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LOSING STREAK
HOW TASMANIA WAS GAMED BY THE 

GAMBLING INDUSTRY

James Boyce
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FOREWORD

O
n almost every index, Tasmania is the most dis-
advantaged state in Australia. The economist 
Saul Eslake has recently established that Tasma-
nians are ‘older, sicker, affected more by disability, 
less likely to have a job, earning less (if employed) 

and having less by way of real or financial assets than other 
Australians’. His Tasmania Report found that the island state 
has ‘greater concentrations of social and economic disadvan-
tage than any other State or Territory’, with gross household 
incomes about a third less than the national average.1

Among the poorest of its poor are the more than 8000 
people whose gambling is causing ‘adverse consequences’ to 
them and their families.2 A decentralised population of only 
half a million people means that Tasmanians also enjoy 
unusually strong community ties; every second person 
knows someone with a gambling problem, and one in eight 
has an immediate family member who is directly affected.3

About 85 per cent of all the money lost by ‘problem 
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6 LOSING STREAK

gamblers’ is through addiction to the world’s most danger-
ous form of poker machine.4 Industry whistleblowers have 
confirmed that these high- intensity machines are designed 
to ‘capture’ vulnerable people through ‘special features’ 
and encourage them to gamble compulsively.5 By this 
measure, the machines have been a great success. Research 
commissioned by the Tasmanian government found that 
the majority of people in a pokies lounge at any time are 
likely to be clinically defined problem gamblers, and that 
people experiencing negative impacts from their gambling 
account for about half of poker machine expenditure.6 In 
other words, pokie addicts are not just customers of Tas-
mania’s gambling industry; they are its core business. 

The state’s treasurer, Peter Gutwein, has claimed that the 
most recent government- commissioned study ‘found that 
the rate of problem gambling in Tasmania has fallen by over 
25 per cent’. He suggested that this evidence should ‘temper 
emotions flaring in the debate around poker machines’.7 
But the report he cited specifically warns against using its 
figures to claim that problem-gambling has decreased. 
What the researchers concluded was, ‘The proportion of 
Tasmanian adults experiencing the most acute problems 
associated with gambling is unchanged [my emphasis].’8

Problem- gambling statistics are not like the impersonal 
economic indices that all treasurers are inclined to inter-
pret in the best possible light. Every person with a gambling 
problem is an individual in pain. After decades of research, 
there is no longer any doubt that poker machine addicts 
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JAMES BOYCE 7

are more likely to commit crime, suffer depression, anxiety 
and other mental- health problems, encounter relationship 
difficulties, become homeless, lose contact with loved ones, 
and endure financial hardship. Their partners, parents and 
children are locked in lives of desperation because of their 
addiction. Significant numbers of these constituents have 
been brave enough to tell their heart- wrenching stories to 
MPs. There is no evidence that Peter Gutwein is a habitual 
liar or heartless cynic. Why, then, would he mislead the 
community about the extent of this suffering? 

The most obvious answer is that his line supports the 
government’s entrenched policy. Tasmania is the only state 
with a single pokies licence, and the contract is due to expire 
in 2018. The treasurer – even before a parliamentary inquiry 
began looking into this issue – has announced that there will 
be no change to the number and location of poker machines. 

What is not so easy to explain is why the government 
is so resistant to change. Every poker machine in Tasma-
nia is owned by Federal Hotels, a Sydney- based company 
fully owned by one family (who have become, on the back 
of this monopoly, one of the richest in the nation). This 
means that no other state has so few losers and so many 
potential winners from pursuing reform. Beneficiaries 
would include the majority of hotels and clubs. Nor is this 
a state government that is ‘addicted’ to pokies revenue. 
The terms of the remarkably generous pokies contract 
with Federal Hotels mean that not even the harshest critic 
could claim that gambling policy has been driven by a 
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8 LOSING STREAK

commitment to maximise financial return.9 
This once- in- a- generation opportunity to remove 

poker machines from the community also enjoys over-
whelming popular support. When the Tasmanian 
parliament moved to legalise poker machines in hotels in 
1993, opposition was so high that even Tattersalls, after 
conducting polling, became nervous about returning to 
the state where it was founded. Numerous polls have con-
firmed that public opinion has not changed since.10

Peter Gutwein’s position on poker machines is not in the 
interests of the Liberal Party, its small business heartland or 
the Treasury. The policy defies political and economic logic, 
not to speak of its callous indifference to harm. 

To understand the treasurer’s rhetoric, it is necessary 
to recognise that for nearly fifty years almost every minis-
ter in charge of gambling policy, regardless of political 
allegiance, has misrepresented data to defend the indus-
try. The latest propaganda is less an expression of an 
individual politician’s views than of the ingrained assump-
tions of a political class. Their trenchant support of the 
status quo is not due to self- interest, but to a conflict of 
interest that permeates the political establishment.11 

Only Tasmanian history can explain Peter Gutwein’s spin 
and the determination of both major political parties to 
block substantial poker machine reform. This history did 
not begin with the arrival of pokies in the 1990s, but with a 
gambling licence issued in the 1960s. It began with the mach-
inations behind the development of Australia’s first casino. 
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for the hidden ones



Alone is the swallow and costly the spring

For the sun to turn it takes a lot of work

It takes a thousand dead sweating at the wheels

It takes the living also shedding their blood

Odysseus Elytis
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Days of Butterflies
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I

Beneath sheoaks on a slope on a hill overlooking Bass strait 

is the grave of John Lascelles, a man commonly thought of by 

the people of this island as the finest you’d ever be likely to meet. It’s 

pretty amusing that for so many years I would have been the last person  

to reckon that of him and that it fell to myself and Leonie in the end to  

bury him, but bury him we did, not with full military honours as he 

may have dreamt, but with a typically odds and sods gathering of people 

who’d known him both short and long, and who respected him with a 

deep though often dry-witted affection. Some placed wattle boughs in 

his grave, some stepped forward to whisper a few words, others offered 

the traditional hand of ground. Leonie threw in a nectarine. Lascelles 

would always bring a delicious offering from his garden when he visited 

us in the warmer months; and believe you me, growing stone fruit is not 

always an easy task in the weather we get out here on King.

For myself, I posted a letter into his grave; well, a sealed package 

actually, addressed in cuttlefish ink containing events and feelings 

written in the same. These were the last of the pages I’d written many 

years before to Leonie, and which, like all the others, I’d planned for 
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Lascelles to personally make sure she received. They were pages no 

one bar Leonie was ever to read, pages I know Lascelles himself would 

certainly have loved to have seen, but which I’d stubbornly refused to 

show him. Mind you, I did very nearly paraphrase their contents one 

night over dinner here at Naracoopa, in the pleasurable years of my 

final thaw, when I no longer saw him as a phoney or a threat, but as a 

kind-hearted and doggedly loyal friend of above-average intelligence. 

But no, I could never bring myself to do it, to share with him the words 

as I’d written them down, in the packages I’d sent through to Leonie 

with his assistance in those days after the war when he and his father 

ran the post office. And even Leonie didn’t know for sure that the last 

package had survived, for I’d held it close since the day it had come back 

into my possession, like a good luck charm, it being the only one that 

hadn’t gone up in the fire at Wait-a-While.

That’s where we buried Lascelles, on the block at Wait-a-While, 

on the levelled site of my old hut, and right alongside the plots where 

Leonie and myself will eventually be lowered down. I caught sight of 

her face on the other side of the grave, her skin ghastly white with the 

easterly and the sadness of it all. She was facing into the molten glare 

of the water far below but looked down at the open soil as the package 

fluttered out from my hand. She’d recognise it anywhere, I knew she 

would even after all these years, and I saw the surprise in her face as 

it dropped in a slant and then seemed to hover for a moment, before 

landing with a light thsk onto Lascelles’ coffin lid.

