Only men write poetry of love; woman can't be
anything else other than love object, muse and, if she’s suitably equipped,
amotherIgot abitirritated because I'd been at Columbia when Brodsky
was there and admired him at the time, but later became irritated by the
GOM (grand old man) label attached to him by the literati of New York in
love with Soviet dissenters.

Ithought at the time this needed a comic reply. And again, the tone has
been misinterpreted, I think people see it as more angry than it is. It's not
really angry. Just meant to be a bit of a joke poem really.

Sometimes the jokiest, ‘easiest’ sorts of poem hit the nail on the head
precisely.

Well, I was intrigued by the confidence with which he’d pontificated
about women being unable to feel any of these things in their own right.
I suppose I treat a lot of matters in literature as personal discussions. I
don’t think I'm reading a book; I'm talking to a voice.

[..Regarding exiles from the Soviet Union:] Solzhenitsyn was literally
given a radio station!

Well, it’s the American thing. It's a bit like that film Six Degrees of
Separation; pertinent to this subject. But it’s particularly interesting on
the subject of the imposture that’s enacted here and the fantasising on
both sides of the fence—of the people who want the imposture and the
people who enact it, and how this is worked out.

Brodsky’s English wasn’t too hot in those days, I think it's probably
much better now. And he was being rather bored and patronising to the
American students, who were actually a good bunch. They were very open
and unpretentious and surprisingly poorly-read for post-graduates.

I’'m quite fascinated by the idea of the Soviet dissident being set up as a
great writer in America purely as a political act. I don’t think Brodsky'’s
a particularly great poet. I think that he represents someone who came
at the perfect time, and was almost canonised because he was a Soviet
dissident; and also because of being a translator of Shakespeare.

Yes, and he had connections with a lot of important Soviet poets,
Akhmatova, Gumilyov, and people like that. Pasternak, I don’t know about
Tsvetaeva but probably her too.
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This chain, the way in which the ‘mantle’ is cast upon the younger poet,
is interesting. You know, Keats wanted Wordsworth’s approbation. He was
modest, he didn’t bring his book with him on his first visit. Wordsworth
said, ‘Well, what have you written recently?’, something like that. Keats'’s
friend Benjamin Haydon immediately jumped out and said, ‘He’s just
written a really great ode to Pan.’ Keats then proceeded to recite it,
walking up and down the room and speaking in what Haydon called his
‘half-chant’... Wordsworth listened to this earnest young man, and he said,
‘A very pretty piece of paganism.’ What an old sod! Wordsworth was forty-
seven, you know, at the time. And he had a very fine, interesting young
poet there. This did make me think a lot about the ways in which older
writers have to yield to younger talents and how curiously threatening
the appearance of the new may be.

]

Queensland seems to be where all Australian satire comes from—with
occasional allowances for Melbourne! All those Bjelke-Petersen yeatrs...
But the targets are often too easy, the responses too glib. I greatly admire
Australian cartoonists, because I think they do much better visually than
we do verbally. Australian cartoons are brilliant.

They work quite a lot on suggestion rather than dialogue.
They never hammer the point, they get it straight away.

That’s the best thing about the outback sense of humour; very few words
are muttered in a pub.

Yes... Istill think we are a predominantly visual people, we get our points
across visually... | remember with great regret the disappearance of Paul
Rigby’s cartoons from the back of the now defunct Daily News—they were
wonderful.

People like Whiteley and Blackman, Brack, Nolan, Tucker, Dobell, etc.
all have a very strong satirical line in their pens... Boyd is a tragic artist;
Whiteley is not but no less impressive for not being so.

Regarding the current Whiteley retrospective, have you seen ‘The
American Dream’?

Yes.
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That’s the most damned piece in the exhibition, as far as his opponents are
concerned. But what astonishes me, whatever you think of its quality, is
that they’re saying it wallows in self-pity. The irony is, it’s the most satirical
piece he ever constructed—a most damning piece on American culture.
Yes, they seem to have it wrong. But they were so grudging. I was appalled
by the criticism in The Australian about his retrospective exhibition,
couldn't believe it. Doesn't it tell you something about the climate you live
in? The envy of natural talent coming out there. There are lots of things
about Whiteley’s work that are glib, no doubt. He was a natural romantic,
and of a most devastatingly virtuosic kind, extraordinary stuff. Why do
people knock back what comes out and strikes them so forcefully? Is it
fear? Is it resentment of something that seems too easily achieved?

I remember he had one painting in the Archibald Prize, which was
actually disqualified, because his subject was English or something.
They wouldn't judge it. It came bounding out of the frame. All the other
paintings were boring, dreary, static, ultra-realistic, or tiresomely surreal
and whimsical. This picture of Francis Bacon came shooting out at you.
Do people not allow themselves to be affected?

Idon’t know—this question bothers me too.

I went to the theatre the other night, to the Academy of Performing Arts,
to see Angels in America... It was done by the students at the Academy,
in an extraordinarily effective way. The writing was excellent, and the
students did a terrific job with it. As a member of the audience who went
there with few expectations because it was not professional theatre, I was
really enchanted by it... And [ was sitting with theatre people, professional
actors who know about texts and plays. They were grudging in their
reaction, because the play hadn’t been performed first in this town by
professionals. As if a student production in some way demeaned the
work’s status.

That to me was ridiculous. It’s not honestly responding to what'’s
being presented to you regardless of the status of the performer.
I think the same thing happens with literature; people go mad about the
mediocre and back off from what’s real. You can’t generalise entirely but
indiscriminate engorgement and rave about anything published does
worry me.

You’re not the only poet I've heard recently saying these things... I have
this theory that, for all the positive things that the ‘creative writing’
culture that’s suddenly erupted has brought about—introducing lots of
new people to the idea of writing and so on—it’s nonetheless producing
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very selfish readers. Readers who are concerned with no more than their
own work. And that’s a disaster.

I know what you mean. The whole notion of institutionalising the creative
process is faulty. I'm not saying it hasn't done some good things. But I
think what worries me is the sanctifying of criteria which in fact have
nothing to do with why people become writers.

I should add that if it came down to it and it was a matter of having no
income, I'd teach it. I don’t think it’s a good thing to do, but I'd do it the
best I could, give it my all.

I'm very much in two minds about it. I used to think that in a constipated
society the creative writing units allowed people freedom to loosen up—
which they find hard. They can’t write essays. Reading students’ essays
at uni told me a lot about their fear, terrified of exposing their ignorance.
Little did they know that the so-called ignorance was not an issue really.
But they were too frightened to confront the text. So it seemed to me
giving them freedom to talk about themselves was one way around that,
getting them to actually put the pen on the page without inhibitions about
traditional, canonical strictures.

I don't think anyone can teach anybody anything much about writing.
The egos of most people are so fragile when students are young that most
in creative writing institutions can’t bear criticism. That’s why you can'’t
teach it honestly.

I read years ago when you were judging the Young Writers’ Contest,
you said something like, ‘Children shouldn’t have to be hung up about
the terrible things that are happening in the world, and they shouldn’t
be critically dictated to. They should be allowed to find their way.’ At
what point should the critical faculty come into being? Where’s the
demarcation line?

It's a good question, but I don't really believe in a ‘critical faculty’ imposed
from outside. I believe in paying very close attention to language, and
developing the objective critical self separated from the material written
about.

That’s what I mean by ‘critical faculty’.

I guess I'm saying that you have to accept the work on its own terms.
But I still believe (and I think it's a very old-fashioned thing to say) that
criticism is a moral activity.

By that I don’t mean moralistic. I simply mean that you are looking for
some substance in that work... I'll give you the best example I can think of,
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about Larkin, something I've been mulling over in my journal lately. It was
in Heaney’s essay about Larkin. I'd been thinking a lot about Larkin and
when I was in England at my daughter’s wedding [...] what should come
into my mind but Larkin’s poem about churchgoing—*a serious house on
serious earth it is’, he says... Larkin cannot hold back a very small degree
of awe, even though he’s not a believer. He claims to believe in nothing,
even be a bit of a cynic... But he can’t sustain this cynicism because he
knows that for one brief moment, while he’s in that church he is possessed
by the dead and by history, and strange resonances occur in the poem,
taking him over in spite of himself.

I have no dogmatic religious affiliations, I am born to an unaffiliated
Jewish family, but in that church I felt the presence of a serious history,
reverence for the past, which was very weighty and impressive, without
necessarily belonging to the tradition or land that conceived it. The
language of the service, plus everything. And thenIread Heaney. We miss
gravity in our lives, moral seriousness. So anything that fills the gravitas
gap is welcome.

This is what I wrote in my journal after the event:

It doesn’t happen often, but now and then a voice respected
by others is heard on a subject you thought buried and
desecrated for good. In this case, the lyric affirmations of
Yeats set against the miserable void of Larkin. The rich brew
of early Dylan Thomas, who gave my young years so much
pleasure and inspiration, against the flat, prosy, death-mask
realism of William Carlos Williams. The mickey taken meant
death to the ardent spirit.

The respected voice in this case is that of Seamus Heaney
in ‘The Redress of Poetry’, lectures given at Oxford when he
was in the Chair of Poetry; significantly, an Irishman. You're
allowed to say these things with impunity if you're Irish,
for many reasons. First, because Irish writers tend to use
language with the authority of a solid tradition of imaginative
literature behind them that is still a living organism pervading
everyday life. Second, because they say it with persuasive,
benign, unpressuring confidence that (a) there’s actually an
audience being addressed, and (b) it's an audience likely to
be receptive. Another reason lies in the absence of Calvinist
severity: the pulpit-note of harangue, the strident clangour
of Old Testamental frustrated ideas that sends sweet charity
cowering into corners.
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If these things were said by a woman with a severe face,
scored into grooves by getting nowhere with the same
message, they would be met with scornful indifference. The
tone and presence would alienate, her own sweetness put
away long ago in defensive response to an assumed hostility,
real enough at times to confirm what was sometimes imagined.

I still believe that readers of poetry want to feel nourished,
to be taken by surprise, to feel an injection of courage, not
an invitation to wistful whingeing. Wordsworth’s grand
primary principle of pleasure, cited by Heaney, is mine too.
And no matter how often one is confronted by what Harold
Bloom calls ‘the School of Resentment’, that sour opposition
of present-day academia and the arbiters of literary taste
towards the great writers of the England of the seventeenth
century on the grounds of cultural imperialism, or towards
Victorian writers because they came from ‘a culture which had
done so much damage’,I can't see these post-hoc political and
moral qualms as grounds for refusing to look.

‘Imaginative literature’ according to Heaney, ‘despite
these desperately overdue correctives’'—and he can say this
as an Irishman with right on his side—‘cannot be read simply
and solely as a function of an oppressive discourse, or as
reprehensible masking’. I've already brooded on some of this
and revealed several contradictory thoughts in reflections on
that wedding. But Heaney brings it back when he contrasts
attitudes to death of Larkin and Yeats along similar lines.

He quotes Larkin’s ‘Aubade’, which starts with a typically
downbeat Larkin salvo, ‘I work all day and get half-drunk at
night’, which has set the tone for so many boring recitatives
by half-cocked illiterates who don’t know that you need to
be as well read as Larkin was to earn the privilege of self-
destruction. The poem ends, ‘Postmen, like doctors, go
from house to house’, continuing Larkin’s fixation on social
roles that is so English in its ironical theatrical demand for
a self that can stand up to public scrutiny, e.g. ‘Days’, where
the question, ‘What are days for?’ brings the priest and the
doctor in their long coats running over the fields. Heaney
concedes how skilfully Larkin keeps readers ‘on the lip of its
rhetorical wave, leaves them like unwary surfers hung over a
great emptiness’. That’s so well said, so true. He then hones
in on the following lines to make his fine point about spiritual
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diminution: ‘Courage is no good, it means not scaring others
/ Being brave lets no-one off the grave / Death is no different
whined at than withstood'.

It’s not the let-off we're after; nor is courage assumed
merely not to scare others. It simply is, and the fact that
Larkin shrinks one’s world in denying the possibility of
defiance, in all its foolhardy authenticity, is what makes his
poetry so dispiriting. We accept it, even admire it because of
its terseness, its refusal of linguistic splurge; but what are we
admiring but a kind of dreary honesty. If the pub bore said it,
we'd walk away thinking, ‘Poor bugger, probably cancer.’

Against this, Heaney gives us Yeats’s side of the coin. This is
a quote from Heaney, ‘Yeats absolutely disagreed. No actress,
he maintained, has ever sobbed when she played Cleopatra.
Even the shallow brain of a producer has never thought of
such a thing. Which amounts to saying that death withstood
is indeed very different from death whined at, and it is up to
poets and actresses to continue to withstand. Of course Larkin
knew the imagination’s stalemate between the deathmask of
nihilism and the fixed smile of a pre-booked place in paradise.
But Yeats’s world is larger because, like the music of Mozart,
its “yes” has weight and significance because it overpowers

m

and contains a “no™.

Now I like that.

For me, when a poem manages to introduce a notion which is interesting
and vital, and does it well technically, that’s good. Those are my criteria
for a poem. Something like Robert Herrick and his use of conceit.

Oh, the seventeenth century was a great place to be! I've been hunting
around for information about William Tyndale. He was a marked man; on
the run most of the time from the Catholics. He was heretical in his time
and persistent in his heresy.

What I like is the way he set himself against the tenor of the times,
not allowing the church orthodoxy of the time to tell him how to live his
life and what he needed to do. He wanted to bring that vernacular Bible
to ordinary people in English! I find that zeal amazing, the need to open
this up to people who couldn’t read Latin, Greek or Hebrew. So he sits
down for years and translates it himself. The dissenting spirit that says
‘no’, but also manages a ‘yes’, doing something creative in the face of a
destructively exclusive orthodoxy.
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Do you know ‘Jane, Interlinear’, the Robert Harris poem?

I have had a go at it. The form bothers me a bit. Admittedly I haven't spent
enough time with it. I think he’s trying to say something beyond his chosen
form, writing a piece of chamber music when he needs to write for a full
orchestra. I don’t mean this to knock the work, because it’s a terrifically
brave thing to do. But at the same time I have the feeling something’s
busting out of the form that he’s chosen. And that the material isn't
somehow sitting comfortably in it.

I think that tension in form is what gives it something; if that were
presented in an easier way, it wouldn’t be so effective.

Well, some of us wouldn't say ‘easier’; some of us would say that the
bonds are too constricting for the material. I'm feeling with him that he
couldn’t bust out of himself... A deeply yearning spirit was in that man, and
he had difficulty accommodating it in language. Anyway, [ was respectful
of it and thought it was a terrific thing to be doing, but the music seemed
to be trying to emerge more confidently, and suffered suppression in the
process.

Ithink though that he would have been able to do so, if he’d wanted to.

He had modest aspirations, and didn't overdo it. On the other hand,
sometimes you have to take the risk and overdo it. That’s where I feel some
Australian male poets are often depriving themselves of possibilities by
staying within those constrictions. Maybe that’s what I had in mind about
older women being freer to speak about areas of human experience that
the Australian male poet has been so far chary about dealing with. Or
maybe it's just that never the twain shall ever understand each other and
we have to learn to live with that.
As Emily Dickinson has suggested:

Tell all the Truth but tell it slant—
Success in Circuit lies—

Too bright for our infirm Delight
The Truth’s superb surprise.

Ilike to think that poetry will go on superbly surprising our descendants
and what I think about things today will have little or no bearing on that!
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‘Falling Man’, photograph by

the falling man
falls

head first
arrow-like

knee bent as

a genuflect
passes pyres

a calm and pointed
bird

the zenith too high
and hot a perch
he falls

resigned as rain
passes America
crumbling

into itself

his white shirt
flapping

in the soot

twin candles
snuffing out
2,000 birthdays

2 puffs 2slices
through

the cake is rotten
and everybody
screams—

but not the man
free falling
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he plummets
in his chosen
flight

the tails of his
coat

gentle flags
all his prayers
are silent
said

small beads
buried quiet
in his bones
16 years

he is falling
still
freeze-frame
caught

he lives
despite

the ash
forever leaping
forever

the tipping
jug

the plunging
iconin
suspended
holy

flight
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abrolhos excavation
Chloe Hosking

Chloe Hosking is a sailor of
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by the sea.

hidden in the archaeology of this archipelago,

skulls,
roaring, wretched, wrecked.

to the visitors, the signature of the patina belies

stature,
the vault, age.

avoyage to a Torrentian afterlife, the robust
waylaid reduced to skeletons by a starving coral atoll

swept of life by salt breeze.
and by each other.

clasped to the austere heart of the island,
bones.

beneath the fort,
a beacon of a massacre.
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The forensics unit of the WA Police found the girl’s skeleton in the back
corner of our garden, buried under the lemon tree.

I had been doing the washing up when they arrived, kitted out in dark
blue jumpsuits that covered them from neck to wrist and ankle, with white
paper respiratory masks pushed up on the tops of their heads. There was
a detective with them, a woman named Jacinta Greenway, who shook my
husband’s hand and led us into our own house to explain exactly what
was going on.

Detective Greenway kept saying that the victim had probably been
there since the nineties. She wanted to reassure us. Instead, I pictured the
girl out there, wrapped in black plastic with pieces of a broken Walkman
cassette player pressed to her chest. Perhaps she was wearing a Nirvana
T-shirt. Or The Spice Girls. I realised with a swoop to the stomach that
she'd lived there longer than we had.

‘I'm very sorry to have to do this to you, Mr and Mrs Turner,’ Detective
Greenway said, gesturing to the kitchen table and waiting for us to sit
down. She was about my age, pretty in a focused way with lines around
her eyes from spending a lot of time in the sun. She sat opposite Steve and
me with her back to the sliding glass doors that faced out into the yard.
I keptlooking over her shoulder to where the forensics team had set up a
tent on our lawn. I'm not sure what compelled me; though I harboured no
great desire to look at the bones, I felt as if the whole thing were not quite
real, and that I could not be sure that any of this was really happening
until [ had seen them. My curiosity clearly made the detective nervous.
Eventually, she got up and pulled the curtains across, plunging the three
of us into a daylight brownness.

‘Tunderstand that you probably have alot of questions,’ said Detective
Greenway.
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Steve put his arm around my shoulders. I chewed my lip, unable to
think about anything other than what was going on outside.

‘Is this connected to those young girls who went missing all those years
ago? I saw in the papers that you'd charged someone. Is one of the girls
buried out there?’ His voice was faster and higher than usual.

‘Louisa Jones, I said. The two of them looked at me, Steve with surprise
in his eyes and the detective with interest in hers. ‘Is it Louisa? She went
to my high school. She was a couple of years ahead of me.’