With respect to gossip on the island, I was thankful that the envelope 

landed sender upwards, with only my own name in my younger hand 

legible to the sky and the eyes around, though you would have had to 

be really looking. People have joked to me since that I needn’t have put 

a sender’s address on a letter to a dead man and I’ve laughed along with 

them, relieved at what other story they might have drummed up if the 
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package had twisted the other way and landed with Leonie’s name face 

up. Oh, I can imagine the conclusions they may have come to, about 

the frustrated passion Lascelles had for her and how the only evidence 

of it would be buried with him. Yes, I can well imagine some of them 

thinking that. Especially given how close the three of us eventually 

became and also given the fact that Lascelles had never married. But 

they would have been wrong. It was a lucky turn for us all that Lascelles, 

whose life was so pure and thoughtful, died without any hint of such 

a scandal, though even if he had it may not have phased me, given my 

own betrayals, and those of others against me, which have so directed 

the course of my life.

The last time I saw Lascelles alive he’d parked his Cortina back near 

the jetty and walked the rest. Trying to keep his old body fit. He seemed 

healthy enough when he showed, his colour was good, and he propped 

on the couch in his customary green slicker and cords with his pipe 

and a mug of coffee. As I remember it we had a pleasant chat, mainly 

about rumours of the scheelite mine re-opening, but when he left and 

I watched him walking back out across the grass in the direction of 

his car there was something in the quality of his solitude that caught 

my attention. Dear old Lascelles. The colours around little Councillor 

Island in the bay beyond were switching off and on under cloud. Silver, 

blue-black, green. As usual his tread was tentative – it took me years 

to realise it was due to the sheer size and openness of his brain that he 

walked the earth, even in peacetime, as if it was a minefield – but as I 

watched him go the whole atmosphere of sky and sea seemed to adjust 

its curvature and hover auspiciously around him. When two days later I 

found him slumped on his old back porch above the harbour in Currie, 

with a cold pot of tea, a fallen book, and a honey sandwich covered with 

ants at his side, it seemed the most natural thing in the world. We are 

all getting on after all. What rocked me was not so much that he had 
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died, but rather the fact that I, due to the last persistent residue of an 

obstinate ocker pride, had withheld so long from him the one vindica-

tion he so richly deserved.

Leonie and I felt his loss greatly, although I, unlike her, felt it guiltily 

also. I recalled the day years before when Lascelles first came to visit 

Naracoopa on his father’s shiny old Velocette. We sat out on the garden 

bench near the rows of agapanthus (they’re all gone now), he with his 

post-office visor still on his head, and he lit his pipe. The thought of  

what I could have said to him then, and didn’t, is a part, I s’pose,  

of the engine that drives my pen across this page. The good-natured 

man had built an official RSL Memorial Reading Room on the island 

and nobody used it. He spent his time off from the post office alone in 

that reading room, dusting the shelves, writing away on letterhead for 

new catalogues, unit histories, personal memoirs, photographic records; 

listening out for a footfall. His benign dream, his theory, that diggers 

needed healing, time to nurture their scars by reading and writing in 

order to reflect on the trials of their wars, was seemingly disproven. 

Time and again he watched the King Island SS – my cheeky name for 

the soldier settlers – trudge past through the squalls to the pub or the 

club. To drink. To bend their memories with beer and away from vexa-

tion. Lascelles knew that theirs was a version of the talking cure. Only it 

was self-medication. The shrink was no one specific, just any ear who’d 

listen – not to the gangrenous facts of the jungle or Tobruk, but to the 

avoiding of them.

Yet out on the east side of the island, here was I, Wesley Cress, a living 

testament to the rightness of Lascelles’ theory. And this is what I with-

held from him. What I couldn’t say. How he had unknowingly filled my 

life with love. I can see his discomfort on that day near the agapanthus, 

as he sat fiddling with his pipe. I can almost see the thoughts in his mind, 

like a slide show whirring, clanking, re-arranging. I can remember my 
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own thoughts too, that his problem was – there was nothing he could 

ever do about it – that he never saw action. Simple as that. His keenness 

and curiosity about anything to do with the war used to cheese me off, 

though eventually I learnt to have a laugh, even at the thought of it. He 

would always narrow his eyes when I did that, as if to ask indignantly: 

‘What? ’ But in my weakness I could never say, and all I can think now is 

how sad it was that something inside of him still envied me my burden.

I crunch the last of my breakfast toast between my teeth and leave the 

kitchen saying I’ve gotta set the record straight. Leonie says from where 

she’s reading the newspaper at the table, ‘the record’s never straight’, 

and before I’ve even had a chance to walk the gravel path I’ve been sent 

way out towards an ever-receding horizon. Truth, by its nature, cannot 

be clean and straight. It is not the events or the memories of the events 

creating my condition but the conditions of this island creating them. 

The life we’ve lived since the war. The two islands I inhabit. And I’ll say 

in reply, ‘ex nihilo?’ She’ll nod. Our little erudite joke in my schoolboy 

Latin. Out of nothing?

Nothing comes out of nothing.

So I walk the gravel path looking straight ahead at nothing. Out over 

the grass, over the narrow road, the rocks, the sand, out across the 

ocean. If there’s a cargo tramp or a crayboat there I hardly see it. And 

when I turn with the curl of the path, flick that latch and walk through 

the bungalow door I somehow think of Captain John Pendlebury doing 

the same. As the heat rose back in ’41. Entering his messy office in 

Iraklion. Picking up his glass eye from where he left it on the desk and 

calmly inserting it back into its socket.
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II

During the slaughter, the screaming Days when the german 

pilots would use the piercing sirens fixed to the undersides 

of their fuselages to rattle us – quite aside from the terror of the 

bombs – we treated a little house just south of the Iraklio airfield as 

a hospital, a hotel, and a church. Uncle Tassos our host would say to 

me, as we hauled in the wounded, ‘Mister Wesley Cress you are making 

the mountains of Kriti burst with wildflowers.’ Or he would shout to 

Vern, above the strafing in the air, ‘Mister Vernon Cress, your family are 

forever welcome here.’ Once, as we sat out in the courtyard under his 

trellised vines at dawn, having endured a terrible night of bleeding and 

inadequacy as Ken Callinan gave up the ghost, Uncle Tassos said: ‘You 

brothers and your friends are here with us for all time. The living and 

the dead. We are all brothers now. Do you understand?’

Even before we got onto the island we’d had a terrible time. 

Outnumbered by German and Italian forces on the Greek mainland 

we’d been forced into a ragtag retreat south after a ferocious and 

freezing Easter at a place called Vevi. Our instructions when they 

came were to get to Crete. On any boat we could find. When finally 
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our little band of stragglers, myself, my brother Vern, Mug Wylie and 

Ken, gangplanked on the island at Souda Bay, we were exhausted. We 

were told to expect local attention and to respect it as our ally and by 

the time we’d hauled our kits from Souda across the north coast to 

join our unit at Iraklio we’d learnt it wasn’t so difficult to do so. The 

very next day, after our first fair dinkum sleep in a while, the four 

of us wandered off from the unit camp for a look-see. As it happens 

Tassos had sent his niece Adrasteia to pick two or three of us out for 

his own purposes, any two or three would do.

We all saw her coming, the dust in her dress and bare feet, her hair 

stowed away but her brown arm brandishing two plump chooks in our 

direction. We licked our lips. I took the chooks from her but handed 

them straight to Vern and he to Ken and then to Mug. Pass the chook, 

we joked, embarrassed by her beauty. And then she took them back 

from Mug and we followed her – how could we not? – for at least a half 

an hour along a creek bed and up a ridge of olive tree rows to the house.

Any one of us could have rung the necks of the chooks that day 

but we chose Mug to do the honours. He politely stepped outside the 

rough courtyard wall of the villa and up onto the little dirt lane amongst 

the oleanders. Started to rip into it. Feathers went everywhere, floating 

up in the sea-breeze above the wall. Uncle Tassos was impressed. He 

had good English from labouring on the nearby archaeological digs 

at Knossos but showed us he liked the way we dealt with the bird by 

smiling and wringing an imaginary neck in the air with his hands. Then, 

when Mug had finished, he started to talk. To begin our education.

He told us about their island boys, the Cretan unit of the Greek army, 

how they were stranded up on the Albanian border leaving Crete to 

fend for itself, without the prime of its fighting youth. Then he went 

on about an archaeologist named Pendlebury, a Pom – ‘Mister John’ 

he called him – a captain and a friend, who spoke all of Kriti’s dialects. 
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He told us how far this Mister John had walked, before the war, from 

east to west over the island’s four high massifs. He laughed as he drew 

quite the figure for us: a tall Englishman, with a glass eye from a child-

hood accident, travelling on foot, with a katsounas, a shepherd’s crook, in 

pursuit of romantic adventure and Minoan shards. Now, according to 

Tassos, Pendlebury was plying the same high plateaus and snowy passes, 

the cut gorges and barren southern shores to anticipate the Germans by 

preparing resistance networks. To link hundreds of small villages in the 

mountains with the villages of the coasts, to set up signalling patterns 

and strategies, lines of communication, and also to coordinate heavy 

work like hefting boulders onto potential landing areas to obstruct 

German aircraft. So Kriti would be ready when the Nazis came. ‘And 

she will,’ said Tassos, giving us a defiant stare.

Tassos had a big beak, and long thick side whiskers of salt and pepper 

that seemed to stand to attention as we talked to him, particularly Vern, 

in the rough-as-guts Greek he’d learnt out on the farm alone when we 

were kids. Some of what he’d learnt had paid dividends for us only a 

couple of weeks before at Vevi, when he’d come up with a nickname 

for the Italian soldiers – makaroniades – and as we’d fallen back into 

the chaos of our retreat the locals just fell about laughing at the joke. 

Now, in easier circumstances, Vern’s gifts were impressing our Cretan 

host. Uncle Tassos kept correcting Vern’s scraps of Greek, converting 

them into his dialect, but his black eyes were wet with pleasure, his 

whiskers bristling with excited sociability, and meanwhile Adrasteia 

kept shimmying in and out through the door in the courtyard wall, 

with vegetables and a copper pot she was filling with the feathers Mug 

had scattered in the street.

Of course we’d all fallen for her but Vern took the inside running 

when the pot of feathers she was carrying changed later on to a heavy 

load of juniper logs. He didn’t exactly have his tongue hanging out but, 
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by the look on her face as he held out his hands to help her, she thought 

he was a try-hard. I dunno, maybe his mangled, patched-together Greek 

sounded pathetic and Tassos had only been polite because he knew he 

could use him. Well, an ordinary shitkicker Vern definitely wasn’t, yet 

as he put out his arms to receive her basket she handed it over with an 

astonishingly assertive look. Then, quick as the wind, as soon as she’d 

handed over the basket, her expression changed to one of pure play and 

amusement.

In the courtyard we roasted the two plump chooks on the juniper 

fire. What a lark! Sitting under Uncle Tassos’ vines it seemed some kind 

of miracle that Vern, myself, Ken and Mug had found a local enclave. 

An island within the island. A clear pause. A place where we could 

remember normal things, like the feeling of a full belly and the relief of 

the sun in our bones.



The Kiwi General, Tiny Freyberg, was in charge of our Cretan forces 

and day by day he folded his huge burly frame into a jeep to visit the 

units scattered across the north coast to the west and east of Souda.  

Our bush scholar Vern gave us the heads up that Tiny Freyberg was not 

your average type of Kiwi, not even your average general. He’d been 

a hero of the first war but even more than that he had certain flash 

associations. For instance, the best man at his wedding was Peter Pan, 

or at least the fella who’d written the book.

We sat amongst the trees, smoked uncut Players, and listened to the 

general, sizing him up in the light of that info as he spoke in front of 

the Union Jack, which he’d draped over a walnut tree. I looked across 

to Vern and noticed how attentive he was as Freyberg gave us the 
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rundown, such as he knew it. A German landing by sea, a tough fight, 

a sure victory. In truth the general was issuing us all with boots of 

clay – the complete bloody opposite of Peter Pan’s light step – but he 

seemed to have no idea.

Afterwards Vern and myself had our first chat about Adrasteia as we 

traipsed the dusty path back to Uncle Tassos’.

To my surprise, Vern seemed all of a sudden indifferent to the girl. 

The proximity of Freyberg had got to him, that’s all I can put it down 

to. The big general in the grove was like a thing Vern had imagined 

before things got real, a bookish vision of a classical war. He admitted 

Adrasteia’s beauty when I remarked upon it – well, it could hardly be 

ignored – but then he said, ‘You’re keen on her are you, Wes?’ which was 

like asking if you’d prefer to have no fleas in your armpits, or that the 

makaroniades hadn’t invaded Greece in the first place, or better still that 

the war was over and we were back at home fishing on the lake. How 

could any bastard with a healthy rustle in his pants not be keen on her!

To this day I believe that it was Freyberg who turned Vern’s head 

inside out, with his flash associations, the way he stood genial but 

upright with the occult flutter of that Union Jack draped over the 

walnut tree behind him. Vern had grown up isolated, held back 

unnaturally at the farm after the death of our mother, while I was 

away at school. But he was the bright one and while I was away strug-

gling through amo amas amat he’d spent his time escaping into books, 

into classical dreams of legendary islands like Crete, and reading the 

poetry of people like Rupert Brooke, people who, he’d now informed 

us, were Freyberg’s friends. He’d dreamt himself deep into the lines 

of all those books he’d read, played out his own mythological roles on 

the slopes of our farm’s volcano, so that as the general put over the 

prospect of the battle’s importance it sounded like literature to him, 

something already written.
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As we walked the spiny track back towards Uncle Tassos’, I said: 

‘What, has this bloody war done your head in, Baby? You sure you’re 

seein’ what’s right there in front of you?’

We’d always called him Baby back home, and now he just laughed, 

the beautiful features of his face flung back, as if he knew that I, his 

run-of-the-mill elder brother, was finally and forever more to take the 

golden family seat he was vacating. You see in his mind he’d been raised 

up, ill-starred already, by the prospect of the triumph ahead. When he 

stopped laughing he put his hand on my shoulder affectionately. Then 

he took it away, looked straight ahead of him down the track as we 

walked and said, as if to no-one in particular, ‘It’s the things you can’t 

see that you’ve gotta see. That’s what’s gonna matter in the end.’

After that conversation, Vern and I never mentioned Adrasteia 

again. She was simply in our lives during the build-up to the Germans’ 

arrival, cooking with her uncle on the courtyard fire, sopping down the 

benches, playing knucklebones with her little cousin Nicko, eavesdrop-

ping on as much English as she could, gathering sticks with the donkey 

by way of reconnaissance for her uncle’s always burning and fiercely 

independent fire.



By the middle of May we’d been hard at it for a couple of weeks with 

the others in the vicinity of the airfield, wiring in, digging weapon pits, 

dressing up decoy sangars whilst building decent camouflage for our real 

positions among the rocks. There were two small hills about a hundred 

yards apart right next to the airfield which, when the boys of our unit 

first marched in off the lighter, they’d nicknamed The Charlies, due to 

their uncanny resemblance to a woman’s breasts. A couple of days after 
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BY THE LIVING HARRY

(St. Pauls River, Avoca, Tasmania, 1829)

These are the bones. They will not tell.

These bones scaffolded flesh;
cloaks of flesh ablaze with robust life.

Then…

Ripped.

Blood-slicked.

Lustreless.

Marbled
with black flowers of dissolution.

Resolved at last to molecule, whirling
through water-hurrying rootlets,
through a crumble of soil,
down into ponderous dolerite deeps.

The bones are more tenacious.

The bones skitter here, cluster there –
as in life this family cohered, hived briefly apart.

The bones are more tenacious.

It takes the power of the sinuous bush
in rampant spring here by the river,
tendrils of life probing,
 inexorable –
it takes the corkscrew power of the bush
to prise apart these bones,
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to wrap them in grass, in moss,
in the close-laced screen of ti-tree.

The bones enter the bush and the earth.
The bones are lost to knowing.
The bones are lost to names,
to their precision of face and song.