‘Have you caught the guy who did this? Is that how you knew she was
there?’ Steve asked, patting my hand in an effort to calm me.

Steve had always been pragmatic. An engineer, he worked two weeks
out of every four away, and had the kind of tan which showed where his
sunglasses usually sat across his face.

Detective Greenway glanced at her watch. ‘We have a suspect in
custody, but as the investigation is ongoing, I'm not at liberty to discuss
any further details. Would you both mind answering a few questions?’

I could feel Steve growing tense. His arm was stiff against my back as
if he were bracing for an impact. ‘We didn’t even know she was out there.

‘I'm aware of that, Mr Turner. We just need to make sure we have all the
facts. Could you tell me how long you've lived in this house?’

Ilooked at Steve as I counted in my head. We moved in three months
after we'd married, and I had just turned twenty-six. I could remember
that when we moved in, I'd felt too young to be a wife. But I had been
excited about moving into our first home together. Since then, time had
melted into a lump.

‘We rent,’ said Steve, patting the back of my hand again. ‘I think it’s
been about eight years now.

‘And your landlord is..’ Detective Greenway flicked to the first page
in her notebook and squinted at something she’'d written there. ‘Esther
Livingstone?’

‘Yes!

‘Do either of you ever have any contact with the Livingstones? Mrs
Turner?’ she asked, directing her eyes to me.

‘No,’ I said, a horrible feeling growing in my lower abdomen. It was like
a cold drink had been spilled in my lap. ‘Everything is done through the
real estate agent. We've never even met her.

She wrote this down, then looked back up at me, taking a deep breath.
‘What about her son, Roland?’

‘No, of course not, said Steve, folding his arms. I could hear that he
was getting fed up, could tell he was anxious from the way he adjusted his
position in the wooden chair.
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I wasn’t so sure. I watched as Detective Greenway wrote more notes,
turning over the memory like old soil in my mind. A man had come to our
house to clean the rain gutters—he’d said he was our landlady’s son, I was
almost sure of it. Thinking about it now, I remembered him as being an
unsettling sort of person, the kind of man who always stood a little bit too
close.Iwondered if I had truly noticed these things at the time, or if I only
now thought of him as creepy because I was being asked about him by a
police detective. I hesitated, unsure of what I should say.

‘He came around once when Steve was away to check on the rain
gutters. Told me that his mother had sent him... He seemed very interested
in the garden, and asked a few questions about how the lemon tree was
doing.’ I swallowed, my spit stickier than usual. ‘Did Roland Livingstone
kill all those girls?’

The more I spoke, the more I remembered. I had invited him in and
we'd sat at the same kitchen table we were sitting at with the detective.
I’d made tea. He'd commented on my hairstyle. I had just dyed it blonde.

‘Could you describe him?’ she asked, ignoring my question.

I shook my head, tears prickling at the corners of my eyes. ‘No, but I
think I would recognise him if I saw him again.’

She nodded, and put the cap back on her pen. ‘Thank you. Again, I'm
very sorry that we've had to do this to you. I know it's all quite confronting.
I'm going to give you my card. If you think of anything that might be
important, or if you have any questions, please call me. I'll do my best to
give you the answers.’

She stood and held the card out to me. When my fingers brushed her
palm, it was cold from sitting under the air conditioning. I burst into tears.

Steve gathered me into his arms, rubbing his hand in small circles on
my back. My body began to shake, and I pictured myself in gardening
gear, planting daffodil bulbs and accidentally digging up a hand that was
thrusting its way up to the surface like a wayward root.

Jacinta Greenway shook hands with Steve and turned to go, tucking
her ponytail through the little slit in the back of her hat.

‘Wait,’ I said, the steadiness in my voice surprising me. ‘Was there
anything we could have done? Could we have stopped this?’

‘She’s been there a long time. We might never even have found her.

Steve walked her out and closed the flyscreen behind her. He
watched as the coroner’s van backed out of the driveway with that poor
girl's skeleton inside, one of the police cars following along behind. The
other police car remained parked along our verge. In the yard, those
forensics officers were still combing through our garden, searching for
the truth.
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I'tried not to think about it. Tried not to think about the fact that she’d
been dead longer than I'd been married, tried not to wonder if her ghost
had been watching me this whole time. Maybe she had been. Maybe she'd
been sharing my life, seeing as she’d had her own taken away. Watching
me drink wine with my friends, watching Steve and me in bed, watching
me fall to pieces when he was away and every little noise in the dark was
an intruder coming to kill me.

I had wondered about this case for years, wondering what really
happened to Louisa. The truth had been buried barely twelve feet away
from my bedroom all this time.

Eventually, Steve closed the big wooden front door and headed into
the kitchen to put the kettle on. He exhaled loudly and leaned on the
benchtop. Jesus, fuck, he said.

I sat back down, heavy in the chair. My hands were white and leached
of blood. ‘Do you think it’s her?’

‘I don’t know, he said, and then neither of us said anything else for a
long time.

Louisa Jones had been three years ahead of me at school. She was the
kind of girl everyone knew and liked, but who no-one really knew that
much about. She was in the music programme and had long, blonde hair.
She came to our school on a scholarship, but actually lived on the other
side of the city, which meant she and I took the same bus most days.
I don’t think we ever had a conversation, but sometimes she would smile
at me if we were both waiting at the bus stop.

I didn’t get the bus the day she disappeared.

A few other girls had gone missing, but most of them were older.
Louisa was the first one to go missing from outside of a school. She
was seventeen years old. I was fourteen, but after her abduction, I was
no longer a child. I read any article I could get my hands on, poring over
every detail in an attempt to understand. Why Louisa? What was it about
her? If I too had been at that bus stop, would the monster that took her
have taken me too? I kept clippings in a shoebox under my bed, and made
notes in the margins, hoping something would become clear to me—that
I might remember someone who'd hung around that bus stop one too
many times—and that it would lead to Louisa coming back. Except she
never did.

Long after they stopped mentioning her in the paper, everyone
remembered her name. Her face had been tattooed on the psyche of
our city; the poster child for missing girls. She was the reason young
women were too afraid to walk home after nightfall and the reason
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we locked our car doors when we drove through the dodgier suburbs.
Not since Eric Edgar Cooke had the people of Perth felt so unsafe. The
women of Perth.

Then, when the paranoia was at its peak, the media suddenly stopped
mentioning Louisa Jones. There was no new evidence, nothing new to
rake over, no fresh angles. The story had been heading for a crescendo,
but there was nothing else to say. This story didn’t have an ending, and so
they tried to make us all forget instead.

But I could not forget. I don’t think I ever will.

Two weeks after the exhumation, Steve and I had heard nothing more
about the girl from our backyard. She was all I thought about. I scoured
the internet for clues or rumours, but came up empty-handed time and
time again. I slept poorly, dreaming of young women with golden hair
that turned green like moss at the ends, hovering over me in my bed
and begging me to help them. When Steve went back up on site, I took
to drinking coffee and staying up late watching Netflix, putting off the
moment when I would need to close my eyes.

It felt as though I lived a decade in that fortnight. My heart raced all
the time, and I thought I would drop dead at each sudden noise. I avoided
our backyard. I ignored the six-foot-long hole under the lemon tree, the
one with the blue tarpaulin stretched over it to keep it safe from our
sprinklers.

Detective Greenway'’s card sat on my bedside table. I took it out a few
times a week, turning it over and over in my hands and thinking about
calling her, asking her if there was any news that she could give me. The
girlhad been buried in our backyard. I had a right to know. But a small part
of me wondered if I really wanted to.

When I picked Steve up from the domestic airport, I was struck at first by
how brown his skin was, how much his skin had darkened. In comparison,
I was sickly pale, my skin having taken on a sallow look from being inside
all the time. He put his bag in the boot of the car and swung into the
passenger’s seat with a practised oof, expelling a sigh he must have been
holding on to for two weeks. He kissed my cheek and his skin was dry and
scratchy and unshaven.

‘You all right, Mags?’ he asked, his voice soft.

I felt tears behind my eyes but I plastered on a smile and turned on the
radio. I had make-up on for the first time in days.

We stopped at the IGA down the road from our house and Steve ran
in to get a couple of sausage rolls. When he came out, he was grinning
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and holding a copy of that day’s West Australian. The car door slammed
behind him, sealing us inside, and he held the front page out to me.

‘It's not her.

It took me a moment to realise what I was looking at. The front page of
the paper was a photograph, the same one I had looked at many times over
the last two decades. Her school picture, a blonde smiling face against a
generic blue background, her back straight and her hair freshly cut. The
headline—‘Where is she?’ My head felt light. ‘I don’t understand...

He took the newspaper back from me and opened to the page with
the full story. ‘Detectives have today confirmed that the body found last
month in connection with a high-profile missing persons case is not the
body of a young woman who went missing from a bus stop near her school
almost twenty years ago.

I had put the car into reverse, but  hadn’t moved. Someone was waiting
for our parking spot. They honked their horn and I startled, slamming
my foot first onto the accelerator and then onto the brake so that we
jettisoned back about a foot. Steve threw his hand up to grab the handle
by his head, shouting ‘Jesus!’ I put the handbrake on, still hanging out of
the parking spot and bowed my head over the steering wheel. I didn't
know that it was possible to cry so much so suddenly.

Steve threw the paper onto the back seat and wound his window down,
yelling to the impatient driver behind that we weren't leaving. He undid
his seatbelt and ran around to my side, taking the keys from the ignition
and pocketing them. He was tired and hungry and probably wanted
nothing more than a shower, but bless him, he knelt in the dirty car park
and held my hand until I was calm enough to swap seats with him.

As soon as we got home, I went straight to bed and for the first time in
more than a month, I slept deeply and dreamlessly.

When I woke, it was past dinner time and Steve had left me a note,
telling me that he'd gone to the pub to have a meal with some mates.
On my bedside table, tucked under the corner of my lamp, was Jacinta
Greenway’s card. I picked it up and carried it with me through to the
kitchen. While the kettle boiled, I turned the bit of paper over and over in
my fingers and stared out the window, forcing myself to look at that hole
in the ground. The phone rang against my ear.

‘Greenway.’

‘Hello. Um. This is Maggie Turner.’

There was a pause. ‘Good evening, Mrs Turner. Is everything all right?’
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I leaned my head against the windowpane. ‘I see that you have ruled
out Louisa Jones as the girl you found in my yard.’

There was more silence on the other end of the line. It felt like time was
a piece of bubblegum being stretched between us. ‘We did.

‘Tjust... I just wondered if you could tell me who she was.’

The detective sighed. ‘You and your husband might be called as
witnesses in the trial. I'm sorry, I can't tell you anything at the moment.

There was something about the way she said this, and for the first time,
Iwondered how Jacinta Greenway felt about cases like these. Did she feel
like she had a connection to every victim, to every missing girl? What I
had been through in the last month—did Detective Greenway go through
it every time?

‘T understand,’ I said. ‘But whoever she is.. I've lived beside her for
eight years without knowing. I want to... I wish that there was something
Icould do’

In the background on the other end of the line, I could hear voices. She
was still at work, though it was after six. She sighed again and I heard her
take a sip of something. ‘I think sometimes, Mrs Turner, that you'll find it’s
better not to know these things. Have you ever heard of survivor’s guilt?’

‘No.

‘Perhaps look it up. And Maggie?’

‘Yes?’

‘None of this was because of you. There was truly nothing you could
have done. I'm sorry, I have to get back to work

She hung up, but I kept the phone to my ear, staring at the backyard
until the last bits of sunlight had gone, and the light in my house was too
dim to see by.

That night, I dreamt of a blonde-haired girl again. She was running

through my background, the ends of her hair green and filled with sticks.
She was smiling, but someone, just out of sight, was chasing her.

131 | Emily Paull



International
Prose Poetry

A selection of works from
five international women
prose poets, selected and
commissioned by Westerly's
current Editor for Poetry,
A/Prof. Cassandra Atherton.

The Message

The Warsaw uprising, 1944

Carrie Etter

Originally from Illinois, Carrie
Etter now lives in England,
where she is Reader in Creative
Writing at Bath Spa University.
She has published four
collections, most recently
Imagined Sons (Seren, 2014),
shortlisted for the Ted Hughes
Award for New Work in Poetry
by The Poetry Society, and The
Weather in Normal (UK: Seren;
US: Station Hill, 2018). She edited
Infinite Difference: Other Poetries
by UK Women Poets
(Shearsman, 2010) and Linda
Lamus’ posthumous collection,
A Crater the Size of Calcutta
(Mulfran, 2015).

In the footage a boy scrambles over the hills of wreckage to deliver a
message from one group of soldiers to another. Today he dreams there
will be chunks of white sausage in the zurek, that he will sink his teeth

into the meat and hold it there until he sees in the mug another chunk of

sausage, so he can eat this one and another will be waiting. He wears dust

as a kind of uniform, and he stumbles and scrapes his knee to blood but

doesn't stop moving. He remembers when he would have paused, would

have cried—ah, he was a child then, a few months ago.
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Divination: Linen and Vahni Capildeo’s books include
Venus as a Bear (shortlisted for

DOIPhlns the Forward Poetry Prizes Best
From Soft Oracle Machine, Collection award), Seas and
a collaboration with Chris McCabe Trees and Measures of

Vahni C apil deo Expatriation (Forward Poetry
Prizes Best Collection award,

2016). Capildeo was born in
Trinidad, and studied Old Norse
and translation theory at
Oxford. Current projects
include a multimedia
‘interdreaming’ collaboration,
and responses to stones and
textiles. She is the Douglas
Caster Cultural Fellow at the
University of Leeds.

You tapped night for an ashtray,

my interdreamer,

citydweller—

I don’t know

what last-

gasp

hills you've climbed or—

how to—

peaceweave a draft of the long blue mingling
hours summer put out

to graze—pitch nakedness of untried roads
—isolate time

daytime [ am attentive to summons / holy is the protocol / sitting
in a discard dressed up as a cinder all-consumed particulate glowing to
fail apart / holy is the shoulderbag holy the shoelaces holy the brutalist
perpetrator of peripheral piercing light / daytime [ am a butoh dancer
calendared in clingfilm / holy is the cortisol holy the lactic acid holy the
non-steroidal anti-inflammatory legal drugs / here [ am unable to rise &
cross rise up & cross cross over over to the other side of quite here I am
wholly tabled quite a small space clingfilm peels off one self hey you she’s
costumed in fatigues watering the air to taffeta walking a wake towards...
clingfilm peels off a second self yes you clingfilm couches prop up..
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cocoon multiplicate sough off someone she was me / holy the process of
reverse mummification holy the integument the frangible the absorbent
the uzbek cotton the chlorinated the cut-price hospital gauze holy the
medium slapped between beings / atheist [ am on such a day still still so
sitting in a discard // more light was the dying cry more air a quote [ can't
locate orson welles’ othello put in a wordless cry between ‘the cause’ &
‘my soul’ / holy the... / daytime [ am...

reader, I promise

you an ocean

hangout with top-notch dolphins
olympic-level blowholes
hardening expulsed air
themselves their best medals
with shiny bellies rivalling

any moon of platinum love
crescent bodies incredible
forceful & leaping for joy
leaping with the force that is like joy
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Occupied State Born in Tokyo and raised in
Europe and America, Mariko

Nagai studied Poetry at New York
Mariko Nagai University. Her numerous
honours include the Erich Maria
Remarque Fellowship from New
York University, and fellowships
from the Rockefeller Foundation
Bellagio Centre, UNESCO-
Aschberg Bursaries for the Arts
and Writers Centre of Norwich.
She has received the Pushcart
Prize both in poetry and fiction.
Histories of Bodies won the
Benjamin Saltman Prize from
Red Hen Press, and other books
include Instructions for the
Living (Word Palace Press, 2012),
Dust of Eden (Albert Whitman &
Co, 2014) and Irradiated Cities
(Les Figues, 2017). She is an
Associate Professor of Creative
Writing and Japanese Literature
at Temple University, Tokyo.

From Body of Empire

The war, after fifteen years, is finally over. If they could, they would take
off the drab colour of war, but they cannot. They gave up all the colours
during the war, for the sake of the war; they have given up laughter
because they let it, and their jaws have forgotten how to move. The myth
of the purity of the soul, the earnestness on which they thrived during the
war, is gone, and they are exposed for what they really are: crude, selfish,
human. They cannot care about others; they care only about themselves.
How to keep themselves alive.

The average age expectancy for Japanese men: 23.9 years old. For
Japanese women, 37.5 years old.

The entire country lies in ruins, exhausted from nightly air raids, from
hunger, from huddling in bomb shelters night after night, wondering if
they are going to survive this one more night. And every morning they
came out of the bomb shelters to an unfamiliar landscape where only a
hint of what they knew remained standing: a charred lamp post;a chimney

136 | Westerly 63.2

September 1945
Yokohama

September 1945
Yokohama

from the bathhouse; the foundation of their house; their neighbours, half
their bodies charred and other half, beautiful as if they are asleep. But
they know that there is no beauty in death and ruins.

People remember looking up near the war, and the sky filled with silver-
birds in formation; a woman says, her face still containing fear that never
left even after nearly 70 years later, it was like birds bombarding you with
shits, they didn’t care we were dying and burning to death on the ground.
She remembers nothing beautiful about the war time. All she remembers
is four years where colours were exiled from the everyday: windows were
darkened so no light would leak; dark blues and khakis; grey landscape;
the white sewn-on lapels on their chests that stated their names, blood
types and addresses so when they died, bodies could be easily identified.
There is only one colour she remembers: red. Red for Akagami, the
draft notice, and red of the thread of the senninbari, thousand stitches
embroidered onto a cotton cloth to wish their men’s safe journey home
because they could not utter, Come back alive.
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The Patchwork Boy Jane Monson is a mentor for
Jane Monson students with disabilities at the

University of Cambridge, and
was previously Associate
Lecturer in Creative Writing at
Anglia Ruskin University. She is
the editor of This Line is not for
Turning (2011), an anthology of
contemporary British prose
poetry, and British Prose Poetry:
The Poems Without Lines
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2018).

Her solo collections include
Speaking Without Tongues (2010)
and The Shared Surface (2013),
both out with Cinnamon Press.