These are the bones. They will not tell.
Who will give them voice? Who will ever tell?

 *  *  *

The river rises to the flood. The river will not tell.

The river drinks a skin of rain,
rises through its scarf of bush.
 It cannot name the names.

It drops to sleep, its tongue
assumes a murmurous lilt,
 but troubled beneath the sun.

The river rises. The river falls.

The river lifts to a scatter of bones.
Gentle, mother-gentle, it slips one free,
cradles it water-soft, loving,
dissolves this limb of sun and stolen strength
 into the river’s spirit.

The river rises. The river falls.
The bones slide from tangled root and tussock
 to join the river,
 the river eternal,
 the river of the land and of the land’s long time.

The bones become soul.
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The river rises to the flood. The river will not tell.
What is here for telling? And who is here to tell?

 *  *  *

Here is the man. He will not tell.

I could tell of rain, cold on my neck,
of Ezra’s broad coat, red-splodged and sodden now,
 all I can see.

We climb the splashed and drenchy slope,
Davey, Will, Ezra, I, with Pig-Root Peg in tow,
our sticks heavy at belt with smoke and blood,
the implacable hammer of their brief purpose
 stilled and quiet.

I could tell this. But I will not. Not ever.

I could mang of the river, its sure rising,
its cold search for the ghastly, starey-eyed mess
 of blarsted life.

I will not, not ever, though I wish the river speed.

‘By the living Harry’, Ezra yelled,
‘I’ll make daylight through you devils
in two bloody shakes of a lamb’s tail’.
It shrieks and clamours the bush round still –
 Someone will hear it. Who hears it?

No-one has spoken since.

The rain falls. The river rises.
The black devils huddle at our backs,

 slumped and shocked in death.
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No talk now of those black devils.
No talk of my dark life of dreams.

Here is the man. He will not tell.
Here there is nothing. There is nothing to tell.
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EMU EATS THE FUTURE (DARK DREAMING IN
THE CITY OF LIGHT)

King Island Emu, Grande Galerie de l’Evolution, Paris 2013

We have crossed vast realms,
me, alive, and this dainty tracery
brought here, a sketch within gloom,
 to lodge in the Hall of Extinction.
He is perfect and small, his neck reptilian,
a boned fluff of tail, all osseous delicacy.
He might be strolling his island’s wind-tilted grasslands,
bereft of care, an eye, perhaps, to the storm
rolling over the relentless Strait.
But he is not. Released by Baudin’s francs
from the sealers’ easy carnage,
he fetched here to live within elms and glades and groves
 under the chuckle of Josephine’s imperial eye.
It is a dubious fortune.
He will die in the Jardin des Plantes,
the last of his kind, another notch for our species’ belt.
Tides of shapeless grief flood the Galerie.
A thought takes tenacious hold:
we are joined at the hip,
 we doomed two.

Thylacine, Grande Galerie de l’Evolution, Paris 2013

How young she is. How soft.
How fresh her coat.
She slips from the night of her ever-after.
Why is she here?
She is the absence that marks my island,
an island difficult, at this remove, even to imagine –
yet she is here in this cave of extravagant death,
 in Paris.
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Her eye is huge and brown.
It locks onto mine.
I do not know how to leave.

Place du Parvis Notre Dame, Paris 1447-50, Paris 2013

In the great square, the great cathedral’s forecourt,
 students on gap years throng, light innocence,
  in bejeaned, blonde cavort.
Stars&stripes are stitched to backpacks, stylishly slung.
They strike huggy poses of cute, hygienic perfection,
 wide-eyed, careless, unknowing.
A busker Chaplin-walks through trills of mirth.
This is a space blessed for culture.
Mere minutes downriver is the Louvre,
revered epicentre of high western art.
 ‘Louvre’. ‘Wolf den’.

In the year of his gran batteu,
Sir Hubert’s black hounds, his piquers,
sweep life from the Ardennes forest,
 render it desert.
Cut-tail’s pack moves south,
shadow-slips into a jumbled fastness of rock
 guarding the way to a great, walled city.
The wild place has a human name.
 Montmartre.
 It is 1447.

I climb a cascade of steps to the summit of the hill;
to the Basilica with its chaotic command of Paris.
Montmartre seems ancient, its history vast.
Below is the temple of sex – Pigalle, New Athens,
 the Moulin Rouge with its inner spread of thigh.
On the western slopes Zola, Degas, Nijinsky, Truffaut
 slumber eternally on.
There is a soft carpet of sound, a pleasant whirr of summer,
not insects, but the constant song of cameras on automatic focus.
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A gypsy girl sells me a friendship band, cheap-woven
 with an ironclad guarantee.
It is hot. It is 2013.
I turn abruptly, look back up the hill.
Two wild golden eyes flare in the sun,
 and are gone.

 Cut-tail’s hungry pack ghosts from the caves of Montmartre,
 probes the crumbling walls,
slides through the tangled ways of the great city.
With souls newly scrubbed, the faithful of Notre Dame
 emerge from piety
into the killing field of the Place du Parvis.
They enter into the eternal life that is surely theirs,
 forty of them,
 ripped apart, gorged upon,
 feast-fare for Cut-tail’s wolfpack.
It is the summer of 1450, and the great square,
the forecourt of the great cathedral,
 is a space damned and wild.

Summer becomes winter; the grip of hunger tightens.
Cut-tail returns to the Parvis,
 to a memory of feast and plenty.
 Into ambush.
From the ramparts of the great House of God
a fierce bowstrung rain pelts down.
Blood and butchery returns to the square,
 without outrage, without violation, now,
 of the ordained order of things.
It is the winter of 1450, and the wolves are dead.
That, at least, is the glib and easy take.
From the North Tower the cathedral’s old chimerae
 look down, keep their counsel.
 Bide their time.
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Emu Eats the Future, Hobart 2013.

In the eternity of oblivion emu evolves,
 grows teeth.
In life the savage other
could never be borne,
and primal fear does not vanish
 with extinction.
The cavalcade of banished life,
 our summary executions,
fixes upon us, stalks through our dreams,
 through the ravaged chains of our being.

The emu is at the door.
 It grinds new teeth.

 Fills its belly.
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FRAGRANCE OF THE MORNING

The strolling breath of the day
opens
to the presence of morning,
her wild, come-hither laugh.

Whale-back stone,
and a troubling of the air
like a fingernail light upon skin.

The sun lies in the grass like lust.

Never so animate,
so free of days to come,
years past.

A mote of time,
intense, compact,
world-perfect.

I float free and precise
in sharpened air,
adrift, enduring, lost,
lost
in the fragrance of the morning.
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NOTES

By the Living Harry (p. 5)

There is insubstantial evidence of a massacre of Aborigines on the St.
Pauls River near Avoca in the central north of Tasmania, in 1829. One
historian of settler-Aboriginal relations, a close personal friend, thinks
that, on the balance of probabilities, there was such a massacre; another
believes that, again on the balance of probabilities, there was not. To
my mind, the very absence of certainty heightens – and is powerfully
emblematic of – the unbearable weight of tragedy that saturates my
island’s past. ‘Stick’ is convict slang for pistol. ‘Mang’ is convict slang
for ‘talk’.

Sound to the World (p. 9)

The notion that there never was a real person called Gentle Annie is
not to be borne.

The Death Song of Matthew Brady (p. 13)

I once encountered, in a c1960s paper published in the Proceedings of
the Tasmanian Historical Research Association, an intriguing hint – the
merest, obscure suggestion – that a death song may have been sung
at the execution of Van Diemen’s Land’s ‘gentleman’ bushranger,
Matthew Brady, in the old Hobart Gaol (on the intersection of Murray
and Macquarie Streets) on 4 May, 1826. I could not subsequently
identify the paper or re-locate the reference, and have similarly failed
to unearth any other corroborating evidence that a ‘death song’ was
actually sung. It may be, in any case, that what the author had in mind
was some more conventional lament for the much-loved bushranger,
and any such song is unlikely to have accorded with the characteristics
of a death song – a roughly scripted chant to be ‘sung’ at the foot of
the gallows. ‘Death songs’ were sometimes ‘sung’ at executions at
Tyburn, and it is not impossible that the practice was transported to
the far side of the planet. That said, that a death song would have been
sung at the execution of Matthew Brady does seem, on the balance of
probability, to be unlikely. But it should have been.
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Prologue: The gift

kutalayna, Tasmania, 17 April 2011
The smoke curls around his grey beard, his ochred cheeks, through 
his curly hair, into his blue eyes. He welcomes it, fans it so it drifts 
over those gathered around the fire, listening in silence. And then he 
speaks, softly:

yah ta wah ti wah warrawah (greetings from the spirits).

mena lagata nala neminah tagarilia coyetea nena (I tell you our 

Earth Mother family loves you).

palingina mouheneenner walantanalinany (welcome to 

mouheneenner Country all round).

We are here today to heal this place, kutalayna, our community, 

and everyone in Brighton. We will leave kutalayna in a graceful way 

to show respect to our ancestors, and ourselves who have conducted 

our protest with strength and grace.

… I ask the spirits to heal kutalayna, heal the Tasmanian 

Aboriginal community and, all of the people of Brighton. Our 

struggle has been a long one to protect kutalayna, and our struggle 

continues.
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The construction workers and the police are watching, waiting for the 
ceremony to end before they start work. Before they arrest him.

He is nearly finished. He takes a packet from his pocket, and opens 
it with care: ashes, gathered from the fire at the Aboriginal Tent 
Embassy at Old Parliament House, Canberra, which burns day and 
night. He spreads them over the crackling branches: ‘This is a symbol 
of our sovereignty, and pride in our heritage.’

It is done. His son falls in by his side. The group circles around them, 
offering solace and protection. They begin to walk out. The police 
stand solid in thick leather jackets, black gloves and sky-blue hard hats. 
The protestors approach slowly. A thin young man dressed only in a 
white loincloth and his sister in a black singlet and an apron of furs 
are painted head to toe in ochre; a stark contrast to well-attired police.

They are not allowed to pass. A brave and professional young 
woman makes a plea for the use of police discretion; they will leave 
quietly. But the decision has already been made.

He knows this. The standoff is pointless. He asks his community 
members to stand aside, and to let him and his son pass through, and 
they are led away to the waiting paddy wagon.

-

In April 2009 the Tasmanian State Government had begun con-
struction of the Brighton Bypass, a 9.5-kilometre road, costing $191 
million, to divert traffic off the Midland Highway, away from the 
Hobart suburbs of Brighton and Pontville. The bypass would have to 
cross the Jordan River. The proposed site for a bridge was kutalayna, 
known to the Tasmanian Aboriginal community as a long-time 
seasonal meeting place of the mouheneenner people. In September 
2009 the protestors had prevented construction starting. Twenty were 
arrested. By February 2010 the government commissioned archaeolo-
gists to determine the age and significance of the site. The University 
of Melbourne determined an age for the sediments and artefacts at 
the bottom of the excavation of about 41,000 years. This is ‘the oldest 
site in Tasmania, and among the oldest in Australia’. In fact the age 
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of kutalayna is ‘beyond the first southern expansion of Homo sapiens 
elsewhere in the world’.1

The Aboriginal community campaigned to reroute the bypass 
without success. By December 2010, they set up a protest camp 
to prevent construction. Some non-Aboriginal locals supported it, 
others slowed their cars down as they passed so they could lower their 
windows and spit at the protestors. The owners of the land adjoining 
the site would build a bonfire, crack open some beers and make a lot 
of noise.

Aaron Everett, an Aboriginal Heritage Officer, lived on the site for 
nearly a year. The sit-in cost him his job. He was arrested four times, 
and his father, Jim Everett, three times. By early 2011, both were 
under court orders not to enter the site. But in mid April 2011 Aaron 
phoned his dad, who was up on Flinders Island in the Bass Strait, and 
told him to fly back to Hobart and come to kutalayna. Tomorrow. 
They had one day to heal the site before the bulldozers came. Before 
it was too late.

When Jim walked back onto kutalayna, he did so with hurt and 
a sense of loss. But still he sought the healing for all, even those who 
did not ask for the gift, who perhaps did not deserve it. It was given 
quietly, in the knowledge that few would ever learn about it. It was 
given without the expectation of reciprocity.

I have known Jim for over fifteen years. He has inspired and assisted 
my writing, guided my understanding of history, and been a key part 
of my education. This book is written in the spirit of reciprocity for 
what he has given, and what other Tasmanian Aboriginal people 
have also given me, including Clinton Mundy, Patsy Cameron and 
Greg Lehman.

At first it seems an odd sort of a gift. It begins with the journey 
of an Englishman to Tasmania nearly a century ago to collect stone 
tools. To the living Aboriginal community the removal of artefacts is 
wrong—as Clinton Mundy reiterated to me, ‘No stone tools should 
ever have been taken from anywhere in Tasmania, at any time in 
history.’ Ernest Westlake took away over 13,000 artefacts, creating the 
largest single collection of Tasmanian stone implements ever formed, 
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and as he did so he assumed that the Tasmanian Aborigines were the 
most primitive race on earth and that they were extinct.

Westlake shared the blindness of his generation, of his scientific 
discipline, and of his Empire. Yet, through his story, we are led to see 
what the collector could not perceive: an Aboriginal people with a 
complex culture and a deep past. We are led into the living, beating 
heart of Tasmania.
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The decision

London, 1908
Ernest Westlake walked up the broad steps of the British Museum 
and, passing through that famous colonnade, stepped into a cramped 
and busy entrance hall. He did not follow the other visitors to see the 
Egyptian and Greek antiquities towering in the ground-floor galler-
ies, but took the most direct route to where his interests lay. Up the 
Principal Staircase, lined with first-century Indian Buddhist carvings, 
he entered the Central Saloon. British Iron Age arrowheads, Bronze 
Age helmets and Neolithic stone axes regressed down to the prehis-
toric stone tools from British and French caves; made by the ‘races 
of men of whom we have no history’.1 The Early Stone Age was his 
particular enthusiasm, but knowing this room well he walked on, past 
the swords of the Anglo-Saxon Room and the tea sets in the Asiatic 
Saloon, until he reached the entrance to the Ethnographical Gallery.

Five open-ended galleries stretched before him, extending almost 
the length of the eastern wing of the Museum’s upper floor. At once 
elongated and dense, the gallery reflected the spread of Empire. Glass 
cases reached up the walls and across the floors, each case packed with 
objects from the colonised world. Their origins were indicated in red 
on maps that hung from their doors; a guidebook sketched out their 
contents. On the right in the second and third rooms were artefacts 
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from the ‘brown races’ of Micronesia and Polynesia: feather-work 
cloaks and helmets from Hawaii and jade paddle-shaped battleaxes 
from New Zealand. On the left, the collections from the ‘black races’ 
of the Pacific, Melanesia and Australia: boomerangs and spear throw-
ers described as the ‘inventions among tribes who had no knowledge 
of the bow’.2 Near these wooden implements hung the ‘portrait of a 
Tasmanian belonging to a now extinct race’.3 A black man looked out 
from under a helmet of thick and matted hair, dressed in skins and 
shell necklaces, and holding a spear.4

Then Westlake’s attention was arrested. It was a display he had not 
seen before, at least not this large and varied: a hundred stones, packed 
together under the peaked glass roof of a floor cabinet, where he could 
gaze down upon them. Some were no bigger than his thumbnail, 
others almost as big as his fist. They varied in shape—round, spherical, 
square, squat, tall, peaked and pointed—and were an assortment of 
colours: pearly white, sandy brown and even hard black. They had 
been broken for reasons that made the cabinet seem absurd: to crack 

One of the ethnographical galleries, British Museum, Donald Macbeth, 1908 
[© The Trustees of the British Museum]
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a bone, skin a wallaby, prize open an oyster. The map on the cabinet 
indicated the island of Tasmania, southeast of mainland Australia. A 
few pasted labels offered the opaque names of towns and beaches: 
‘Port Sorell’, ‘Ironhouse’, ‘Westwood’.5

The pieces of stone made a sudden and inspiring impression 
upon him. They reminded him of stones he knew well, stones he 
had collected and held in his hands in a warm and quiet valley in the 
Auvergne region, central France. They shared the same rough, chipped 
angles and shapes, as if they had been made without plan or design. In 
France he had turned the stones over in his hands in wonder, unsure 
and excited, the sun on his back, the village church bell tolling in the 
distance: had he really found the tools of an unknown Stone Age race?