This is the story of a boy who was burnt and put together by the skin of
his home town. His mother was first in line, giving the best of an unsteady
arm to be mapped onto her first born, while his father followed, offering
whatever was needed from wherever was useful or young enough. The
word got out and bit by bit the boy became something of himself again. He
had never given much thought to skin, unless knocked or cut, but now he
couldn’t get away from the stuff. He was told about it in all sorts of ways.
It was an amount, an adoption, a journey—150 pieces from a man here,
200 from a woman there; a subtracting of stories pin-head by pin-head.
He wondered if they would feel less of who they were while he began to
look more of who he was, before his pockets lit up. The papers described
the process as an upholstering—he was the patchwork, the swatch, the
continuity boy. It didn’t go unnoticed that his undoing began their doing;
his burnt flesh, the fabric of the community. He saw things otherwise;
he was the boy who couldn’t come to the town, so the town came to him.
They crossed through his door, his windows and onto his walls; bar chart
by bar chart the Dr tracked the donations. Beside his head, thousands of
shut black gates, doll-dimensioned fences. In front of him, the bedroom
window; his eye that framed the place where he ended and they began.
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Suitable for Framing Holly Iglesias’ work includes
HOHy Igle sias three collections of poetry—

Sleeping Things (Press 53),
Angles of Approach (White Pine
Press) and Souvenirs of a
Shrunken World (Kore Press)—
and a critical work, Boxing Inside
the Box: Women'’s Prose Poetry
(Quale Press). She has also
translated the work of Cuban
poet Caridad Atencio. She has
received fellowships from the
National Endowment for the
Arts, the North Carolina Arts
Council, the Edward Albee
Foundation, and the
Massachusetts Cultural Council.
Iglesias has taught in the Master
of Liberal Arts and Sciences
Program of the University of
North Carolina-Asheville and in
the MFA Program in Creative
Writing Program at the
University of Miami.

Crouched inside a hoop, Franz Boas is telling a story, or re-enacting the
telling of a story, the picture itself, taken inside a tent in the Arctic, orata
natural-history museum somewhere, now hanging on the western wall of
my apartment in Miami. He is antic, young, a field of vibration as he enacts
‘Hamatsa emerging from the secret room’. It is still the 19th century and
Franz has already trained his German mouth to say Kwakwaka'wakw.

This image can now be bought as a poster, as can those of men in under-
shirts eating lunch on a skyscraper beam, of shoeless Okies standing by a
jalopy, of immigrants with schmatta piled on their heads, and even one of
MacArthur coming ashore at Luzon, aviator shades, wet trouser cuffs, his
famed jaw squared not in determination but in anger at having to repeat
the landing to get the shot right. As promised, he truly did return, having
served early in the 2o0th century in the Army’s efforts to civilise Philippine
barbarians, those savages who spoke languages he had no desire to learn.
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Literature’ Resistance, Ambelin Kwaymullinais a

. . Palyku novelist, illustrator and
and First Nations Futures: YU nove ish, 1 astrator
Senior Lecturer at the

storytelling from an University of Western Australia.
Australian Indigenous Kwaymullina’s academic

's standpoint i research focuses on Indigenous
women's standpoint in Cultural and Intellectual

the twenty-first century | Property, Indigenouslegal
and beyond systems, and ethics. She has

Ambelin K 113 written and illustrated a number
mbelin Swaymulina of picture books as well as

speculative fiction novels for
Young Adults. Her latest novel,
Catching Teller Crow, was
released in September 2018.

Narrative has long played a significant role in the rich First Nations
cultures of the earth, including the culture of my people, the Palyku. But in
the wake of colonialism, storytelling from an Indigenous standpoint can
be a complex task. This paper explores Indigenous standpoint theory and
examines the considerations and contexts that affect my work as a First
Nations storyteller who writes speculative fiction stories for young adults.

INDIGENOUS STANDPOINT THEORY

Indigenous standpoint theory has emerged as a means for First Nations
peoples to articulate critical viewpoints founded in the embodied
experience of being Indigenous whilst negotiating the complex inter-
sections of oppression emerging from colonialism. While some iterations
of Indigenous standpoint theory have drawn from the works of feminist
scholars, it is important to recognise that the ancient knowledge-ways
of First Nations peoples have always required locating oneself amongst
the networks of relationships that comprise our realities. In this sense,
Indigenous standpoint theory can be viewed as part of a larger continuing
project by First Nations peoples to actualise Indigenous ways of being,
knowing and doing both within and outside the academy. Standpoint
is closely related to the substantial body of First Nations scholarship
concerning ‘Indigenous research’, which for present purposes can be
defined as research that is ‘made up of vital, transformative practices
that emerge from and for Indigenous peoples’ (Coburn et al. 331). But
Indigenous research did not begin and does not end with academia.
First Nations peoples ‘have always done research. That is, they have
always asked questions that mattered to them and they have always

140 | Westerly 63.2

sought to answer them, mobilizing all relevant sources of knowledge’
(Coburn et al. 331). Much of the way in which these questions were asked
and answered was through story.

An Australian Indigenous Women'’s Standpoint Theory
This article is written from an Australian Indigenous women's standpoint,
as set out in the watershed work of Geonpul scholar Aileen Moreton-
Robinson.

Moreton-Robinson defines an Australian Indigenous women’s stand-
point as being:

ascribed through inheritance and achieved through struggle.
It is constituted by our sovereignty and constitutive of the
interconnectedness of our ontology (our way of being); our
epistemology (our way of knowing) and our axiology (our way
of doing). (‘Standpoint Theory’ 340)

The sovereignty that constitutes standpoint is defined by Moreton-
Robinson as arising from Indigenous interconnectedness to our homelands
(‘Standpoint Theory’ 335). This interconnectedness also founds our ways
of being, knowing and doing. Thus, Moreton-Robinson characterises
an Indigenous women'’s way of being as derived from our embodied
relations to our living Countries. This informs our way of knowing, which
is constituted by what Moreton-Robinson terms ‘relationality’, whereby
‘one is connected by descent, country, place and shared experiences where
one experiences the self as part of others and that others are part of the
self; this is learnt through reciprocity, obligation, shared experiences,
co-existence, co-operation and social memory’ (‘Standpoint Theory’ 341).
Indigenous women'’s ways of being and knowing in turn inform our way
of doing, which is ‘an extension of our communal responsibilities and
sovereignties’ (Moreton-Robinson ‘Standpoint Theory’ 343).

Configuring Standpoint

As Moreton-Robinson notes, an Australian Indigenous women’s
standpoint ‘can be reconfigured to suit the specificities of the cultural and
social location of Australian Indigenous women scholars when developing
their methodology’ (‘Standpoint Theory’ 339). Further, ‘intersecting
oppressions will situate us in different power relations and affect our
different individual experiences under social, political, historical and
material conditions that we share either consciously or unconsciously’
(‘Standpoint Theory’ 340). This section offers some thoughts on how I
configure standpoint to my particular context.
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[ am a sovereign (interconnected) Palyku woman. The homeland
(Country) of my people lies in the Pilbara region of Western Australia. It is
inland Country; I am a freshwater person. My Country, and all Aboriginal
Countries, were created by the Ancestor Beings who embodied reality
through movement. They danced, sang, fought and slept; they shifted
between different forms; and they continue to exist in Country. I am
connected to the Ancestor Beings, and to Palyku Country, through the
Palyku bloodline.

Through the stories of the Ancestors and through the inherited
teachings of my family, I understand reality to be holistic and animate.
All life in Country, including human beings, embodies and is embodied
by Country. Everything lives—not only animals, plants and humans, but
also wind, rain, stars, sun, moon and all else in Country—and everything
is related, and therefore only meaningfully exists in relationship to
each other.

Ilive and work in the homeland of the Whadjuk Noongar, and I respect
their sovereignty over their own Country. The presence of my family in
Whadjuk Noongar Country is a consequence of a journey made by my
great-grandmother that was not her choice. Both my great-grandmother
and my grandmother are members of the Stolen Generations, and solam
the inheritor of one of the greatest traumas inscribed upon the bodies,
hearts and souls of First Nations women by the white patriarchal state.

The laws and policies that created the Stolen Generations, like all forms
of violence enacted by the colonial project, were sustained by the denial
of Indigenous humanity that was also the source of the settler claim to
our land. As someone trained in the Western knowledge-discipline of law,
I possessthe understanding required to locate and analyse the multiplicity
of Anglo-Australian laws that shape the lives of First Nations women,
including those that now purport to offer us equality. I also understand
that while law can regulate behaviour, it is often far less successful
at changing attitudes. But attitudes can certainly subvert the law and
especially the principle of equality before the law. And representation—
or rather misrepresentation—in story is not separate from discrimination;
it is part of what enables it.

In the crucial moments when others are making choices that will
influence our fate, it is the stories they know about us that can alter
perception and displace empathy. I therefore understand myself to
be vulnerable in that the protection purportedly offered by the rule of
law may not be extended to me. Further, whatever equality Indigenous
women possess under the laws of the settler state, I do not believe it to be
sufficient to allow us to fully realise our humanity as sovereign Indigenous
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women. My initial motivation to study the law therefore persists:  was/
am seeking justice, which in Indigenous systems generally equates to
balance. But the legal system of the Anglo-Australian nation-state, unlike
Indigenous legal systems, is not constituted by the ways of living in
Country that sustain Country, and has yet to fully genuinely acknowledge
the presence and significance of the systems that went before.

I recognise the value of my own experience within the shared
knowledges and experiences that shape the lives of all Indigenous women.
As Moreton-Robinson (‘Standpoint Theory’ 341-342) notes, these shared
conditions include the continual denial of our sovereignties; the politics of
dispossession; our respective countries’ histories of colonisation; multiple
oppressions; living in a hegemonic white patriarchal society; lacking
epistemic authority within the academy; and resisting and replacing
disparaging images of ourselves with our own representations. Some of
these experiences also intersect with the lives of other women, for example
Women of Colour, although the unique position of Indigenous women must
always be acknowledged. We are First Peoples, First Women, and we are
connected to our Countries in a way that is not shared by the other women
who now dwell within the boundaries of our lands. Further, in order for
the patriarchical settler state to acknowledge our right to be different (and
hence the validity of our difference), it must acknowledge the originating
war crimes of colonialism in enacting the violence—including the sexual
violence against women—that was required to dispossess us of our
Countries. There is thus a dimension to dialogues surrounding Indigenous
women that is not present in relation to other women. Things are, as they
always were, about the land and our relationships to land. And all those who
now dwell on Indigenous land—including non-Indigenous women—benefit
in some way from our dispossession.

I also acknowledge the experiences of Indigenous women who are
subject to intersections of oppression which I do not share. While I am
Indigenous and female, I am also heterosexual, cis-gendered, binary-
gendered, and middle-class. As a storyteller, I acknowledge the limitations
of my own standpoint and that my task is not to embody the experiences
of others into narrative as if those experiences were my own, but rather
to support others to tell their own stories.

Finally, I understand the path I walk now was formed by the passage
of those who went before, including the generations of Palyku who were
born into the trauma of colonialism. And [ know that it is only because of
their courage and their strength of will that my path exists at all. My voice
is part of a continuum of Indigenous voices, and any wisdom I have did
not begin—and will not end—with me. Any mistakes are entirely my own.
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STANDPOINT AND STORYTELLING

First Nations peoples have always come to know our worlds through
story, including the stories that make all others possible, the tales of the
Ancestor Beings. These tales told us of a living world made up of many
beings who speak in many voices. I have previously conceptualised
holism in an Aboriginal context as a pattern that has many threads of
many colours (‘Light’ 12). Every thread connects to (and therefore has
a relationship with) all of the others. Human beings are neither the
most nor the least important thread—we are one amongst many; equal
with the rest. The pattern made by the whole is in each thread, and all
the threads together make the whole. The whole is more than its parts,
and the whole is in all its parts. This is the pattern of reality created by
the Ancestors. It exists within and between all life, and is grounded in
Aboriginal Countries.

Storytelling is one of the primary processes through which the ‘whole’
of the connections that comprise a living world are known and sustained.
Locating oneself amongst the web of relationships that comprise the
world requires an intuitive, fluid means of interaction that my mother
once spoke of as ‘learning to read the signs’. That was how it was described
to her by one of our Aboriginal grandfathers. He characterised Captain
James Cook—the ‘discoverer’ of Australia in Eurocentric mythology—as a
man who couldn’t read the signs, explaining to my mother, ‘If a man can’t
read the signs, then he might get out of his depth and end up in dangerous
waters. He might muck things up for other people too’ (Morgan 270).
Cook’s actions, like those of all the other ‘discoverers’ of Indigenous
territories, endangered worlds of knowledge and stories. Present-day
manifestations of the lie that it is possible to ‘discover’ (and thereby
claim ownership of) that which is already known endanger us still.
As Mary Graham (Kombu-merri and Wakka Wakka) has written:

To the Aboriginal mindset phenomena are received, and if
there is one rule it is to ‘behold’ [..] the world reveals itself
to us and to itself—we don't ‘discover’ anything. The same
mindset perceives the Western method of inquiry as being
inextricably attached to discovery and therefore to ownership.
That is why, to Indigenous people in many places, there is
often a sense of something predatory about the Western
process of inquiry. (76)

Process in Indigenous systems is itself a whole that must embody that
which it wishes to sustain. In other words, the process of storytelling
is not independent (disconnected) from the result of story. And First
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Nations peoples have long challenged the predatory processes through
which non-Indigenous peoples purport to ‘discover’ our stories:

Over time many Indigenous Australians have worked in good
faith with researchers and writers [..] [some of whom] have
gone on to publish the material in their own name, because
they wrote the text and so asserted copyright over the
material. Sometimes Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people were called ‘informants’, an expression that doesn’t
capture anything like the full weight of the intellectual
property that belongs to them. Many times the relevant people
were not provided with sufficient information in advance (or
at all) to provide prior and informed consent to the use of their
knowledge. (Aboriginal Studies Press 21)

The stories of Indigenous worlds told before colonisation were whole
stories that upheld the wholeness of the world. But the arrival of Cook—
the man who couldn’t read the signs—and the colonisers who followed him
brought a different kind of story into the worlds of my ancestors, the tales
of the bewildering, brutal violence of dispossession. And dispossession
extended further than our lands to our cultures, identities—and stories.

Holism, Storytelling and Appropriation

The holism that has always informed Indigenous ways of being, knowing
and doing means that storytelling from an Indigenous standpoint
acknowledges the position of the self as a part of a larger collective
(whole) that in turn informs the self. But the storytelling traditions of the
colonial project never engaged with Indigenous peoples as whole beings
who were part of whole systems of knowledge. Instead, Indigenous
peoples were positioned as native informants whose cultures, histories
and knowledges were interpreted through a Eurocentric gaze and
appropriated by the colonial project for its own ends (Smith; Moreton-
Robinson ‘Representation’). And the use of Indigenous cultures in
circumstances that fail to respect the living (and vulnerable) communities
that create, and are sustained by, the cultures continues to be a source
of concern (see e.g. Bodkin-Andrews et al,; Leane ‘Indigenous Australia’,
‘Aboriginal Representation’; Lucashenko).

There are extensive ethical protocols in Australia relating to
storytelling and Indigenous peoples across all aspects of the Arts
(Australia Council for the Arts; Janke; AIATSIS). These protocols provide
valuable guidance for those seeking to ethically engage with Indigenous
peoples. But they exist in part due to the deficiencies in legal protection,
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including a lack of protection for the valuable Indigenous ecological
knowledge that is of interest to pharmaceutical and biotechnology
companies. One of the complexities that Indigenous writers negotiate is
finding pathways to tell stories grounded in our interconnected worlds
in a way that does not put those worlds (or connections) at risk. Nukunu
author Jared Thomas has written of how he dealt with incorporating plant
knowledge into his YA novel Calypso Summer, noting that although the
use of the information was approved by the Elders: ‘it later crossed my
mind that if I wrote about particular plants and their properties, it left
Nukunu open to appropriation of our spiritual and cultural knowledge’
(39). Thomas ultimately decided not to include the names of any plants
in the book. This exemplifies one of the strategies pursued by Indigenous
writers—the avoidance of cultural specifics as a means of protection.
This is not to say that Indigenous authors can never speak to cultural
specifics. This is a matter for each storyteller to consider in relation to the
particular story they are telling. But it is worth noting that books written
by cultural insiders may contain less cultural information than the ones
written by outsider authors, who might not be as aware of the issues
surrounding the protection of Indigenous knowledges. This in itself
can cause difficulties for Indigenous writers when our own narratives
are viewed as ‘inauthentic’ to the extent that they challenge outsider
expectations of who we are and what we should be telling stories about.
Indigenous narratives are too-often read by reference to what non-
Indigenous peoples already know (or think they know) about us. Such
expectations can be formed by outsider stories that historically,

have in the main portrayed half-truths and negative images,
and have portrayed our many distinct groups of Indigenous
Australians as living in a disjointed and static society all
speaking the same language and incapable of adjusting to
change. (Torres 30)

The lived experience of the harm that can be wrought by stories is
part of what informs my standpoint, including the damage that has been,
and continues to be, inflicted by toxic stereotypes about Indigenous
women (see Atkinson; Behrendt; Dudgeon; Watson). This means it is of
central importance that I speak as a whole person in a way that does not
compromise the ability of others to manifest their own wholeness. As
such, I need to find pathways that allow me to honour my responsibilities
to the collectives that shape my existence whilst respecting the
boundaries of other collectives, including those influenced by conditions
of oppression that I do not share.
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I speak from a particular position, and that means not all stories are
mine to tell. The proposition that location both informs and limits what
stories can be told is not a new or controversial proposition within
Indigenous systems, where respecting boundaries was always part of
sustaining the whole of Country and hence ourselves. As Arrernte Elder
Margaret Kemarre Turner has said: ‘In the eyes of Aboriginal people,
and in their ways of thinking, you never tell someone else’s Story. You
only gotta tell your own true story’ (126). But acknowledging standpoint
(and the limits thereof) has never been a feature of Eurocentric literary
traditions. In the words of Bunurong author Bruce Pascoe:

Western literature is considered a free agent to set its stories
against any texture, any colour, any metaphor [..] perhaps
a time will come when Australian authors will not snatch
misinformed stereotypes off the shelf to act as background to
what many see as their more civilised, more important, more
cognitively sophisticated white selves. (211)

In children’s literature, questions concerning who should tell whose
stories are part of an international dialogue being engaged in by teachers,
award judges, librarians, authors, illustrators, reviewers and readers.
In the US there are now dedicated websites that provide book reviews and
commentary regarding representation issues from the perspectives of
those being represented (or misrepresented), including American Indians
in Children’s Literature (AICL), GayYA, Rich in Color, Disability in Kidlit
and Reading While White. Australia does not yet have the equivalent of
these websites, but there is a web-based discussion happening here as
well. While much of this dialogue is not ‘new’ in that Indigenous and other
marginalised writers are repeating cycles of conversations that have
been had before (particularly concerning systemic exclusion within the
literary industry), the use of the web gives these discussions an enduring
global presence.