That question had driven him to keep exploring. Westlake dug 
down to a geological depth he estimated to be 100,000 years old. He 
unearthed a mass of tools. French customs stopped him on his way 
home, complaining he was taking too much of ‘the soil of France’. He 
reduced the collection from 100,000 to 4000 artefacts. He was yet to 
present the evidence to the scientific community, but he could already 
hear the sceptics: the Auvergne stones were naturally broken rocks; 
it was beyond reason to claim artefacts of such antiquity and crudity 
could be man made.

The stones in front of him now would prove that it was possi-
ble. If the Tasmanians had made stone tools of such simplicity, why 
not also the early Europeans? Culture was evolutionary; even the 
most advanced civilisation had to begin somewhere. The Tasmanian 
Aborigines had evidently not progressed; they had evidently been 
one of the most primitive races to have lived in modern times. But 
that made their tools so useful. They could authenticate his French 
artefacts. While the two cultures were admittedly remote in space 
and time, and the comparison between them could never be exact, it 
would be sufficiently close to prove the human origin of the European 
flint and to show that the level of culture was essentially the same.6

Westlake knew instantly what he must do. It was a big decision. 
He was a widower and his children were still young. He was finan-
cially independent, but no longer prosperous. But at stake was 
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determining the true depth of European human antiquity. He must 
then, at the earliest opportunity, travel to Tasmania and bring back his 
own collection of Aboriginal stone tools.

Pitt Rivers Museum Annexe, Oxford, January 2000
I am the only researcher in the small archives reading room. Its upstairs 
window reveals none of Oxford’s romantic parapets or domes, just 
a dull and wintry Banbury Road. The archivist says little except to 
complain about the cold and I am left largely alone in my task. I 
wonder where to begin. Which box, which folder? I know almost 
nothing of this archive, or of the man who created it. I decide upon 
his letters, for they begin at the start of Westlake’s journey to Tasmania, 
and are written to those he loved: ‘My dear Children’, he unfailingly 
addressed them. Aubrey, fifteen, and Margaret, twelve, were living 

Letter from Ernest Westlake 
to Margaret and Aubrey 
Westlake, 24 September 
1908 [© Pitt Rivers Museum, 
University of Oxford Pitt 
Rivers Museum Manuscript 
Collections, Westlake Papers, 
Box 2, Folder 1a, folio 6 recto]
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variously at school or with their uncle and his family. For nineteen 
months Westlake wrote to them at least once a week: eighty-five 
letters in all as he travelled from the docks at Liverpool, to Melbourne, 
across Tasmania and back to London. In the absence of a diary, they 
record Westlake’s journey and research.

Westlake travelled to some of the remotest parts of Tasmania 
during the age of steam. It took seven hours to travel from Hobart 
to Launceston by train. Many places could be reached only by boat. 
Westlake had a tent and rode a bicycle, which was sometimes loaded 
with several kilograms of stones. He walked when the terrain was 
too rough, or when his bicycle broke down. He slept on sand hills, 
under bushes, in sheds and abandoned houses. There were many 
months when Westlake was in Hobart, reading in the archives, or in 
Launceston, photographing stone tools. Then his letters took a reflec-
tive turn, and I learned about his political ideas, religious beliefs, even 
his dreams.

After several weeks of reading and transcribing in the cold reading 
room, I felt I knew this odd, clever and tenacious 50-something-year-
old man. Then I turned to his field books. Six of them, each small 
enough to fit into a pocket, their pages often dense and not always 
easy to read, as if the notes were written on a knee or a makeshift 
table. The first one, however, was rather dull, neat and sparse: a collec-
tion of lists, names and notes, mostly without context. But the second 
began suddenly in the middle of an intense and personal recollection 
recorded by Westlake in November 1908: Truganini, the ‘Last’ of the 
Tasmanian Aborigines, was remembered as laughing and crying and 
scared of dying. Other memories, just as striking, followed: stories 
passed down from the ‘Black War’ of 1826–34 filled with blood and 
shootings, more recent memories of the Aborigines incarcerated on 
Flinders Island in the Bass Strait, and at the old convict station at 
Oyster Cove, south of Hobart. The notebooks reveal a community 
coming to terms with a difficult past at the beginning of a new cen-
tury in a recently Federated nation. They are filled with repentant 
shame, are also littered with attempts to apportion blame, but foremost 
they emphasise that the history of settlement has ended. Westlake was 
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reminded over and over again by the settler descendants he spoke to 
that the Aborigines had all gone; they were ‘extinct’.

But then I encounter the voices of living Aboriginal people, 
first on the islands of the Bass Strait—the children and grandchil-
dren of the Aboriginal women and their Straitsmen husbands who 
pioneered the settlements from the early nineteenth century—and 
then at Nicholls Rivulet, south of Hobart—the children of Fanny 
Smith (née Cochrane), who had passed away in 1905. The little note-
books were filled with Aboriginal knowledge: word lists and phrases, 
plant foods, hunting methods, medicines, and spiritual practices  
and beliefs.

Westlake called the Islanders and the Smith family ‘half-castes’. He 
thought that the language and cultural information they gave him was 
useful, and was more than he had expected to find, but he called it 
‘second hand’. He assumed it did not belong to the people who spoke 
of it, but to their parents or grandparents; those whom Westlake called 
the ‘Blacks’, and whose culture he presumed was extinct and gone.7 
But how was it gone when he was writing it down? Why was this 
knowledge passed on if not so it would be kept and continued?

Westlake’s imperception was typical, but his tenacity was unique. 
His determination to uncover every possible source of information 
about Tasmanian Aborigines led him to find what other researchers 
before him had missed. No one previously had made the effort to visit 
the Smith family. Few thought it was worth going to see the Islanders. 
Those who did had been met with a silence that they assumed was 
ignorance, but was in fact born from mistrust, and an agreement not 
to share their cultural knowledge with outsiders. But Westlake was 
not shunned by the Islanders or by the Smith family. His archive is 
the richest collection of Tasmanian Aboriginal culture formed in the 
twentieth century, and offers a way to see and understand how that 
culture was retained and practised. But has its value been recognised?

An archive dismissed
In 1991, NJB Plomley, a historian and honorary research associate 
at the Queen Victoria Museum and Art Gallery in Launceston, 
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FROM THE BORDERLANDS

The distant barking of the dogs of war
and the panicked laughter of children 
all caught up in the autumn wind, with the leaves running 
and the trees holding on, 
and always the music hidden in the order of it all, 
the condition of all things good, aspired to, met
in this now-ness of bone, fibre, pen,
a soft voice
saying at last,
peace.

The washing on the line flies a flight-path prearranged
swinging, unrhythmic, 
disordered
tight-stretched against skies,
signalling save me! to the winds.

Sad dog on the lawn
waits for someone
yearns to speak
uses eye-language.
Moves an ear.
Hopes this is noticed, seen. 

Clouds advance to night. 
Evening would come soon.
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While she waited,
she counted all the birds in the wires above,
and asked them if they were flying north?
Not today, they said.
Not today.

Birds fold their wings and shelter.
The wind’s gone quiet.
Far south, the stars in their patterned veil 
sing the southern lights to sleep.

Somewhere, a child cries.

One by one the houses 
and the streets light up, 
a back window, a front porch.
Two dogs play chasings around a small rockery.
A boy bends over his guitar,
Why sad? He will not say.

No nightbirds sing,
no hadedas1 on their way to the lake. 
Our urban skies at night
are vast and empty and quiet.

1  The plaintive “hah-de-dah” call which gives this species of ibis its 
name can be heard at night in many parts of Africa.
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Tonight’s train goes by,
sounds like a wounded beast.
In the heart of the night, 
everything holds its breath.

At last, 
rain
so soft 
it makes no sound.

Then slowly, 
leaves bend,
a gutter 
rustles.

One tell-tale blur of wind.
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JOURNEY TO MY SON

July 2006

I fly to you 

oh so slowly 
oh so slowly

and I search each cloud for your face.

I think I see you, 
with your hair combed, neat, dressed in white,
looking slightly awake
slightly different in sleep
dressed in white as delicate as cloud
and your hands
folded 
as I knew they would be
your long, slim fingers.

Quiet all the strings.

And I dressed all the clouds in your white.
And I dressed all the clouds with your face.
And I carried you with me as I flew to you.

But you were already there, in that faraway place 
where the waves and the sea and the planes 
and the clouds carry people to 
when they go so far away.
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More clouds, 
more waves, 
waves.
How is this so?
What can I make of this journey?
Will you know I saw you out at sea 
on the waves of the world 
as you dream 
in the cloud of unbeing? 

How will you make that journey
home? How foreign are we now,
all apart,
me in the sky,
you in the heavens, 
your brother on one continent
your father another
and your lover 
journeying home
to grieve you.

We are fractions of ourselves 
factored out into cloud

not seeing 
not feeling
being cloud-light.
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THE WHITE ROOM POEMS

In the hospital of the coffee house 
they minister to me
with water in an icy jar
and the benediction of potions.
The kindness of waiters,
it is impressed upon me,
is something worth paying for. 

*

So here we are at the end of the world
at the very tip, balancing near icebergs.
Before us, Titanics.
And where has it got us,
this voyage
this blessed tide.
Not reason.
Not microchip or prism
clasped to breast
can save us now
as we sink into night. 

*

Just on the edge of nightmare
one step short of war. 
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Such times as these,
the clouds said,
passing skyscrapers as they went south,
Such times as these.

*

Hard to write in this new place
feeling my way through words, 
through worlds. 

To my left, 
a choir of chefs
sing as they serve meals to the merry.

Ahead, a studio of artists, brushes, canvases, 
and a table, laid ready with a meal 
of cyclamen and lily
and a jar of water. 

*

Something sudden, like dark
like owl
like bird

that you don’t see but feel. Fear
sits in the bottom of my womb.

*

A new swollen tide of waves
move towards and towards
come nearer and nearer
and tell me things
I don’t want to hear. 
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You are in the waves
that I watch from this window
grey heaven leaden waves,
troubled on the surface, 
inexorable in their depth,
wave after wave coming towards me
but you never come, 
though I wait.

Each wave reminds me:
I am on shore, you are seafaring.
I am bound to rock and sand,
you are sky and water.

*

Moon again, huge yellow moon
look down on this place
and weep with me awhile
and let me sleep in your arms,
oh false moon of mine,
so black in the sky
so silent your shelter in the clouds,
so vast your knowledge of lovers,
and secret. 
Both the owl and the dove
reveal to you their nest.
Your light so like rain
falls all over me
and your journey always
too far. 
How many times will you leave me?

*
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Grief is a grey flower growing, 
but not in the way of grass
and not in the way of wind
and not in the way of sand.

Grief sways like the grass
moves over me like wind.

It grounds me here in a valley.

Where I must go, the black ink clouds
are building 
in the sky beyond the mountain

blacker than rain, 
than night, 
swallowing stars.
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Owl don’t come.
Owl don’t press your feathers 
on this pane of glass
however beautiful you are
and however green the forest
beyond. 
Owl don’t come.

Owl again.

Why are you here, invisible one?
A blackbird I can see, 
at the waterbowl,
pecking at its dish of worms.

But owl
is hidden like an egg.
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It is hard to think of a stranger place than the South Pole – if
you can call it a place at all. Humans have theorized its existence
for millennia, but our history of actual encounter with the South
Pole is remarkably short – a little over a century. Many people
equate it with a whole continent – Antarctica – but the Pole
itself is technically just a point. There is no doubt about its
cartographic position: 90 degrees south. But try to locate the
Pole on a standard map and you may find yourself tracing out a
line along its bottom; it does not slot easily into our conventional
ways of looking at the world. 

In the popular imagination, the South Pole is the most
remote point on the globe. However, as one of two points where
Earth’s rotational axis meets its surface, it is also about as central
a place as you can find: the whole planet revolves around it. The
topography of the Pole is both remarkable and tedious: it ‘sits’
atop several miles of ice, on a largely featureless plateau. There
is not, on the face of it, a lot to recommend the place: it is dark
for half the year; its freezing climate is entirely hostile to all
organic life above the level of the microbe; its economic value is
minimal; and it is a long way from anywhere. In the early decades
of the twentieth century, however, this point on Earth was more
sought after than any other. Six nations’ territorial claims now
meet there, although it remains, like all of Antarctica, unowned. 

My aim here is to tell the story of humanity’s relationship
with the Pole – one that begins in speculation and imagination,
moves through exploration and tragedy, becomes rooted in

7

Preface

This map shows the
wedge-shaped territorial
claims to the Antarctic
converging on the
South Pole (only the
Norwegian claim has 
an unspecified southern
limit).
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south pole

A Norwegian 
newspaper promises
readers Amundsen’s
own narrative of the
South Pole expedition,
sent by telegram. The
Norwegians’ arrival 
at the Pole had been 
announced from 
Hobart on 7 March.
The photograph of
Amundsen is actually 
a publicity shot taken
near his home, not far
from Oslo, prior to the
expedition.

settlement and science, but remains open to geopolitical
machinations. This story pivots around two key historical
events, nearly 50 years apart. One is the first arrival of explorers at
the Pole: the Norwegian Antarctic Expedition led by Roald
Amundsen reached the longed-for point in late 1911. They
were followed about a month later by a five-man British party
led by Robert Falcon Scott, all of whom died on the return leg,
generating a tragic story that has eclipsed Amundsen’s success
in the public imagination. The other event is the construction
of the first scientific station at 90 degrees south by the United
States in 1956–7, named ‘Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station’
in honour of the two expedition leaders. The very existence of a



permanent station points to one of many important differences
between the North and South poles. Unlike its northern coun-
terpart, the South Pole is solid. Although it is ice rather than
land, it can be built and lived upon, meaning that its history of
human interaction has been quite different from that of the
Arctic pole. 

I also want to complicate the story of the South Pole as it
is popularly told. I have been talking here about the South Pole,
but there are, as I will explain, many ‘South Poles’, not all of
them stationary. While my focus is primarily the Geographic
South Pole, from time to time I turn to various ‘other’ poles. And
despite Antarctica being dubbed the ‘continent for science’, I
want to emphasize that the Pole is not just a natural place, a goal
for explorers and an important site for scientists. It is also a very
political and contested place, as well as a cultural place, one that
is continually re-imagined and represented. The South Pole is a
real point on the Earth that can be visited – tourists pay a large
price to do so – but it is also a highly charged symbol. 

At first glance, the Pole might seem an impossible subject
for the writer, let alone the artist or photographer. How much
is there to say about a remote point on an ice plateau that

Sign marking the 
Geographic South Pole.
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cannot even be located without complicated observations and
calculations? As it turns out, a great deal – much more than can
be squeezed into a book of this size. Images and ideas have
accreted around the Pole during thousands of years of geo-
graphical speculation, and the previous century, with its sledging
journeys and overflights, international political negotiations,
scientific investigations, infrastructure construction, environ-
mental crises and tourist visits, has added many new meanings
and mythologies. This book attempts to weave together these
diverse facets of the South Pole.

south pole
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1 Where is the South Pole?

Where is the South Pole? It seems a nonsensical question. Ninety
degrees south: what could be more singular, more precise, than
the location of the South Pole? 