Conversations relating to standpoint in children’s literature have
coalesced around the concept of ‘own voices’. ‘Own voices’ began as a
twitter hashtag invented by Corinne Duyvis, a writer with autism and
one of the founders of Disability in KidLit (a website which comments
on portrayal of disability from disabled perspectives). The phrase ‘Own
Voices' is now used as shorthand to describe books written about diverse
protagonists by authors who share that identity (in other words, by
authors writing from their own standpoint). I identify myself as an Own
Voices advocate, and in this context, I have said that I do not believe
the lack of diversity in children’s literature to be a ‘diversity problem’
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(‘Privilege’). The origin of a body of literature that fails to reflect the
actual make-up of the planet springs from, and is maintained by, a set
of structures and attitudes that consistently privilege one set of voices
over another, and hence, a lack of diversity is a privilege problem. Such a
problem cannot be solved by more voices of privilege writing the lives of
the marginalised; it can only be addressed by Own Voices stories.

The need for non-Indigenous writers to step away from (rather than
into) the story spaces of Indigenous peoples is an issue that has been
raised many times over. In the words of Wiradjuri poet Aunty Kerry
Reed-Gilbert:

Some (people) believe if it’s done by a white person that’s
better than if it’s not done at all. But now we are getting
Indigenous writers who can do it, but they are not recognised
by the white publishing world. (McDonald 13)

There are far more published Indigenous authors now than there were
in the 1990s when those words were spoken, and much of the credit for
this belongs to Indigenous presses such as Magabala Books, Aboriginal
Studies Press and IAD Press. Alliances and networks between Indigenous
storytellers—most recently the First Nations Australia Writers Network—
have also helped to strengthen our presence and our voices. But the
privileging of the voices of cultural outsiders over cultural insiders
remains a live issue across the Australian literary landscape. As Jeanine
Leane (Wiradjuri) puts it:

The fact that Kate Grenville's The Secret River (2005),
a rewriting of colonial history by a settler author, has been
the most taught text in Australian secondary schools since
2009 speaks loudly to the persistent use of settler literature
as a tool of cognitive imperialism. It allows for the cultural
transmission of settler narratives and values, and in doing
so overwrites Aboriginal history and experience. I am not
suggesting that this work and others like it be scrapped—they
are important texts that reveal synchronic slices of settler
consciousness of and about Aboriginal people at any given
time. But I am challenging the notion that these are Aboriginal
stories. They are not. (‘Stories’ 42)

Among the boundaries I believe that non-Indigenous authors should
observe in relation to writing Indigenous characters is that they should not
do so from an Indigenous perspective—or as Melissa Lucashenko (Goorie)
putsit: ‘don’t steal Aboriginal voices by pretending that you can get inside
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an Aboriginal mind'. This leads me to consider what boundaries I place
on my own work, and in this regard, I emphasise that the choices I make
regarding the storiesItell (and the onesIdon't) flow from my interpretation
of how I should act in order to sustain the many wholes that are the world.
But within my own practice, I do not write the stories of other marginalised
peoples as if that experience is my own (e.g. from first person or deep
third). This position is not changed by the fact that I am a speculative fiction
author who writes of future worlds. Stories are not created or read in a
vacuum. While I can (and do) imagine worlds free from some of the biases
present in this one, that doesn’t alter the fact that neither myself nor any
other author actually exists in a world free of oppression.

Holism, Futurisms and Decolonisation

I am an author of Indigenous Futurisms, a phrase coined by Anishinaabe
academic Grace Dillon to describe a form of storytelling whereby
Indigenous authors use the speculative fiction genre to challenge
colonialism and imagine Indigenous futures (Dillon 1-3). Embodying
Indigenous wholeness across speculative fiction contexts brings with
it many challenges, including navigating the harmful ways in which the
genre has dealt with Indigenous peoples. Speculative fiction has long
told stories of ‘exotic’ cultures that are appropriated from the very real
cultures of Indigenous and non-Western peoples; reproduced offensive
stereotypes; and consistently founded stories of exploration in what
amount to iterations of the discovery doctrine. This doctrine—which
asserted that territory belonged not to its Indigenous inhabitants but
to the first Christian Western European nation to claim the land and
hold it through cycles of violence—is underlain by a characterisation of
Indigenous peoples as ‘less than' (Miller et al.). Within speculative fiction,
discovery often manifests through the portrayal of alien (Indigenous)
peoples as backward populations to be conquered or childlike/tragic
peoples in dire need of a white saviour (Dillon; Reider). Perhaps among
the most well-known recent example of problematic treatment in the
fantasy/children’s literature sphere is bestselling author J. K. Rowling’s
incorporation of North American Indigenous cultures in her History of
Magic in North America. It has drawn sustained criticism from Indigenous
commentators for a stereotypical, poorly researched portrayal of Native
cultures that has negative real-world impacts on Indigenous peoples and
communities. In the words of Cherokee scholar Adrienne Keene:

We fight so hard every single day as Native peoples to be seen
as contemporary, real, full, and complete human beings and
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to push away from the stereotypes that restrict us in stock
categories of mystical-connected-to-nature-shamans or
violent-savage-warriors. Colonization erases our humanity,
tells us that we are less than, that our beliefs and religions are
‘uncivilized’, that our existence is incongruent with modernity.
This is not ancient history, this is not ‘the past.’ The ongoing
oppression of Native peoples is reinscribed everyday through
texts and images. (np)

A further complexity that Indigenous peoples must grapple with in
entering speculative fiction spaces is that the very notion of what is
speculative and what is not depends on how ‘the real’ is defined. Many
things viewed as being within the realm of the speculative—such as time
travel, cross-species communication, and multidimensionality—are
aspects of Indigenous realities. To the extent that Indigenous stories
present a view of reality at odds with what Eurocentric traditions
define as ‘the real'—and to the extent that our stories challenge settler
myths regarding Indigenous peoples—all of our narratives might be
characterised as speculative. To the extent that our narratives embody
Indigenous truths, none of them are. No Indigenous person, for example,
needs to invent the experience of a world-altering cataclysm, or the
dystopia that follows. As Noongar writer Claire G. Coleman has pointed
out, speaking of her groundbreaking speculative fiction work Terra
Nullius: ‘Aboriginal people live in a dystopia every day. The problem is
that the world we live in, people don’t understand that’ (Sullivan). And if
the apocalypse is characterised by the chaotic violence of the frontier,
then the dystopia is forged out of the structural violence that comes after.

Within my own creative practice, I wrote some of the Australian
dystopia into The Tribe series in the form of an exclusionary law which I
named the ‘Citizenship Accords’. These Accords were based on a real-life
law: the Natives (Citizenship Rights) Act 1944 (WA). The ‘citizenship’ the
Act offered came in the form of Aboriginal people being exempted from
racially-based restrictions that only applied in the first place because they
were Aboriginal. Citizenship was easily lost (including by associating
with Aboriginal people who did not have their citizenship) and anyone
applying was required to pledge that they would give up practising
Aboriginal culture. As such, this was a form of citizenship that was deeply
hostile to Aboriginality and offered no true belonging nor equality.

The real-life Natives (Citizenship Rights) Act was repealed in the 19770s;
the attitudes that informed that regime persist. However, dealing with
the legal embodiment of a past ideology in a future context allowed me to
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ask, what if? What if an alliance of the privileged and the oppressed could
fundamentally transform not only the laws of a society but the attitudes
that sustained discrimination on a grand scale? As an Indigenous Futurist,
I could end the Citizenship Accords within narrative space in a way that
I could not end the actual laws that so blighted the lives of my ancestors.

But Indigenous Futurist storytellers do not only address the profound
injustices of settler-colonialism. We also look to futures shaped by
Indigenous ways of knowing, being and doing. In the words of Lou
Cornum (Dine):

Indigenous futurism seeks to challenge notions of what
constitutes advanced technology and consequently advanced
civilizations [...] Extractive and exploitative endeavors are just
one mark of the settler death drive, which indigenous futurism
seeks to overcome by imagining different ways of relating to
notions of progress and civilization. Advanced technologies
are not finely tuned mechanisms of endless destruction.
Advanced technologies should foster and improve human
relationships with the non-human world. (np)

In Indigenous worldviews, the pattern of creation is comprised
of living wholes. Because everything lives, everything moves, and in
a constantly shifting reality, position is always relative—which is to
say, determined by relationships. Indigenous kinship systems map
connections (relationships), and the concept of ‘family’ is not confined to
human beings but extends to animals and plants and every other shape of
life in the world. As has been said by many Indigenous people before: all
are our relations. And all of our relations have stories. The extent to which
humans can understand the voices—and the stories—of other lifeforms
depends, of course, on relationships. Every human cannot understand
the language of every animal, but a human with (for example) a totemic
connection to a particular animal will have greater insight into the stories
of that shape of life. And all stories are valuable and valued. While the
tales of humans offer a different perspective on the nature of being to the
tales of (for example) crows, human stories are not inherently ‘better’.
In any event, that which is human may one day be crow (and vice versa),
as relationships stretch across spacetime to connect all life through the
greater movements of existence. In this regard, Indigenous Futurisms
provides a means for Indigenous peoples to carry our ancient knowledges
into future worlds and, in so doing, change this one.
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Conclusion

The many Indigenous nations of the globe have always been storytellers,
and our stories tell of an animate reality in which everything lives and
everything connects. The arrival of colonisers in Indigenous homelands
engulfed us in cycles of cataclysmic violence that sought to annihilate
our ways of being, knowing and doing. But Indigenous peoples and
cultures survived the colonial apocalypse. We are storytellers still. And
when readers of Indigenous stories have sufficient knowledge to first,
identify and interrogate their own standpoint and second, interact
with Indigenous standpoints as equal ways of knowing, new dialogues
follow. And narratives told from Indigenous standpoints—in speaking
the language of possibility—open the way to futures free of the colonial
project; a world that can only be imagined because it does not (yet) exist.
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Rita Tognini

Twice they came, New Year’s morning
forest red-tailed black cockatoos.

First four mature birds

poised sentinel still
in the hakea's grey-green foliage

posed as if for a portrait
Elvis-crest combed back

huge hooked beak clamped shut.

Then a flurry of adolescents
sashayed from branch to branch
all bravura and quivering tail feathers
tearing at bivalve nuts
lacerating the foliage
quarrelling over leftovers
scattering husks and twigs.

Black cockatoos
stop over to refuel

black cockatoos
take off like Harrier jets

blood-red undercarriages
between canopy and sky.

154 | Westerly 63.2

Settler Meets Sky Nadia Rhook is a white settler
K led historian, teacher and poet,
nowledage recently moved onto Whadjuk

Nadia Rhook Noongar land. She researches
Asian migration and settler
colonialism in Australia, and her
poetry explores the geographies
of colonialism and whiteness.

It has appeared in Cordite, Peril
and Mascara.

now that you mention it
I once felt the stars
in my body

lying on my stomach on the trampoline
bathed in Ballarat dusk
one fell and entered my spine

and now that you mention it, I
only knew where I was
whenIlooked up

the saucepan, always, always
had a handle

but I never knew the stars
reflect the land, the seasons, souls

never knew that
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Mohammed Massoud Morsi

I heard her moaning, and imagined tearing open the door and uprooting
the man on top of her. Dragging her feathery body out of the room—one of
four, tiny and foul-smelling as the hot and mouldy shack we were in. With
every repetitive, sobbing squeal I became smaller and smaller, almost
disappearing into the dark corner where I sat. Drops of sweat ran down
my face, down my stomach and into my groin. Down my back, my legs, and
around my shins, itching as they slid down to my ankles.

Sobat passed in front of me. She was one of the four girls. Her sandals
scraped the wooden floor in long, lazy strokes. She raised her arms
and held the doorframe, facing the road in the last yellow light of day.
Motorbikes streaked in front of her. Left to right, right to left. Her head
moved with them, side to side. Dust trailed their headlights, and the
noise muffled that coming from behind the wall. Across the road, young
women slanted themselves languidly against another shack, one of
many on Street 70 in Phnom Penh, their cheap fragrance wafting into the
traffic, their faces like unnerving mannequins with lacquered eyes. All to
attract men.

There was a sudden silence with a break in the traffic, and a stirring
behind the thin boards of plywood that livened to what sounded like a
scuffle. Earlier, the huge man had almost pushed the roof off as he entered
the shack, leaving us to wonder if the stilts sunk into the lakeside mud
beneath would take the strain. He was a giant with a brutish bearing that
contrasted with his bloated body. He had a French accent and seemed
hard-pressed to breathe between each word he spoke, each step he took.
His khaki shirt was patched with sweat, only tucked in at the back. At
the front it hung over his belly, which drooped down to a bulging lobe of
blubber. The door opened and he crouched to exit through the low, narrow
space, turning sideways to squeeze through, like an egg changing shape
to pass through the neck of a bottle. He peered suspiciously at me, and as
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he walked out, the place fell into darkness. Sobat flicked the fluorescent
lights on and went after him. Outside, he paid the madam and mounted
his tiny step-through motorcycle as if it were a grand horse. The three
girls crowded about him, their voices pitching loudly, then they drew back
and stood by their madam. Unaffected, the man departed like a king with
everybody staring at him.

From where I sat, the door had opened to its normal halfway position,
enough for me to see Tevy naked and curled up, facing the dark-brown
timber.

The madam, who was known as Madam Kesor, the heavenly woman,
stepped down from her throne outside and came in. She threw a quick
glance at Tevy, before turning to me.

‘Okay Mr Moshy, you go—you go now!’

It was 2006. Over a period of seven months, I lived and worked in
Cambodia as a photographer and journalist. Non-government organisa-
tions (NGOs) and the issues they sought to solve were everywhere.
Included were the issues they brought with them, one of which was
prostitution. Both the expats and the locals employed by them had money
to burn, creating an explosion in demand, and in sexually transmitted
diseases. I had spent three months in and out of hospital wards, sitting
long hours with several women in the late stages of AIDS.Ifollowed every
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one of them, asking them what their dreams were, watching them forgive
their husbands. I felt their lives ebb before my eyes.

One of them, Chantrea, turned out to be Madam Kesor’s sister. One
day the madam recognised me on Street 70, dismounted her pedestal and
waddled over. I turned around and watched as she traversed the street
without as much as looking, ignoring the yelling and honking with the
grandest of airs. Madam Kesor was a large woman, well-cushioned and
voluptuous. Her hair was black, and always curled, tied up and decorated.
She had brown eyes and a large scar across her left cheek and upper lip.
A customer had raged and drawn a knife when she refused to hand back
the seventy-five cents difference for having natural sex—intercourse
without a condom—with one of her girls.

I wanted to follow up on my work with the women in the AIDS wards,
to understand the scope and complexity of its origin. I had already seen
the devastation it wreaked but I wanted to know why it happened. For
months I had tried in vain to find a madam who would let me be a fly on
the wall. When I did, she was, not surprisingly, married to a policeman:
Dara. He would have arrested me, charged me for engaging in the same
illicit business he made a living from, had it not been for Madam Kesor
recognising me. I paid money and that’s all he and his wife were interested
in. One hundred American dollars exactly to stay out of prison and
observe four young women—girls—survive by selling their bodies.

The girls’ bodies were a means to a primary objective. Money was
everything; I understood this within the first day at the brothel. Their clients
were nothing more than a walking dollar sign; and they were expedient
objects of their clients’ sexual desires. The emotional and physical
consequences the girls suffered for their sexual encounters were of no
concern to these men—and vice versa. When the girls discovered that I
wasn't interested, I simply became a man with whom they had no reason
to pretend.

Perhaps Madam Kesor had allowed me to be the fly on the wall but it
was only when the girls, and especially Tevy, began opening up to me that
I realised how deeply compromised they were. And it was only when I
managed to catch a few men on their way out of the dark shack, and they
whispered the reasons for their visit, that I realised how ambivalent they
were. Most, if not all of them, wanted more than sex. They didn't want
obedience; they wanted the sentiment of a woman—a favourite, not just
a slave. The common view of prostitution as being a mutually beneficial
and rational agreement between consenting equals—a view I had
unconsciously held—disintegrated. More than anything, I found that most
men walked out of there unsatisfied. They had bought obedience instead
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of having had it willingly given and in the absurd chase of a contradiction,
their real desires remained unfulfilled.

Vitou was my interpreter; a skinny young man, with a loosely sprouting
moustache that revealed his age. He had vague eyes—red usually—and he
kept a handkerchief to wipe their secretions and the saliva that seeped
from the corners of his mouth as he stuttered.

‘O-h-h... Very... Eh-eh-eh... Buti-ful,’ he declared as he passed Tevy at the
front door, coming to sit next to me. He grinned lasciviously, holding the
handkerchief to his mouth.

Madam Kesor laughed mockingly, murmuring as she stuck a large
condom advertisement on the wall in front of us. The other girls giggled.

‘Oh! Sor-ry sorry Mo-shzy—she s-ay yo-u lo-o-ve Tevy!

‘No Vitou! I don't love Tevy!

Tevy walked past me with a hurt look on her face. She had heard me,
the short words everyone knows.

Tevy was seventeen years old. The French man had bought her a
dress—several dresses. He had bought all the girls dresses. Small-sized
lace nightgowns with cartoon character prints. Tevy had long black hair
held up with a dollar-sign hairpin. I watched her daily dip a comb into a
jar of coconut oil and drag it slowly through, making sure all strands were
covered. Her eyes were black, always with a hint of sadness, even when
she smiled. Her skin was unblemished, smooth, not a scratch to be seen.

e on
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‘If you put a mark on her, I'll make you pay!

Men heeded Madam Kesor's warning. Tevy was seventy-five cents
dearer than the other girls. Without protection, double that amount.

Four dollars.

Tevy was from the country. Most girls were. Her brother, Atith, was her
closest friend. They hadn’t seen each other for three years but exchanged
letters. Atith was still toiling the family plot of land, just as when their
mother had decided to separate them for five hundred American dollars.
Her father had no say. He had no legs after stepping on a landmine. Her
mother knew that Tevy would not be working as a maid for a rich Phnom
Penh family. She was fifteen years old.

‘I cried for days..” Now, knowing Madam Kesor would throw me out,
she remained silent, almost choking. Then she got up. A customer had
walked in.

Tevy liked me. For a short time, I was the invisible friend in the corner
who might tell her story to the world beyond the shack. I felt a certain
pinch that moment when she asked if she could talk to me. She was very
concise. Only our eyes met as our words became comprehensible through
the voice of another person.

‘She wants to tell you her life’ Those were the exact words.

It’s hard to explain that, despite the language barrier, we understood
each other. A connection developed, a friendship. Then, in one moment,
in the instant a stranger stepped inside and pointed at her, the present
became reality. The understanding that although we were both there, two
humans with beating hearts, only one of us could leave.

Cambodia was at that time in the phase of a UN-brokered reconciliation
process. There was a huge influx of foreigners turning expats through
their extended stays. It paved the way for an array of establishments
catering in sexual services. Neighbouring Thailand had cracked down on
prostitution, whereas Cambodia still offered a relatively safe haven for all
forms of paid sex, from straight intercourse to perversions. Many expats
were active, either openly with a regular, or visiting brothels away from
the beaten path. At social gatherings, functions, bars, or even while having
lunch, I would be asked to recommend brothels or freelancing girls. The
sex industry had flourished with the influx of foreign money, not only
from the NGOs but also because of them. It became another field to which
funding was allocated. Highly paid consultants who rarely stepped out
of their offices presented shining studies, recommending programmes
to improve the lives of sex workers. But they disregarded the fact that
their work presented a model for sexual intercourse resembling rape in
every aspect—other than the financially motivated consent. I found great
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resistance from the NGOs in debating an amendment to a human vision
of consent. It was evident that both workers and clients lost something in
the contradictions of the exchange, that it was callously insensitive and
demeaning, that it represented— to put it bluntly—a conflict of interest.

It was lunchtime Thursday when I told Vitou I was going for a short walk. I
went along the street to one of the lake-view cafés, sat down with a coffee,
and began making calls. I needed another interpreter. Vitou was a good
fixer but it wasn’t working with the girls. The urinal smell of Boeung Kak
Lake made me feel queasy. I lit up a cigarette and looked at the brown
water. I didn’t know why I kept going. I questioned myself, unable to find
an answer. [ wanted to make the girls’ invidious position known, but I
was a man—a foreigner, like those other foreigners—with money. With
power. How different was I to those other men? I questioned the feeling of
disgust that went through me. What could I do, really, to help them? In the
meantime, the trade continued; when Thursday evening was approaching
and the French man would return. Of course he would.

I'walked back to the brothel, replacement interpreter secured: Rachany
was able to work with me the next day.

Each day, the French man, Hervé, paid Madam Kesor twenty dollars. Four
to have sex with Tevy, without a condom, the rest to keep away seven other
men before him. He pulled up around five-thirty in the afternoon. I was
sitting directly in front of the door but hidden in the dark of the interior. He
saw me—or so [ thought. What I couldn’t see was Vitou flirting with Tevy,
who was ignoring him. Hervé had turned to Madam Kesor and they kept
talking for a while, her broken French followed by agreeing nods—his hand
movements referring to something following something. It was when he
stepped in that I saw him giving Vitou the evil eye. Vitou shrank back in his
stool, and in that second I understood. Vitou had had sex with Tevy while
I was away. I felt my legs weaken as a mass of guilt weighed down on me.

There was something worrying about Tevy, the way she had talked to
me about Hervé a couple of days before. Something I didn’t understand.
That Thursday evening, Tevy let him enter the room first, and as she
closed the door I saw her black eyes brimming with tears; I felt it in the
very instant I saw her straightening her dress: she knew she was about to
be raped but she still remembered her dress. She was just a young woman,
a human being whose life was no less meaningful than that of the rest of
us, but within a short time she would give just a bit more of herself. Until
nothing was left.

The simple latch on the flimsy plywood door fell into place. It was a
light metallic tap, hardly noticeable. All the rooms were occupied, noisy
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with dampened, rat-like squeals, but as the other noises quickly faded,
the sound from Tevy’s room didn’t. While doors were opening and men
avoiding eye contact scurried out, Tevy’s voice rose to a desperate scream.
Vitou didn’t say a word. He stared at me with dilated eyes, swallowing his
spit, wiping the sweat trails of his chin. I felt mine slither down my neck
to pool in the groove of my chest. My heart pounded as I felt tears rising
and falling. Sobat and Daevy, having hurriedly put on their underwear,
whimpered with hands across their mouths as they ran outside. Nuon
had only a towel wrapped around her wispy body. She was standing in
front of her room, staring at the floor, motionless. Madam Kesor came
and stood at the front door. She held the frame and leaned her head in.
It was almost dark outside. She stood there, listening, her eyes shifting
worriedly all around. Then she yelled out something in French, a question
I couldn’t understand. The screaming, the pounding of the bed against the
wall, stopped. Everyone was quiet.

‘Oui, Hervé croaked.

Without delay he resumed his effort and the sound intensified. Tevy
screamed and screamed and we all just sat there. We did nothing. We
could have stopped it but we didn’t. Instead we waited as if shackled, as if
helpless, and let him finish.

Why did we allow it? Because it came with a price. A piece of paper
with a value that somehow made the injustice of what was happening
acceptable. It came to me; I felt it. ] wasn’t separate from what happened.
I was part of it. We are all part of it. Just because we are far away, just
because we aren’t the ones doing the raping, it can’t be said that we are
not a part of it. That we are not implicated.

Madam Kesor threw us out before the French man left Tevy’s room.
Irode home in the light of a thousand motorcycles, and with every flicker
of red, Tevy's screams bounced in my head. I kept shaking that scene
off, kept imagining she was behind me, smiling, her hands around my
waist. I saw my own hands around the French man’s fat neck. I felt my
grip tightening and tightening until his eyes bled. I kept shaking my head,
the tears trailing down my chin mixing with the first drops of rain that
branched their way around my ears in the moist monsoon wind.

In the morning, Madam Kesor stopped me before I got off my
motorcycle.

‘Mr Moshy. Come back. Later, later. Tevy sleep sleep. No business now.
Naighttime. Eight clock fat man come back. Eight clock to see fat man.’

I still got off. I had to wait for Rachany, who arrived seconds later. I had
worked with her previously so I introduced her to Madam Kesor who
began chatting with her. I lit a cigarette and sat down on Madam Kesor’s

163 | Mohammed Massoud Morsi



square wooden pedestal. A shade had been erected and I looked up at
images of her parents. Her father wore the tattoos of the men who fought
Pol Pot, the Khmer Rouge leader who slaughtered millions of Cambodians
in his quest for a utopian society. A culture of violence had been bred
through generations.

Madam Kesor suddenly laughed vindictively. She waved me off her
seat and I stood up. I looked at Rachany who appeared confused.

‘Mrs Kesor is saying he will anyway be going to where you two first
met? I am not sure if [ understand her correctly? Where did you meet
Mrs Kesor?’ Rachany asked.

‘I met Madam Kesor in the hospital ward where her sister was dying of
AIDS) I said, with a lump in my throat.

The French man had been with Tevy daily since having first been
brought to Madam Kesor’s business by an agent a month earlier. This
agent would, like so many others, be employed by the brothel owners.
Kesor's officer husband would then have an understanding with a worker
at the pathology lab to make sure the girls’ results were recorded as clean.
Although knowingly uncertain, many foreign customers asked for this
test, especially if they were taking risks with unprotected sex. The French
man had demanded his reassurance weekly and also insisted she used
protection with everyone else until he was done with her. He paid fifty
dollars for the weekly check-up and made sure that Tevy’s arm had indeed
been poked.

I felt a cold sweat break out, and swallowed as I finally made sense of
Tevy's words:

‘I imagine that I love him. I imagine he is handsome and that he loves
me. And when I imagine, there is no pain and [ smile because what I am
doing to him—what he doesn’t know I am doing to him—feels so good..."

Except for the lights of motorcycles, tiny lightbulbs of street vendors,
and the fluorescent light of numerous brothels, it was dark. The air was
dense. Heavy thunder rolled over Phnom Penh and large drops of rain
began to fall. When Rachany and I returned at seven-thirty the French
man was already there. Madam Kesor told us to wait outside and I
understood what she had been negotiating with him the previous day.
Tevy stood next to the French man. Her eyes met mine. I will never forget
them. They were blank. The French man paid and they left, walking down
the street, holding hands. And then they disappeared. Tevy was gone.

The next day I returned to talk to Madam Kesor, to ask for a last word
with Tevy but she refused to even look at me. Rachany suddenly stepped
back from her, turned to me and said: ‘She will call her husband if we don't
leave. Morsi, we must go. Now.’
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AsIlooked back, I saw the other three girls huddled at the front door,
their eyes shifting. I never returned to the brothel on Street 0. I never
saw Tevy again. Greedier politicians, policemen and land developers filled
up the largest natural lake in the country. They wiped Boeung Kak Lake
from the map and evicted everyone that lived around it, including Madam
Kesor and the girls in that tiny shack. It's a long time ago but I often think
back on Tevy and what happened that night. I think of her smile, then I
smile. I think of her life, then I cry. It wasn’t just a lake that vanished, it
was a life.

In my dreams I still see Tevy. She'’s standing before me. Her eyes are
sparkling, she’s smiling and laughing. Laughing loudly and freely. I laugh
with her. Then it comes to me: They are at the hospital. He’s on top of
her. The bed is hammering into the wall, harder, harder. Tevy's screaming
dies out. She fades away. The French man lies still. A sheet is jerked over
his head.

Author’s Note

Names in this piece have been altered to protect the identities of those involved.
Photos: e Mohammed Massoud Morsi
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Locals started dragging their luggage off the overhead racks before
the announcements, way before any sign of a town. I stayed seated,
not nonchalant, more because it was an effort to get moving. In the last
paddock before the timber yards and paper mill and wheat silos, a cow
urinated prodigiously. Its tail lifted like the handle of a water pump. The
strong stream was struck golden in the dawn light. Steam rose to mist the
stubble and its sturdy bovine legs.

A middle-aged woman'’s floral overnight case bumped the back of my
seat. She was saying sorry before I could look cross. The lurch of the train
slowing made us all clumsy. The woman held back so I could get up and
shake the journey off, but I waved her on. There were people at the station
out there waiting. But not for me. The brakes squealed one last grating
warning and a tannoy voice issued one last piece of advice.

‘When stepping off the train make sure there is platform to step off
onto.

That’s how small my hometown is.

I moved up the train to find a door that opened onto platform.

We were always going to get away. We'd have been swimming against the
normal flow of things not to leave. The cities put out a siren call about
university and work and real life. After our Graduation Ball, the whole
class ended up at the river pledging things I can no longer remember. The
sun rose through the trees washing our faces awake and leaving the water
inky black. Our larger-than-life Dame Edna glasses had been pushed back
on our heads like tiaras and our feather boas lay strewn across the grass
like sloughed-off snake skins. We were looking at the future ahead of us.
The dramatic girls threw the roses from the table centrepieces into the
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current, as a goodbye, as if this was a funeral for childhood. The flowers
arced in the dawn light, and fell like arrows. They bobbed in the water
briefly. Swept on.

I vomited into the roots of one of the solid red gums.

Jason rubbed my back. ‘Stupid Muggles.

We—he and me—were the magic circle. Pulled tight after the accident.

‘They just forgot about Gabriella,’ he mollified.

Jason had a flat above the newsagents, directly opposite the post office.

I nursed a cup of tea at his kitchen window. The whole view was the
post office clock across the way. Little hand on the eight, big hand on the
four.

‘Don’t you get sick of knowing the time?’ I asked.

I pushed my forehead against the glass to see down into the street. Mrs
Wright was wheeling her orthopaedic shoe display onto the pavement
outside the pharmacy. Two children in grey school uniforms dawdled, too
early for the school bell. The shopfront with the sign ‘Dare to be Different’
squatted darkly abandoned because the town hadn’t. Alone ibis rooted in
the garbage bin. Its beak opened and closed like a speculum.

‘It doesn’t work, Jason called from his bedroom.

I had to agree. Running away hadn’t worked. You can lose your story in
a big city but you cannot lose yourself.

‘The clock. It doesn’t work—stopped years ago, Jason said now beside
me, his reflection beside mine in the glass.

All our families got together every Christmas of our childhoods. Gathering
the descendants of Bonegilla migrants who hadn’t got far into the district
after the first huge mythical migration from the old country.

The Zambranos crammed us all in around their table, the littlest kids
eating around a lowered ironing board at the end.

We sucked on olives like lollies. Gabriella smiled, her teeth blackened,
her breath vinegary. We were twins who'd failed to find each other in the
same womb but by some miracle breathed the same air.

There’s a restaurant down on the foreshore now. I got a takeaway coffee
from the serving window so my hands had something to hold.

The river was low. Roots stood exposed on both banks. If I squinted
and imagined, I could see a platypus burrow in the sandy cliff on the far
bank just before the bend. We'd thought we'd seen a platypus swimming
with us once. There, then gone. It could have been a branch from a tree.
We resolutely believed in the platypus for years. Maybe today, was our
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wish as we dived in every summer day. We came out, hands quobbled like
prunes, undaunted. Maybe we’ll see him again tomorrow. Gabriella’s hope
had held out longest.

The cement steps we'd run down from the bank to the water were
exposed now. There was no need for the written warning, ‘Caution
Submerged Steps’.Ileaned on the sign’s metal pole. My shoulder was cold
from it, my hand hot from the coffee.

The level of the river had nothing to do with rainfall and nothing to do
with the moon. The town is far from the coast and the water is far more
unpredictable than tides. In drought the flow could still be high, if up at the
weir they'd decided to send water down. They obviously hadn’t recently.
ButI could see the rush of it in my memory, the current strengthening on
those days water was discharging in great ejaculations of spumy water.
Days we should have stayed indoors. Obeying cautionary warnings.

I walked in the same direction as the sluggish flow. Plane tree leaves
had mulched since falling; they clung underfoot, as slippery as the
mermaid hair of the waterweed. The sandbank up from the boat ramp had
also emerged. It had transformed into an island which ducks were silently
taking advantage of. Only the mist rode the river downstream. Everything
was muted in the cave of my hoody; behind the greyness of the rain.

There was no way of predicting the next release from the weir.

Gabriella had a torch under the sheet. It scared the willies out of us when
Jason shone it up under his chin and the light turned his cheeks into gills
like a fish's.

The sheet was pulled tight across kitchen chairs. We were still young
enough that our ages could be measured by the label in our undies.

Gabriella’'s mother ripped the roof off our makeshift cubby and sprayed
us with fairy rain from her ironing water bottle and we squealed at such
a pitch.

I met Jason after work to walk him home. We had to pass the high school
between his flat and the hospital where he pushed beds around in an
orderly manner; his pun, not mine.

We kept our heads down as we approached the front gate of the school
but he wasn't thinking about the bullying. He claimed he'd shaken that
off by hanging around long enough to see the bullies leave town. But I
remembered. Frosting was a favourite. In the changing room, the boys’d
grab his deodorant, because that was a girly thing to have, and spray it
directly on his legs and shorts where it crusted and looked like dried
semen and had to be picked off.
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He surprised me by pushing us through the school gate. ‘Come and see
the spiders,’ he shouted.

‘Fuck off’

We ran across the quadrangle and between the gym and the music
room. The fence and gate on that side of the grounds were strewn
with spider silk, sticky as a child’s hand, clinging to the metal uprights
and falling like cat’s cradles onto the long grass of the empty allotment
beyond. A bunch of kids were smoking on the oval, their hockey sticks
fairy-flossed with the threads of all the baby spiders using the winter
solstice to start their immense journey.

‘Are you going to see Mrs Zambrano while you're here?’ Jason asked,
as he tried to shake off sticky, silky cobweb.

He bought a couple of eight-packs of nitrous oxide bulbs at the
newsagents before we climbed the stairs. The same shopkeeper who'd
been there our whole lives reached under the counter to get them. How
much whipped cream did he imagine Jason made up in the flat above his
head?

The laughing gas worked for a bit.

‘Nanging is so yesterday in the city,’ I told him.

Jason just laughed at the stupid grin on my face.

Dreams are like the tide. Sleep took me back to the river.

The red gums are called widow-makers because they can drop
branches without warning. Only in the dream that is not true. The timber
talks. The wood moans before it breaks.

We didn't listen.

I woke with a headache across the top of my eyes.

In the awkward year, we sat under our sheet-fort making Lego castles
while listening to Metallica. We got bored and went to the river and drifted
on the current. Ducks sat on the bank watching us. The opposite of the
usual way of things.

And that year we rebelled against the flow of our lives and joined the
naughty big kids on the tree. We watched first and then we walked out
along the low horizontal branch, one by one at a shuffle, balancing above
the water, watching the rush below. The first time was terrifying. Gabriella
and I held hands and jumped and screamed as our bodies hit the surface
of the water. We were swept downriver and got our breath back and dog
paddled out of the current and climbed up the cement steps and ran back.
And then we jumped again and again.
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Not knowing when water would be discharging upstream and how a
river can change its personality from one day to the next.

Lights came on at dusk. Up and down the suburban street, rooms flickered
into life behind closed windows. Curtains were drawn against prying eyes.
Or were left open by a woman ironing with deep concentration, or a kid
jumping up and down on a sofa like it was a bouncy castle.

I stood on the doorstep. The same doorstep my mum would have
bumped my stroller up before I could walk.

Gabriella’s mother opened the door and stepped out and hugged me
tight.I could hear the wind chimes on the back deck, like this was a temple.
She smelled of home. Pickles and jam and underarm hair.

‘Alika, Alika,’ she said. ‘Alika, Alika.’ Catching up on all the times she
hadn’t said my name while I was gone.

She needed to invite me in. I hesitated on the top step. I had failed. But
she had forgiven me. A crucifix that was never there when we were kids
dominated the hallway.

There was another smaller one over the bed.

Gabriella was propped on heavy square pillows, her head lolled to one
side. Her eyes twitched on my movement.

“You don’t mind?’ Mrs Zambrano asked as she resumed feeding—
carefully preparing the syringe of nutrients to go straight in the cannula
lodged in Gabriella’s side.

Gabriella let me pick up her hand and cradle it in mine.
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Hidden in the middle
but at the pointy end of the orchestra

Two brittle lengths of reed
and your highly-trained embouchure

The reeds you carved yourself
into a fickle mouthpiece prone

To splitting at the worst of times.
Yet in the silence of the concert hall

You extract the purest ‘A’
and set the tone.
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A Wave
Geoff Page

On a day of neutral grey
just before eleven
a bow wave hits the lakeside wall.

Ilook around and see no boat
and yet they're washing in,
one on one on one,

curling at the concrete’s edge.
There’s not a hint of wind
and as I walk back to the car

I see they’re smoothing out,
returning to the given.
Geology perhaps?

The echo of a tremor? No,

there’s nothing rising through my shoes.

Today, I'm by myself and so

there'sno one I can ask
or not without embarrassment.
My buoyancy'’s been skittled by

a whiff of metaphysics,
a shiver that destroys the morning.
Some watery and peevish god

is hissing from the stillness:
Take that, you sad contented man.
Consider it a warning.
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This essay elaborates on Ouyang Yu's novel The English Class (2010) from
the perspective of bilingualism, and demonstrates how this text tackles
the dilemma of Chinese migrants as they face choices in language and
identity. In the context of a mobilised world of migration, diaspora
and globalisation, forms of memory and perceptions of language are
dramatically changed. Both language and memory cross borders in the
process of migration.

In The English Class, the main character, Jing, struggles between his
mother tongue (Chinese) and father tongue (English), which disturbs his
sense of belonging. As Yasemin Yildiz declares, ‘mother tongue is more
than a metaphor. Instead it constitutes a condensed narrative about origin
and identity’ (12). The English Class engages with the coexistence and
competition of both mother tongue and father tongue. The imbalanced
relationship between Chinese and English confuses the protagonist Jing
in his understanding of who he is, why he is here and how he lives here
with his cultural roots in China.

It goes without saying that bilingual speakers have advantages in daily
communication and in pursuing international careers. In multicultural
countries with a multilingual heritage such as Canada and Australia,
however, bilingually and linguistically diversified people can be faced
with ‘a menace and demand that bilinguals should use only the official
language of the country’ in which they live (Segura 119).

As a migrant writer, Ouyang merges two worlds and two linguistic
systems, evoking the thoughts of Eva Hoffman:

When I speak Polish now, it is infiltrated, permeated, and
inflected by the English in my head. Each language modifies
the other, crossbreeds with it, fertilizes it. Each language
makes the other relative. (2773)
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Hoffman further comments on the relation of language to existence:

I'm not filled with language anymore and have only a memory
of fullness to anguish me with the knowledge that, in this dark
and empty state, [ don’t really exist. (108)

These quandaries of existence, of fullness and lack, in Hoffman’s
thinking, are brought to bear in the key character of The English Class,
Jing, a young man from China with an Australian wife, who faces the
competition of languages in his own mind; moreover, he is expected to
abandon his Chinese mother tongue under ‘menace’ from his wife and the
community. Thus, migrants like Jing, when crossing national boundaries,
‘have to cope not only with the pain of separation but often also with the
resentment of a hostile population’ (Sarup and Raja 1). Mary Besemeres
and Anna Wierzbicka claim that, although Australia is rich in languages,
there are still boundaries between languages, and the acceptance of the
languages of migrants in mainstream discourse is limited. They further
notice that there is ‘little awareness’ of three issues: what it means to
live between cultures; how difficult intercultural communication really
is; and how much there is for everyone to learn about other cultural
perspectives before effective intercultural communications can be
established (Besemeres and Wierzbicka xiv). They present the cultural
dilemma of migrants who are constantly forced to give up their cultural
memory for the sake of belonging but constantly resist the abandonment
of that part of themselves. The English Class resonates with these memory
perspectives and connects them with concepts of cultural translation and
hybridised identity.

1. Ouyang Yu: an ‘Angry’ Bilingual Writer in Australia

As an academic, translator and writer, Ouyang Yu, who earned his
doctoral degree at La Trobe University, has published in both English
and Chinese, including poetry, novels, essays, translations and edited
bilingual journals. His works interrogate such issues as racism, bilingual
writing and transnational identity.

Although bilingualism is seen by him as a source of creativity, as a
migrant writer in Australia Ouyang still has difficulty in identifying his
status as an Australian writer and solidifying his split identity as an
Australian citizen and a Chinese man. The key issue, according to the
writer himself, is not the language itself; rather, it concerns how to manage
two minds, two contexts and two cultures. Ouyang’s contradictions
are not only exemplified by the question of which language he should
use for writing but also concern over which language best expresses
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his identity. Being titled the ‘angry Chinese poet’ (Ommundsen 595),
Ouyang expresses anger in many of his works about racial discrimination
related to bilingualism in Australia, including in poetry collections such
as Two Hearts, Two Tongues and Rain-Coloured Eyes (2002) and Moon
over Melbourne (1995), and novels like The English Class (2010) and The
Eastern Slope Chronicle (2001).

In a recent interview, Ouyang openly addressed the choices faced by
bilingual writers:

As a bilingual writer, I have to make my own linguistic and
cultural strategies in order to sell my books in Australia.
One issue I have discovered is that more and more Chinese
bilingual writers in Australia tend to write novels in English
and poems in Chinese [..] Novels are easy to be manipulated
for the sake of gaining popularity [...] My first English novel
was rejected by twenty-eight publishers and the publication
of my Chinese novels is paid for by myself. This is the dilemma
faced by bilingual writers. (‘Goodbye’, trans. Beibei Chen)

In a poem titled ‘Second Drifting’, Ouyang writes:

I used to have two tongues

one Chinese and the other English

I used to have two hearts

one east and the other west

but I have nothing left now

only this instinct to wander again
(Hearts)

Anotheris called ‘The Wanderer’ and also expresses the contradictory
status of the migrant subject:

Wherever you go it comes back to you

you are yourself and the loss of you

hovering around the border and dreaming of the freedom on

the other shore

you have walked for a long time in the territory of the heart
(Selected Poems)

These poems open discussion on the role of language in the life of
Chinese migrants as represented in cultural products such as literary
texts. Migrants are trapped in a bilingual world filled with memories
woven by two different linguistic systems that confuse and unsettle their
identities.
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2. The English Class as a Book on Language and Memory

The English Class is the first novel by Ouyang to elaborate on the
relationship between language, bilingualism and identity. The book
is autobiographical in some ways and the protagonist, as in many of
Ouyang’s novels, is a Chinese male intellectual who experienced the
Cultural Revolution as a university student. The book provides an
interesting way of reflecting on migration experience through the
perspective of learning English. Many scenes in this book are set on the
campus of East Lake University in China and Ouyang puts his efforts into
representing an English class where Chinese students talk about English
and treat English as a foreign language that could possibly lead them to a
bright future. The English class in this book performs as a hybridisation
zone where the main characters interact and also conflict with each other.

Since it was published, The English Class has received varied responses.
So far it has been better received for its contents than its narrative skills.
It has not attracted as much attention as other works by Ouyang. Partly
this may be because Australian readers have limited knowledge of the
ample examples of translation in the novel. Partly it may be because the
book does not focus strongly on the expected narrative of the Cultural
Revolution, even though the first two chapters are set against that
background.

Structurally, the text is divided into two distinct parts. Extended
passages in italics indicate the author’s writing process, while non-
italicised passages are divided into two sub-parts: before and after
the main character Jing arrives in Australia. Ouyang dramatises his
experience as a student majoring in English into a unique story, illustrating
the reality of living in different languages, and in a past and present
fabricated by languages. By depicting the war between Chinese and
English languages happening in Jing’s head, Ouyang expresses a migrant’s
cultural affiliation with the past. Jing regards speaking Chinese as a way of
travelling back to China, where he finds consolation. His swaying between
two languages demonstrates two selves: Chinese and Australian. There is
a tension between the two languages and this ‘untranslatability’ literally
drives the protagonist crazy. He represents those who have difficulty
abandoning old linguistic systems and welcoming a new identity. The
book is intriguing in that it tells how English relates to ‘Australianess’ and
how Chinese migrants balance between a graphic past and an alphabetic
present. Translation as a pervasive and complex concept in the novel not
only represents Jing's reliance on the homeland of his cultural memory,
but also indicates that cultural translation is helpful in allowing migrants
to keep their old identities in their new home.
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3. Cultural Translation

Migrants, labelled as ‘translated men’ in Salman Rushdie’s phrase, enter
the ‘translation zone’ (Apter 1) where cultural differences are contested.
In the process of translation, the migrant constructs a liminal space,
or ‘translation zone'. Both language and culture go through phases of
transformation in this zone. Cultures are no longer regarded as ‘holistic,
authentic, static entities’, and ‘the transformation of languages, which
far from homogenizing, are becoming more multiple and certainly less
discrete, has in turn had the effect of transforming concepts of translation
also’ (Young 169).

Cultural translation, based on what Robert Young cites from
Papastergiadis’ formulation, is a process of ‘cultural exchange, dialogue
or negotiation’ (Young 163). In Homi Bhabha’s understanding of cultural
translation, it is the migrants who have the power to ‘translate’ rather
than the hegemonic culture itself. Cultural translation not only involves
‘making sense’ to the local people, but also refers to the intervention and
interaction with local cultures. A successful cultural translation is one
in which not only the migrant’s cultural heritage from the old domain
is translated and transplanted in their new territory, but also where the
migrant’s linguistic and cultural modes influence and merge into the local
culture. Only a healthy hybridisation of both can ensure a successful
cultural translation. In a largely monolingual country such as Australia,
for example, migrants have modified the way English is spoken: not only
with ‘broken English’ and ‘ethnic English’, but also with vocabulary that
is incorporated into Australian English. Ideally, languages are dissolving
into each other, rather than always competing with each other in power
relations. This ideal state is utopian, however. In reality, because of the
power differences between nations, the hierarchy of languages, and for
strictly linguistic reasons too, there is never a fully successful translation.

4. English Competence Represented as the Loss of Memory

In Ouyang’s book, the gaining of English competence is represented as
the loss of cultural identity. The protagonist attempts to ‘translate’ himself
out of the impact that China’s Cultural Revolution has had on him, but only
finds himself entering another similar environment in Australia where he
is trapped in a seemingly ‘white’ English world and loses the chance to
communicate in his mother tongue. In The English Class, Ouyang’s irony
and satire are directed towards both countries—China and Australia—and
Jing’s constant cultural translation aims to fight against his forgetting of
cultural memory in the new country. He likes to use Chinese phrases
a lot when talking with his wife. For example, he calls the silver clouds
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‘white fish belly’ (361). He insists on explaining to his wife the difference
between dead fish, dead men and other Chinese phrases related to the
concept of death (362). His way of preserving the language heritage of
the past is through constant translation, even when he has no audience.

At first, learning English fuels Jing’s ambitions and aspirations. It is
also a way for him to leave his bad memories, both familial and social,
behind. Speaking English, however, eventually guides him to more than
just leaving his home. He is forced to enter the ‘translation zone’ where
he finds he cannot stop ‘brain-writing’ (96)—a term that Jing invents to
describe his constant imaginary writing in his brain, as he translates
to himself. He is conscious of the loss of cultural memory and wants to
‘claim it back’ (160). As he explains in a letter to his wife:

Dear Dree, years ago I imagined my home lay elsewhere, born
to someone else of another language, until I came to you and
realised that I was no match. I now go back into the shadow,
cast over my ancestral land by your language, my semi-

language. (305)

Jing’s confession to Deirdre is actually a confession about his own
past. He regrets replacing his name and his mother tongue with another.
Though Jing can speak English well, he is never treated as a local
Australian. In fact, speaking English leads Jing to an estranged world, a
world without affect. The imposition of ‘Englishness’ on Jing modifies his
‘bad’ memories and makes him more determined to ‘claim back’ what has
been lost along with the loss of his mother tongue. In order to search for
his lost past, Jing goes back to Dali, China, where his father once stayed.
He begins to link his belonging to Dali through his father’s life experience:

In my hotel room, I took a look at myself in the mirror and saw
someone else. It was my character from the past, a past that
was more past than ever before, a past anchored in a war that
had destroyed so many lives and yet managed to create me.
My character, whose name is not yet given and known, had
just arrived in Dali by bus. It was in fact my dead father Jing
senior whom I found inside me, struggling to get out. (314)

Itis also the moment that Jing realises he is ‘less correct than Australia’
(315). Finally, he feels he is able to ‘stand firmly on [his] own soil, vulgar
and primitive, but full of energy, better, in a way, than a sanitised,
deodorised and sterilised recent past’ (315).

Deirdre, his wife, also feels that the past haunts him and his ‘English’
sky is being changed back into its original state, where Gene (the English
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name chosen by Jing himself) was Jing and the past was the present. She
detects that Jing has a tendency to go out alone at night:

It seemed that everything had gradually reversed for him,
day became night, the sun became the moon, what he had
once regarded as ideal become hellish, happiness turned into
bitterness, English, perversely, had become Chinese. (362)

These changes result from Jing/Gene's relationships with the outside
world. He perceives the world as hostile and terrifying. Depressed by the
reality of his life in Australia, unsurprisingly, he becomes interested in
translating ancient Chinese poems, which shows his retreat to a remoter
past where his cultural identity is preserved intact. He translates a poem
written by a Chinese poet from the Ming Dynasty, explaining the reason
he likes to work with these ancient poems: ‘I can only deal with them; the
dead are dear, closer, more alive. Death into life, a condition of dual living’
(376). The act of translating classical Chinese poems clearly manifests
Jing/Gene’s attempt to escape his Australian reality by attaching to the
cultural heritage of his remote homeland and trying to introduce it into
his host land.

5. The ‘Untranslatable’ and the ‘Failed’ Translated Man

According to the literary critic Wang Guanglin, the migrants in the novel
are the ‘translation’ itself, owing to their awkward position between their
homeland and the adopted country. Wang points out that this idea of
translation ‘does not move from original to copy and back, from home to
other (or new “home™)—it is a conception of translation as more or less
permanent, without home or origin to return to’ (3).

Jing’s translation of words from Chinese to English demonstrates
the direction of his identity: he loses his home and he cannot go back
through translating English to Chinese. Jing as a truck driver in China
has the role of transporting culture to culture, language to language.
He studies most of his English in his truck and he eventually passes
the entrance examination and goes to university. In this period of his
life, he is also keen on translation. As mentioned above, the concept of
cultural translation is reinforced by Jing’s tireless repetitive translations
of phrases, sentences, stories and poems with his classmates (113, 119).
Besides the intention to clarify the huge linguistic differences between
Chinese and English, Jing’s tireless translating practice demonstrates
his subtle transition from a Chinese boy to a boy who is like a ‘foreigner’
(206). In this way, he is shown as gradually losing the past (cultural
memory, family history and friendships).
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The portrait of migrants as people at risk of losing their identity
indicates that speaking English forces them to lose their memories in
Chinese language. The ‘loss’ is always in a process of being ‘claimed back’
by cultural translation, as represented by Jing’s translations in The English
Class. It is the ‘untranslatable’ that determines identity and belonging,
however. Ouyang plays with this untranslatable identity in one of his
poems called ‘Translating Myself’:

Translating myself is a problem
I mean how can I turn myself into another language
Without surrendering myself
Without betraying myself
Without forgetting myself
With forgiving myself
Without even losing myself in a different con/text
(Moon 82)

Like a shadowy self-image of Ouyang Yu, Jing is an ambitious Chinese
man who is trapped in the translation zone and eventually becomes a
mentally disturbed patient, diagnosed with a disease similar to linguistic
schizophrenia:

[...] cultural disorientation and bilingualistic confusion [...]
exhibiting such symptoms as a difficulty in switching back into
a ‘foreign’ culture after living in his ‘mother’ culture for a brief
time; a constant need to assert the superiority of his former
culture over the present culture in public while unreasonably
denouncing the sense of victimization that he did not enjoy
full rights as his other fellow citizens did because of his ‘wrong’
skin colour, his wrong shape of eyes and his wrong gait. (364)

To master another language, thus not only means to know how to speak
it, but also to be familiar with the cultural indicators carried by languages,
or how to disguise yourself in Englishness. Tired of disguising himself and
hiding his affiliation to Chinese cultural memory, Jing becomes mentally
disturbed. He experiences difficulties in cultural translating partly
because he feels he is regarded as inferior to the local English speakers:

As a non-mother tongue speaker and user, you ARE inferior
to your white brethren and sisters whose command of the
language entitles them to be artists in that language, owners
of that language, whereas yours merely keeps you in serfdom,
at best an abuser and, at worst, a slave. (384)
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Wanting to translate himself from Chinese to English does not
mean Jing wants to be a ‘white’ person. Rather, the text shows that the
untranslatability is the part that decides one’s identity. Jing’s perception
of otherness starts from the first day he studied English, and the supposed
superiority of English and Englishness continues to be in conflict with his
Chinese and Chineseness. He attempts to resist the linguistic influence
of English and the erosion of Chineseness because he feels he is being
colonised, while he still keeps the material benefits of learning English
and reading the sublime literature produced in English. Thus, Jing is being
partially translated. He is no longer a complete man.

By narrating the story of Jing and intervening in the text’s italicised
sections with the meta-thoughts of the indicated author, Ouyang confirms
the untranslatability existing in this ‘translation zone’. On page 113,
Ouyang gives the translation example of ‘shui tai qing ze wuyu, ren zhi
cha ze wutu' GKEFMNELE, AEZEENIHE), which Jing translates as ‘If
the water is too clean there will be no fish and if a person is too intelligent
he will have no friends’ (113). This case demonstrates the difficulty of
translating Chinese ancient philosophy into English. The original meaning
is not well conveyed after being translated into English. It may sound
awkward to an audience like Jing’s wife. On page 145, through the dialogue
between Jing and his classmate Ma, the text gives us classical cases of
difficult translations from Chinese to English such as ‘ni chi le ma’ which is
often mistranslated into ‘have you eaten?’ but actually should be regarded
as equivalent to ‘how are you?’ because Chinese people greet each other
by asking whether they have eaten anything. ‘Don’t talk love’ translated
from Chinese actually means ‘Don’t have boyfriends or girlfriends’. These
examples not only show the difficulty of specific instances of cultural
translation but also the impossibility of translating a person’s identity.

This ‘untranslatability’, according to Bhabha, is the ‘foreign element’
that ‘reveals the interstitial; insists in the textile superfluity of folds and
wrinkles; and becomes the “unstable element of linkage”’, revealing ‘the
indeterminate temporality of the in-between, that has to be engaged in
creating the conditions through which newness comes into the world’
(326). Because of this ‘foreign element’, Jing always feels English cannot
adequately convey his meaning, thus, in a way, making both languages
broken languages. The fragmentation of languages merges with the
fragmentation of identities as a consequence of both diaspora and
postmodernity.

Jing is aware of his incompleteness, which causes a crisis of subjec-
tivity at a key point in the text:
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I hate myself so much for being unwhole, for being a traitor
to everything I once held dear, for being unable to resist the
temptation to fall into delightful peaces [sic], for the delirium
that I have courted. (372)

In The English Class and other writings, Ouyang Yu interrogates the
dilemmas and discontinuities of the migration process. More than just
demonstrating these factors, he also demands greater public attention
to the migrant struggle with broken languages and proposes every
Australian needs to be bilingual or multilingual in order to understand
their neighbours or friends more fully. Language is used as a lens to look
at the potentially disastrous result of monolingualism in Australia in the
foreseeable future. The English Class utilises the idea of translation to
demonstrate the struggle of bilingual migrants for a balanced world in
which their cultures can be kept intact.

Finally, in the host land, Jing creates his own language, called Jinglish,
which is a utopian dream to heal his broken heart. The failure of speaking a
second language in a multicultural country is a failure of multiculturalism
itself, making it valuable to consider The English Class as a mirror held
up to Australian society. At the conclusion of the novel, Ouyang creates
an obscure ending for the protagonist in which the answer is left to be
searched for. The book draws on the experience of bilingual competence
in Australia in the case of Chinese and English and how people with such
competence are viewed and treated. It shows how bilingualism and the
processes of translation that follow are related to the formation of identity.

Works Cited

Apter, Emily. The Translation Zone: A New Comparative Literature. Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2011.

Besemeres, M. and Anna Wierzbicka. Translating Lives: Living with Two Languages and
Cultures. St Lucia, Qld.: University of Queensland Press, 2012.

Bhabha, Homi. The Location of Culture. London: Routledge, 1994.

Hoffman Eva. Lost in Translation: Life in a New Language. London: Minerva, 1991.

Ommundsen, Wenche. ‘Not for the Faint-Hearted: Ouyang Yu: The Angry Chinese
Poet,’ Meanjin 57.3 (1998): 595-609.

Sarup, Madan and Tasneem Raja. Identity, Culture and the Postmodern World.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 1996.

Segura, Catalina Ribas. ‘Language and Bilingualism in Antigone Kefala's Alexia (1995)
and The Island (2002)", Coolabah 13 (2014): 118-134.

Wang, Guanglin. ‘The Chinese Poetess in an Australian setting: Cultural Translation
in Brian Castro’s The Garden Book’, Journal of the Association for the Study of
Australian Literature 12.2 (2012). Sourced at: https://openjournals.library.sydney.
edu.au/index.php/JASAL/article/view/9824/9712.

183 | Beibei Chen



Yildiz, Yasemin. Beyond the Mother Tongue: The Postmonolingual Condition. New York:
Fordham UP, 2012.

Young, Robert J.C. ‘Cultural Translation as Hybridisation’, Trans-Humanities 11 (Feb
2012): 155-175.

Yu, Ouyang. The English Class. Yarraville: Transit Lounge, 2010.

—. ‘The Wanderer’. New and Selected Poems. Norfolk: Salt Publishing, 2004. Sourced
at: https://www.poetrylibrary.edu.au/poets/ouyang-yu/the-wanderer-o652058.

—. ‘Second Drifting’. Two Hearts, Two Tongues and Rain-Coloured Eyes. Sydney: Wild
Peony, 2002. Sourced at: https://www.poetrylibrary.edu.au/poets/ouyang-yu/
second-drifting-0772048.

——. Moon Over Melbourne and Other Poems. Melbourne: Papyrus Publishing, 1995.

—. ‘Say “Goodbye” to Chinese? The Way Out for “New” Chinese in the 21st Century’,
New Threads. Sourced at: http://www.xys.org/xys/netters/psi4/ouyang.txt.

184 | Westerly 63.2

New Waves Tim Edwards lives in Perth

. and has published in a variety
Tim Edwards of Australian journals including

Westerly. He is currently in the
process of compiling a
collection of his work.

Every now and then, from old horizons,
they come curling, those rolling embankments,
those unalterable lifters, those great equalisers.

He can still see their windows of water,
their advancing mirrors of turning depth,
their whistling walls.

Since middle age, children, and shark attacks,
they have arrived in other places—

in the tiny corrugations in household carpet,
or in the swell of blankets in an unmade bed,
there also, in the grassy knoll,

that threatens to swamp his local park.

He knows them, these new waves,
as other meditations, saltless and safer,
driftwood in the whitewater of time.

185 | Tim Edwards



A Victory Grin Carolyn Abbs was Highly

Commended in the Dorothy
CarOlyn Abbs Hewett Award for an

Unpublished Manuscript (2016).

Her collection, The Tiny
Museums, was published with
UWAP (2017).

I've always thought

thirty pence for a pee is a rip-off
but at Liverpool Street,

not long off a Qantas flight,

a black African woman announces:
Machine’s broke,

and if it’s broke it’s broke—

I’'m not taking money from no-one.
She waves us through the turnstile.

Her stoical stance,
floral clothes busting through tight uniform,
coloured beads in braided hair,
raised chin, wide grin.
She’s getting one-over-the-system.

It’s a victory grin, vivid and contagious.
For days it brightens my jet-lagged mind
like sunshine

breaking through grim London cloud.
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Fargo | THIS IS A TRUE STORY [..] At the request of the
(Joel & Ethan Coen) survivors, the names have been changed. Out of
respect for the dead, the rest has been told exactly
as it occurred.

As you see the sun going down, you know the world is spinning round.
But have you ever actually seen it? Had Galileo? Living is easy with eyes
closed—misunderstanding all you see.

After all the research, the interviews, the photos and videos, there is
just one more thing to do—you must go into the field yourself, if only to
say that you tried. Even with nothing but Buckley’s chances, the worst that
can happen is that you'll spend the night alone in the rainforest; time to
reflect on how you got there. The best, and possibly also the worst, is an
encounter with the mythical beast seen by so many before you. Then you
will know—it’s true.

Towering trees form a cathedral overhead as sunlight plunges through
the leadlight canopy. Rocks are relentlessly pummelled in the nearby
river; the collision causing atomised water to rise into space. The mist
drifts through the air like the freshest incense and long strips of bark
hang from branches—black tinsel on oversize Christmas trees. The
mid-story is garlanded with green starbursts—tree ferns decorating the
chamber, basking in the moisture. The air smells of cool, damp moss and
eucalyptus. You would sit with reverence but the flimsy, fold-out camp
chair causes you to slump as if bored by the sermon. It would come as no
surprise if a choir of angels were to sing ‘Miserere Mei, Deus’ but you'd
be disappointed by the intrusion on nature’s soundscape. Your campsite
is anecessary evil. Yet, looking at all that gear and the car parked next to
it, you consider how much nicer it would've been if you could've walked
in with just a swag on your back.

It's not so far from the edge of the forest to where you're sitting; not
that you'd know it. Could it be that you're just as close to transforming
myth into reality? Even if you do witness this fabled feline, if you don’t
return with tangible evidence you'll just be the fool on the hill.
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Ignoring nature’s siren lure you decide to get to work. Months of
intensive investigation requires some output, an artefact, a product to
be your labour’s fruit. This endeavour began as a dream of becoming
a documentary filmmaker. Being in the bush is the perfect setting for
adding flavour to your script. Opening the screenplay for your Otway’s
panther doco, you read:

EXT. - Day

We are driving a windy road through Otway’s
rainforest. Whenever we pass through a patch of
sunlight, the screen whites out from the glare.

You (V.O.)

Physicists speak of parallel
universes, alternate realities
occupying the same physical space,
dispersed across thirteen dimensions.
In the Otways, Gondwanan era flora
lives side by side with steel-mesh
gangways and undomesticated cats.
Jurassic dinosaurs graze alongside
diprotodon, the rhinoceros-sized
wombat. You can feel these interwoven
realities competing, cooperating,
coalescing. Sit still for long enough
and they’ll start to consume you.

It might not be so bad, to be one
with this forest, to be an active
component of this organism. The
white noise (or dark green) of dense
biomass makes the tree ferns, the
eucalypts, the acacias, the bracken,
the lichen and moss, the mistletoe
and everything in space and time
become one thing: forest.

You realise that reading a screenplay is no approach to your current
objective—the subject of the panther’s reality. Frustration reminds you
to focus on your reason for camping overnight in this cold, wet forest. As
always, when you feel like you've hit a wall, you go back to the beginning.
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Where did this start? What propelled you to this night in nature’s
sanctum? Everyone loves a good story but you're not usually a myth
hunter. Why roll up for this mystery tour? It was cool-headed Flynn. His
yarn put skin on the legend. Unsettled in your camp chair, plagued by
these questions, you recall your interview with him.

We meet at the corner of Wild Dog Road where the creek of the same
name flows into the Southern Ocean. Near the western entrance to the
Bass Strait, the Otway Ranges rise alarmingly from behind the beach.
They leave a narrow fringe on the edge of the continent for the Great
Ocean Road to cling to. Only a minute from here is one of the Otway’s
many waterfalls. An ageing Land Cruiser smears the gravel as it comestoa
standstill. The door springs halfway open before I can grab the handle and
reveals Flynn leaning across to shuffle tools and papers off the passenger
seat. When he’s conjured a bit of space, I climb in, fitting my feet on top of
extension cords, between a toolbox and the inside wall of the cab.

Our route follows the Wild Dog through a narrow gorge before climbing
the goat trail slope. Driving along, leaning forward, Flynn ducks his head
to peer upwards through the windscreen and points out a bald hill just
in front of us that is topped with three power poles. He tells me that it’s
called Calvary after the hill where Jesus was supposedly crucified. My time
in this region is marked by the accumulation of place names—local sites
like this one that are not mentioned on any map. Pirate’s Cove, the first of
these names that I learned, is just a few minutes from our current location.

‘This is the spot, Flynn announces as he pulls over. He’s a fair-skinned,
lanky bloke with sandy hair and a hawk nose. His salt-of-the-earth nature
means that, on the odd occasion when he actually speaks, I'm inclined to
believe him. Scanning around to get his bearings, he’s already rolling a
ciggie as we cross the road. He explains that the place has changed a bit
since the day of his encounter; his tone suggesting that this is probably
one of his characteristic understatements. Squatting down, he starts
fossicking in the bush on the property perimeter.

‘There was a fence here, but down about—’ Trying to indicate where
the fence used to be, Flynn pushes farther into the bush. Pointing, he says,
‘See I reckon back just about there is where I would have gone down. It
was morning, late morning, I come down here and then gone to take a
shortcut straight down this hill. It was a pretty nice day. I come down here
and got to about, you know, four/five foot off the fence and there’s a black
face looking at me, you know, level with the top wire of the fence, and

189 | Pete Mawhinney



wellIjust sorta, just stopped and gone WHOA, that's pretty scary and just
looked at it and freaked out. I don’t know how far I jumped back but there
was a mutual sorta, you know... It went that way, I went that way, Flynn
says, gesturing in alternate directions, ‘and I walked down the long way.
I've never walked down there since.

‘Ibet. About how close were you?’

‘Aw, I reckon six foot. It was a pretty clear day.

You find yourself enchanted by the forest while reflecting on Flynn’s story.
Its significance looms now that you're in situ, hoping to sight a panther for
yourself. The first time you asked Flynn if he'd seen an Otway’s panther
he responded, ‘I've seen a big black cat’ When you pressed a little harder
he told you the story and that was it—he saw a ‘bloody big black cat.’ But,
unlike you, he wasn't looking for it. You wondered what the outcome
of an intentional encounter might be. Perhaps you could find a clue to
aid you in your current situation. Before venturing into this territory on
your own, you went in search of a source that is a bit more enthusiastic,
a bit more verbose, and you found Simon Townsend—panther hunter in
extremis. The filing system on your laptop is as haphazard as a wallaby’s
droppings. You worry that you'll flatten your battery just looking for the
audio that aired on Radio National (Bird). There are no power points out
here. Having unearthed the file, with some regret you disrupt the forest’s
choral by pressing play.

Simon Townsend:

It was feline. It was well over two metres long, massively
muscled. It was trying to get away from us as we approached,
at a sort of belly crawl, slinking along. And it had the most
malevolent stare I've ever seen any animal give me—glared at
me with these very big yellow eyes. The total sighting couldn’t
have lasted more than a few seconds but it was imprinted on
my mind.

Armed with motion-sensing, infra-red digital cameras; DNA kits; and a
dead sheep, Simon Townsend and John Turner try to capture a picture or
DNA sample of the Otway’s panther. After decades of investing time and
money in their search, they have failed to find any firm evidence of this
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mysterious creature. They have a mountain of anecdotal evidence and
inconclusive signs but, keen to be faithful to scientific rigour, they admit
that they will have to keep searching. Yet, according to John Turner:

everybody you talk to will know somebody that either they've
seen a cat or somebody they know has. Everybody! Like, not
just one in a hundred—everybody.

It’s true, everyone in the area has a story or knows someone with a story.

ABC reporter Dylan Bird goes on to interview Peter Menkhorst, a
zoologist with the Department of Environment and Primary Industries
(DEPI) and author of The Victorian State Government’s 2012 report,
‘Assessment of Evidence for the Presence in Victoria of a Wild Population
of “Big Cats™ (Menkhorst and Morison), also known as ‘The Big Cat
Report'. Peter tells the story of ‘one interesting case of a scat’ that was
retrieved near the Otway Ranges. Expert analysis found that it contained
hairs that ‘looked very much like hairs taken from a black leopard that was
at the Melbourne Zoo at the time’.

Peter Menkhorst:

Some years later a researcher at Melbourne University
extracted DNA from those hairs and that also lined up with
leopard DNA.

Dylan Bird (reporter):
So, what explanation could there be for that then?
Peter Menkhorst:

Ah, well, we don’t really have an explanation.

[.]

But we left the findings open to a degree. We're certainly not
saying definitively that these things don’t exist but we're
saying it's surprising that there isn’t some definitive evidence...

Dylan Bird (reporter):

So why is it then that you don’t want to rule out that they could
exist?

Peter Menkhorst:

Well, it's partly that there are all these perfectly intelligent,
reasonable people out there who are saying that they've seen
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one and, well, it’s almost impossible to say that something
does not exist. You can't prove that something does not exist.
But you can prove that it does exist and we haven’t been able
to do that.

A search for the big cat report on DEPI's website returns the result ‘File
not found’, but I discovered a copy on the Mitta Mitta Township website
(Menkhorst and Morison).

As the blackness of evening slinks towards your campsite, the birds
become agitated. It’s as if they’'ve spent the day playing and suddenly
realised they’re not ready for the impending night. The forest is feverish
on the borders between night and day.

Shaking off reflections on the faunal frenzy brings you back to the
business at hand. The single, piece-of-shit evidence is disappointing. So
many sightings, so few hard facts. A government zoologist doing desktop
research in Melbourne is one thing but it's not enough. How is that going
to help you find a big cat out here? What'’s needed is someone on the
ground. Someone who lives and works in the area, collecting real data.
There is a man who knows the forest so well that he doesn’t need a trail of
breadcrumbs to find his way out. Playing the recording of your interview
with Parks Vic. ranger Gary Summers seems less intrusive now, in the din
of the raucous dusk.

Stationed at his desk in the Parks Victoria office, at the back of the Apollo
Bay township, Gary enters numbers into an Excel spreadsheet. The
building is an old weatherboard house converted to its current purpose
by adding a wheelchair ramp for accessibility. His grey beard, slight
middle-age-spread and warm, friendly eyes make me believe he’d be
a good Santa. He has been commissioned as a ranger for decades and
during the last six years one of his projects has been a fauna survey of the
Otway’s parks. Forty infra-red, motion-detecting cameras placed in the
same position each year capture animals from as small as an antechinus
up to as big as a red deer. Improvements in the technology mean that the
surveys now run longer than the minimum twenty-one days. Gary would
like to see them run for two months.
‘So, what does this survey give you?’
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‘What's driven this is people are saying, “What are the values of the
park?” and we're saying, look, biodiversity is an intrinsic value. Each
animal has a right to exist and we shouldn’t be making 'em go extinct.
And we manage it the best way we can. Up until now we thought we'd
been doin’ okay but we haven’t been able to statistically prove it. And this
way is scientific, it’s rigorous, it's repeatable. This is the sort of strong
science we need to actually go with arguments that we need to continue
to manage parks in certain ways. With science it's much easier.

Gary explains that it was twenty years of scientific research that
enabled Parks to get cattle grazing out of the alpine areas. He says, ‘Now,
if they want to reintroduce cattle grazing in the alpine they've gotta
prove scientifically it’s not causing damage because we can prove it is.
Everything rests on the science because, as Gary says, ‘People don'’t
believe people who've been working in the field for thirty years. This day
an’ age it's gotta be scientifically proven and strong science.

I ask Gary if there are any interesting stories coming out of this year’s
survey. Without prelude he launches into the story of the tiger quoll,
Dasyurus maculatus. Unseen for fifteen to twenty years, suddenly scats
started to appear and this year they've been captured by his survey
cameras. Gary tells me that what this means, according to the scientist
that Gary works with, is that ‘the Otways is one of those rare places in
Victoria where we still have our full assemblage of mammals. From before
Europeans came, we've still got every animal that was here. That’s a rare
story to be able to tell in Australia now.’ Everyone as far as the fringes of
the area and many beyond were ecstatic at the discovery and happy that
this critter, like Lazarus, had been resurrected from presumed extinction.

And the Otway's panther? Gary thinks it’s ‘an old wives’ tale that’s got
legs. He says it's like the quoll, which he thought was extinct, and the red
deer which he hadn’t seen until this year. But, if they were there, he feels
that with the number of cameras both he and DEPI are using they should
have been spotted by now. His final words on the matter: ‘Right now I can’t
say they don't exist, but I'd say probably not. In ten years we’ll be able to
say they don’t exist.

Like Caesar at the Rubicon, you've crossed the border into night. The
forest has become a barrier of black silhouettes on a black background.
Most of the bird noises are gone, leaving the rhythmic intonations
of frogs and the running river. Then, the peaceful pulse of darkness is
torn asunder by the bellowing grunt of a charging beast. Every time
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you hear it you pause, holding your breath, waiting to confirm that your
fear is unfounded. Nothing is real and nothing to get hung about (Lennon
and McCartney ‘Strawberry Fields"). It IS a koala. It's okay, you know
it’s okay. But, just as you release your shoulders and resume breathing,
screams of brutal murder assault your nerves. For a moment, your tent
seems attractive, but then you consider its flimsiness. Perhaps the car.
Recovering from this adrenalin spike, you figure it must be a barking owl,
Ninox connivens (Lewis), but your still-pounding heart and tight throat
insist otherwise. The idea that this is just local birdsong beggars belief. In
an attempt to dispel the fear, you sing haltingly to yourself as you squint
into the darkness, undecided whether you want to see; ‘I am he as you
are he as you are me / And we are all together / See how they run like
pigs from a gun see how they fly / I'm crying’ (Lennon and McCartney
‘Walrus’). A deeper distraction might help. Resting the pages on the
steering wheel, you reread an early draft of your Otway’s panther story.

Many millions of years ago, before Australia was a continent, it was part
of the Gondwana landmass. During that time an uplift in the Earth’s
crust created the Great Dividing Range that now runs from far northern
Queensland, down the east coast, as far as western Victoria. The Otway
Ranges are part of that ancient formation. They also happen to be the first
piece of land seen by the Roaring Forties, strong westerly winds in the
Southern Hemisphere, from as far as South Africa. These winds pick up
moisture from the Southern Ocean, then rise up over the Otways where
the water condenses and falls as rain on the mountains. An average of
two metres per year makes it the highest rainfall in Victoria. The resulting
erosion causes a labyrinth of valleys and gullies that provides the diverse
environments and many secret places that are characteristic of the
Otway Ranges.

With your pulse returned to resting state and your balance between
courage and fear sufficiently shifted to the rational side, you strike out
to see one of the local sights. Something special that only appears in the
dark. Torch in hand, you head down the trail to the river. Walking beside
a rock bank you spy a tiny blue dot of light. Recent mental disturbances
melt away with this discovery that you’re on course to something of
mythical beauty. This solitary blue period is not a fullstop but rather the
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beginning. The little blue lights increase in number until you find yourself
surrounded by them in vertical constellations. You stop, extinguish your
torch and wait as your night vision sharpens. The steady blue lights of the
glow-worms, Arachnocampa richardsae: tentative identification (Merrit
and Baker 43), surround you like a community of fairies waiting for the
show to commence. You feel the urge to ooh and ahh but with no-one else
in the forest to hear it, you don't make a sound. Stumped for something
else to do you simply stand and stare. In the darkness, the droplet-sized
dots are the only indication of the rock walls that enclose you. You're so
mesmerised that despite being right by the babbling brook you barely
notice. It seems the stillness of the lights has infected you.

The sound of water falling suggests you've reached the dead end of a
gully with rock walls like a prison fence rising above you on either side.
The trees on the banks above barricade any view of the dark blue night.
Casting your gaze around at the myriad specks you sight two larger yellow
lights, and they’re moving... in lock step. As they stop, so does your heart.
You've probably ceased breathing as well. You feel them staring at you.
Time stiffens. Movement in the slippery uneven inhibited. A step closer.
A sharp inhale. Locked in the grasp of its gaze. Poised but option-less.
The tickle of sweat running down your face. Does fear really have a smell?
Another step closer... but then... moving sideways? Seeming to be watching
you. Seeming to walk away. At some distance the eyes wink out and you
hear heavy padded footfalls at a running gait.

It's some minutes before your body relaxes and you don’t know
whether or not to move—it went in the direction of your camp. Uncertain
of your decision, you tentatively switch on your torch, shining it at the
memory but there’s nothing to be seen, nothing to get hung about. A few
minutes more, or is it hours, and you move towards your campsite. You
collect the sleeping bag from your tent and spend the night in the locked
car... awake.

Does the Otway’s panther exist? You say yes, I say no. I don’t know. Who
can say? Maybe it's Schrédinger’s cat, an example of what physicists
call quantum superposition in which a thing simultaneously exists and
doesn't exist until someone observes it. You know I know it’s all a dream.
Either way or both, it’s all true.
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The Architecture of Grief | AmyLin(neeHilhorst)isa
Amy Lin Perth writer who has recently

completed her PhD on mental
illness in Australian poetry.

She has published poems, essays,
interviews and reviews in
Westerly, Cordite, Social
Alternatives, Verity La and Axon.

Grieving for you is a large house with voided corridors of absence. Sounds
ricochet, tracing the contours of loss. Your voice is absorbed into furniture
but it withholds, the echo never arriving. No breeze enters through
windows in the vacuum-sealed space. The wardrobes hold your clothes,
unfilled outlines of a person. A chair vacant, your shape almost apparent
in the fabric. I go up a staircase that dips and leaves off before reaching
the landing. Trip over the fact that your face will never be composed of
the same matter. Walls are two-way mirrors; others can see in but looking
out is inwardness reflected. Replication of a disappearance. The kitchen is
crowded, plates and cutlery piled high, never surmounting your goneness.
Ahatch hides a basement where your memories lie. The entry gets stuck
and I can'’t access your stories; they are now ventriloquised, perspective
warped. The attic is a repository of undone things.I open boxes to see the
dinners undined, the countries untravelled. It hurts to come down to the
bathroom, the sinkholes bottomless in not knowing your final moments.
In the living room, orchids burst from pots and vases, commiserations
sent on your passing. In this strange vibrance I sit and wait, in a house that
is filling with flowers but emptying of you.
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Gracenotes & Endnotes Dr Kathryn Hummel is a writer

Kathrvn Hummel and researcher whose creative
y and scholarly works have been
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translated/anthologised/
recognised. She currently edits
non-fiction and travel writing
for Verity La. Kathryn’s fifth
volume of poetry is forthcoming
with Singapore’s Math Paper
Press and her sixth and seventh
with London’s Protex(s)t Books.

The floor is a forest. The keys on the chain ring

with the refrain I have heard cicadae strum over their
bodies—a music that bores through the hardwood door

a slot for postcards to drop in a tarot spread across

the strings of the carpet. Let’s get our fortunes read tonight
before the domestic occult is crushed by science and
observation. Step in. Look closer. See more. Any questions?
Overexposed to the outdoors: the ghost gum negated

the albatross washed black, we run with our eyes turned
down to the road, moving up the bleach lines

dripped along its groove. The sun is the only colour that
isn't always absent. There’s a ship navigating its glass

case. From above, trees as small as ants crowd the

dusty steppes of the Nullarbor. Earnest love traps foxes
whose innards gleam like gemstones (you predict

our guts will look just like that.) About the bone there is

a pattern to everything: rock, wall, body fissure. Everything
radiates out to radiate in: the physics of ego.

A whale can look like a submarine, a cow

like crumpled paper; plants grow moss like antlers.

Death loses its delicacy. Bantamweight stories become,

by degrees, engulfed in shadow. I've always disliked the
disruption of narrative but have learned

in the space provided

to farm out the teeth of crocodiles into legend.
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Age of Dust: a review of Fiona Dorrell is the Alice
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Story Of Bertha Strehlow stories and reviews have been

Fiona Dorrell published in Australian Book
Review and Voiceworks, and
shortlisted for the NT Literary
Awards and Rachel Funari Prize.
In 2016, she was a recipient of
the inaugural Arts NT Varuna
Fellowship.

Leni Shilton. 2018. Walking with Camels:

The Story of Bertha Strehlow.

Crawley: UWA Publishing. RPP: $22.99, 154pp.
ISBN: 9781742589701.

In a photograph in the opening pages of Leni Shilton’s debut verse novel,
Walking with Camels, Bertha Strehlow appears against a range somewhere
between Hermannsburg and Horseshoe Bend Station in her skirt and
cardigan, gazing past the camera, a joey held in against her body.

In the legacy of her husband, T. G. H. (Ted) Strehlow (1908-1978), the
prominent Central Australian anthropologist and linguist who was born
and raised amongst Arrernte people at the Lutheran mission at Ntaria,
Hermannsburg, Bertha is generally overlooked. Sometimes history
forgets stories like hers—about complicated love, about supporting a
husband’s ambition, about pregnancies, and about being changed by a
place and its people. From letters, photographs, and field diaries, Shilton
retrieves a woman's encounter with the desert frontier.

History and narrative impel this poetry. In a succession of intimate
scenes, the book describes field trips into the deserts south-west of Alice
Springs. It is the 1930s, during the early contact period, and while Bertha
considers the idea that an old way of living in country is being lost, the
Aboriginal characters around her are already straddling a rapid shift
between traditional and introduced cultures. There is nothing static about
the place and people she encounters, and her experiences simultaneously
complicate and ground any intercultural romance. In ‘Mt McCulloch’,
George, an Aboriginal camel handler supporting their expedition to study
desert nomads, is equally curious about the elusive ‘naked men’ (52).
Images of ‘Aranda men calling / camel commands / in Arabic’ in ‘The
Eye of a Needle’ (32), or the sorry camp restrained by Lutheran hymn in
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‘Songs of Central Australia’ (85), or even the defiant ‘quiet talk’—clucks
and chuckles and ‘“talk / happening with eyes’ in ‘Weaving Hands’ (92)—
reveal a world that is dynamic and culturally textured. When stories are
offered they are gestures of intimacy, as in ‘Kungkarrangkalpa’, when
George, ‘no longer shy’, tells Bertha the story of the mythical seven sisters
who were chased by the ancestors, creating the waterholes and hills as
they fled (55). Other lessons are abrupt and set cultural difference aside.
In ‘The Birth’, a woman ‘bleeds— / doesn’t stop. / [ lean my hands / into
her soft empty belly / but she grows lighter— / the loss / a surprise to
her’ (94).

There is nothing guarded about Shilton’s depiction of the rhythmic
solitude of the desert, as there sometimes is in Robyn Davidson’s
Tracks (1980). During Bertha's camel journey, life is stripped back to
its essentials—day, night, weather, movement. Hair grows, hair is cut,
footprints are found and followed, water is dug for, beds are made and
unmade, sleep comes and goes; waking and sleeping mingle and blur.
While the book is structured around her relationship with Ted, private
moments reveal another journey underway. Having lived and worked
in the Northern Territory herself for twenty-five years, Shilton’s
descriptions are intimate and alive. Budgerigars ‘lift en masse’ (58), cold
seeps up from buried groundwater (65), and Bertha surrenders quickly
to things she cannot control—pace, temperature, distance, isolation.
Meanwhile other patterns appear, like repeated exclusion from her
husband’s obsessive mind and work.

Although not remembered as a scholar, Bertha Strehlow (1911-1984)
taught, published, and contributed to Ted’s work throughout her life.
The Bertha we encounter here is a quiet observer of a world in transition;
of the interface between black and white, religion and anthropology, and
of an environment, though remote and isolated, already fundamentally
changed by settlement.

This is an age of dust. Windows are jammed with it, bags caked with
it, and dust storms last for days, as Bertha writes in ‘To Father from
Hermannsburg’ (17-19). By the 1950s, prolonged drought and overgrazing
have already reduced many areas in Central Australia to bare ground
(Beudel 238), the destruction of country by cattle indicative of the
comprehensive violence of settlement. ‘The waterholes are green’, Bertha
writes in ‘Nothing’, another attempt at a ‘cheery’ letter back to Adelaide,
‘low, edges pushed in / by nervous cattle’ (60).

At the height of the story, Bertha'’s trial mirrors Journey to Horseshoe
Bend (1969), Ted's memoir about his father’s last foray into the desert
south from Hermannsburg. The photograph of Bertha, this time smiling
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from a stretcher bed attached to a camel (49), recalls Carl Strehlow
swollen and sitting upright on his wooden chair pulled by sweating
horses towards medical attention in Adelaide some thousand miles south.
There is nothing ironic about Shilton’s portrait of Bertha, as there often
is in other accounts of white pioneers. Eleanor Hogan’s recent portrait
of Daisy Bates in her ‘prim Edwardian rig’, camped on the edge of the
Nullarbor and taking notes on bemused Aboriginal people (Hogan 117),
stands as an example of these mixed feelings to our often deeply troubling
frontier histories.

Although they are different historical characters, both Bertha Strehlow
and Daisy Bates were women who ventured into our literal and imagined
inland. Shilton’s account is very human. While the story she offers is born
of a specific time and place in Australian history, at its core it shares a
woman’s encounter with self, country, and grief.

Through poetry, Shilton retrieves an intimate picture of Bertha
Strehlow and the time she lived in. What this book offers is the story
of a journey towards more complex connection to place within a
settler context.
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WA Writers United

Westerly is part of WA Writers United, a
collaboration of literary organisations in Perth.
Westerly subscribers will benefit from member
discounts on tickets for all the following events—
just mention WA Writers United when you book!

December

2nd Katharine’s Birthday Award Ceremony (Open Day), KSP Writers’ Centre, from
11am.

14th FAWWA Annual Christmas Party.
14th OOTA Christmas lunch celebration, FAC Pavillion, 1-4pm.
15th Deadline for Tom Collins Poetry Prize, FAWWA.

January

20th ‘Supporting Your “Sellable” Stories’ with Campbell Jeffreys, KSP Writers’
Centre, 1-4pm.

21st Voicebox Poetry Reading and Announcement of the Tom Collins Poetry Prize,
Café @ The Rose, North Fremantle, from 6.30pm.

February

Applications open for KSP Residency Program 2020, KSP Writers’ Centre.
2nd OOTA Workshop on ‘Place’ with Susan Midalia. FAC, 1.30-4.30pm.
15th KSP Writers’ Centre Fundraiser: Movie Night.
16th ‘Supporting Your “Short” Stories’ Workshop, KSP Writers’ Centre, 1-4pm.
19-25th Perth Festival Writers Week.
22nd Deadline for KSP Special Anthology Submissions, KSP Writers’ Centre.
22nd KSP Sundowner Session, KSP Writers’ Centre, from 6:30pm.

25th Voicebox Poetry Reading, Café @ The Rose, North Fremantle, from 6.30pm.

March

oth ‘Supporting Your “Historical Fiction” Stories’ with writer-in-residence Ilka
Tampke, KSP Writers’ Centre, 1-4pm.

12th Emerging Writer Literary Dinner—Toga, KSP Writers’ Centre, from 6pm.

18th ‘Supporting Your “Screenplay” Stories’ with John Beaton (8-week course), KSP
Writers’ Centre, 6-9pm.

25th Voicebox Poetry Reading, Café @ The Rose, North Fremantle, from 6.30pm.
29th KSP Sundowner Session, KSP Writers’ Centre, from 6:30pm.
31st Deadline for Submissions to Westerly Magazine, June/July issue.

April

6th OOTA Workshop with Helen Hagemann, FAC, 1.30-4pm.

16th Literary Dinner—60s, KSP Writers’ Centre, from 6pm.

18th KSP Holiday Hub—Poetry Edition.

26th KSP Sundowner Session, KSP Writers’ Centre, from 6:30pm.

29th Voicebox Poetry Reading, Café @ The Rose, North Fremantle, from 6.30pm.

May

sth ‘Supporting Your “Poetry” Stories’ Workshop, with established writer-in-
residence Les Wicks, KSP Writers’ Centre, 10am-5pm.

19th KSP Open Day, KSP Writers’ Centre, from 11am.

25th ‘Supporting Your “Short” Stories’ Workshop with Guy Salvidge, KSP Writers’
Centre, 1-4pm.

27th Voicebox Poetry Reading, Café @ The Rose, North Fremantle, from 6.30pm.

31st KSP Sundowner Session, KSP Writers’ Centre, from 6:30pm.

June

15th ‘Supporting Your “Thriller” Stories’ Workshop, KSP Writers’ Centre, 1-4pm.
18th Emerging Writer Literary Dinner—Film Noir, KSP Writers’ Centre, from 6pm.
24th Voicebox Poetry Reading, Café @ The Rose, North Fremantle, from 6.30pm.

Ongoing

The Fellowship of Writers WA will be running a number of events across the year, dates
TBC. They also offer residencies. See their website for details: http://www.fawwa.org/
events

OOTA Prose classes with Helen Hagemann and Poetry classes with Shane McCauley are
ongoing, on alternate Fridays. Contact: https://www.ootawriters.com/our-classes/

WA Poets Inc. host a variety of poetry events throughout the year, visit their website for
updates: www.wapoets.wordpress.com

KSP Writers’ Centre offers three private cabins for writers to retreat, with substantial
discounts for members, plus ten different writing groups meeting on a regular basis.
Contact: www.kspwriterscentre.com

Peter Cowan Writers’ Centre supports novice, emerging and established creative writers
in Perth, offering a range of workshops and writing groups. Their ‘First Draft’ writing
group meets on the first Sunday of every month, while the group ‘Creative Writing for
Pleasure’ meets every Saturday. Visit their website to find out more: http://pcwc.org.au/

For more information on any of these events, please contact the host organisation.
Peter Cowan Writers’ Centre: www.pcwc.org.au

KSP Writers’ Centre: www.kspwriterscentre.com

WA Poets Inc: www.wapoets.wordpress.com

Voicebox: www.voiceboxpoets.com

OOTA: www.ootawriters.com
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Westerly
Submissions

Westerly publishes fiction and poetry as well as
articles. We aim to generate interest in the literature
and culture of Australia and its neighbouring regions.

Westerly is published biannually in July and November.

Previously unpublished submissions are invited from
new and established writers living in Australia
and overseas.

Submission deadline for July edition: 31 March
Submission deadline for November edition: 31 August

Submissions may be sent via post or submitted online.
Unsolicited manuscripts will not be returned. All
manuscripts must show the name and address of the
sender and should be typed (double-spaced) on one
side of the paper only. While every care is taken of
manuscripts, the editors can take no final responsibility
for their return; contributors are consequently urged
to retain copies of all work submitted.

Poetry: maximum of 5 poems no longer than 50 lines
each.

Fiction and Creative Non-Fiction: maximum 3,500
words.

Articles and Essays: maximum 5,000 words with
minimal footnotes.

Minimum rates paid to contributors:
Poems: $120. Stories and essays: $180. Reviews: S100.

Postal submissions and correspondence to:
The Editor, Westerly,

English and Cultural Studies, M2o2

The University of Western Australia,
Crawley, WA 6009 Australia

tel: (08) 6488 3403, fax: (08) 6488 1030

email: westerly@uwa.edu.au
www.westerlymag.com.au

Online submissions at westerlymag.com.au should be
attached as PDF or Word documents. Please include a
brief biographical note and postal address in the
submission form.

Work published in Westerly is

cited in: Abstracts of English Studies,
Australian Literary Studies Annual
Bibliography, Australian National
Bibliography, Journal of Commonwealth
Literature Annual Bibliography, Arts
and Humanities Citation Index, Current
Contents/Arts & Humanities, The
Genuine Article, Modern Language
Association of America Bibliography,
The Year’s Work in English Studies, and
is indexed in APAIS: Australian Public
Affairs Information Service (produced
by the National Library of Australia)
and AUSTLIT, the Australian Literary
Online Database.
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