It was just this question, however, that in late 1911 exercised
the first men to reach the Pole’s vicinity: the Norwegian Roald
Amundsen and his four companions. Faced with a featureless
icy waste much like the rest of the plateau they had traversed
for weeks, they needed to locate their target as accurately as pos-
sible. Despite their initial celebrations, flag-planting and national
pro clamations, ‘every one of us knew that we were not standing
on the absolute spot.’1 The controversy surrounding apparent
arrivals at the North Pole a few years previously by Frederick
Cook and Robert Peary was a salient lesson. Neither Arctic
explorer had proved beyond doubt that he had actually reached
his goal, and a heated dispute had ensued. 

Amundsen’s team, then, did not rest on their laurels. The
leader sent three men out on skis, two perpendicular to their
original path and one in the same direction, travelling out about
20 km (12.5 miles) and using spare sledge-runners as markers.
The task exposed the three skiers to some danger: any one of them
could have lost his way (and hence his life) on the blank expanse
of the plateau. Meanwhile, the remaining two men took hourly
observations of the sun’s elevations to determine their position.
As a result, they moved 9 km (5.5 miles) further on, planted
another flag, set up their spare tent in which they left letters –
one for the Norwegian king, one for the British expedition
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leader Robert F. Scott, then still on his way south – and took
now-famous photographs. In a bold attempt at domestication,
they named the place ‘Polheim’, just as they had called their
coastal base ‘Framheim’. More observations ensued: ‘we were not
on the absolute Pole, but as close to it as we could hope to get
with our instruments’. Skiers were sent out yet again, ‘to come a
few inches nearer to the actual Pole’.2

When Scott’s team arrived a month later, their situation was
very different: where they had hoped for blankness, they were
confronted by the marks of human activity. Making their own
measurements, they took an upright sledge-runner they found
as the Norwegians’ best approximation of the actual Pole. It
was about 800 m (half a mile) from the point where the British
had held their own more despondent arrival ceremony. The
Norwegians, Scott reflected, had ‘made thoroughly sure of their
mark’.3 In the end, both teams located the Pole with remarkable
accuracy, but it took some doing. The South Pole was not easy
to find. 

More than 100 years later, the Pole has stayed put (more or
less) but, subject to continual ice movement and accumulating

Sculptor Håkon Fagerås
created these bronze
statues of Amundsen’s
team outside the Fram
Museum in Oslo to
mark the centenary 
of the first arrival at 
the Pole. 
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snow, the signs of the first human encounter with this ‘last of all
places’ have moved on – and down. All the artefacts left by
Amundsen’s team at Polheim – the tent, the letters, the flag, the
abandoned equipment and clothes – are now under about 17 m
(55 feet) of ice. Ironically, scientific calculations suggest that
Amundsen’s tent, at a little more than 2 kilometres) from the Pole,
may now be slightly closer to the Norwegians’ target than it was
in 1911.4

The Antarctic ice is always shifting, meaning that no marker
stays at ‘90 south’ for long. These days two different markers
are used. The first is the photogenic Ceremonial Pole: a shiny

Thorvald Nilsen’s map
(6 February 1912) of
the region near the
South Pole traversed 
by Amundsen’s team
was reproduced in the
expedition narrative 
The South Pole.

The letter (bottom right)
Amundsen left at the
South Pole for the King
of Norway, and the 
envelope in which it
was eventually sent
from Britain after it 
was retrieved from
Scott’s party.



Hanssen’s photograph
of Wisting, Bjaaland,
Hassel and Amundsen
(and dogs) at the South
Pole, 14 December
1911.

Amundsen and
Hanssen use a sextant
to determine their
position. This copy 
of the photograph,
signed by Bjaaland, 
was presented to South
Pole residents in 1961.
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HE WAS NOT MY FIRST musician, Arky Levin. Nor my least 
successful. Mostly by his age potential is squandered or realised. 

But this is not a story of potential. It is a story of convergence. 
Such things are rarer than you might think. Coincidence, I've 

heard, is God's way of being discreet. But convergence is more 
than that. It is something that:, once set in motion, will have an 

unknown effect. It is a human condition to admire hindsight. 
I always thought foresight was so much more useful. 

It is the spring of the year 2010 and one of my artists is busy 
in a gallery in New York City. Not the great Metropolitan, nor 

the Guggenheim, serene andl twisted though she is. No, my 
artist's gallery is a white box. It's evident that within that box 

much is alive. And vibrating. But before we get to that, let me 
set the scene. 

There is a river on either side of this great city and the sun 
rises over one and sets over the other. Where oak, hemlock and 

fir once stood besides lakes and streams, avenues now run north
south. Cross streets mostly run east-west. The mountains have 

been levelled, the lakes have been filled. The buildings create 
the most familiar skyscape of the modern world. 
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The pavements convey people and dogs, the subway rumbles 

and the yellow cabs honk day and night. As in previous decades, 

people are coming to terms with the folly of their investments 

and the ineptitude of their government. Wages are low, as are 

the waistbands of jeans. Thin is fashionable but fat is normal. 

Living is expensive, and being ill is the most costly business of 

all. There is a feeling that a chaos of climate, currency, creed 

and cohabitation is looming in the world. On an individual 

basis, most people still want to look good and smell nice, have 

friends, be comfortable, make money, feel love, enjoy sex and 

not die before their time. 

And so we come to Arky Leviin. He would like to think he 

stands apart from the riffraff of humanity, isolated by his fine 

musical mind. He believed, until recently, that he was anaesthet

ised to commonplace suffering by years of eating well, drinking 

good wine, watching good movie:s, having good doctors, being 

loved by a good woman, having the luck of good genetics, and 

generally living a benign and bla1neless life. 

It is 1 April, but Levin, in his apartment on Washington 

Square, is oblivious to the date and its humorous connotations. If 

someone played a practical joke on him this morning, he would 

be confused-possibly for hours .. The morning sun is spilling 

into the penthouse. Rigby, a grey rug of cat, lies sprawled on her 

back on the sofa with her paws stnetched high above her head. In 

contrast, Levin is curled forward over a Model B Steinway, his 

fingers resting silently on the keyboard. He is so still he might 

be a puppet awaiting the first twitch of the string above. In fact, 

he is waiting for an idea. That is usually where I come in, but 

Levin has not been himself for rnany months. To write music 

he must hurdle over a morass of !broken dreams. Every time he 

goes to leap, he comes up short. 

Provided by Alien & Unwin 'for purposes of review only. 
lt may only be used by authorised recipients ~'ld may not be reproduced, copied or distributed. 



THE MUSEUM OF MODERN LOVE 

Levin and I have known each other a very long time, and 

when he is like this he can be unreachable, so caught on the 

wheel of memory he forgets he has choices. What is he remem

bering now? Ah yes, the film dinner from the night before. 

He had expected questions. It was why he'd avoided everyone, 

hadn't attended a function since December. It was still too raw. 

Too impossible. For the same neason he'd ignored emails, avoided 

phone calls and finally unplugged the answering machine in 

February after one particularly upsetting message. 

And then last night, in a living nightmare, three of them had 

got him at one end of the room. and harangued him, berated him. 

Outrageous claims of abandonment and lack of responsibility. 

'You don't seem to realise I had no choice in this,' he had 

told them. 

'You're her husband. If it ~ras the other way around . .. ' 

'Her instructions are perfectly clear. This is what she wants. 

Do I have to send you a copy of the letter?' 
'But, Arky, you've abandoned her.' 

'No, I haven't. If anyone has been abandoned . .. ' 

'Please tell me you are not suggesting, Arky, that you have 

the raw deal here?' 

'You can't just leave her there.' 

'Well, what exactly did you have in mind?' he had asked. 
'That I bring her home?' 

'Yes, for God's sake. Yes.' 

They had all seemed stunned at his reluctance. 
'But she doesn't want that.:' 

'Of course she does. You're being unbelievably blind if you 

think anything else.' 

He had excused himsel£ walked the twenty blocks in a rage, 

aware also that he was weeping~ and grateful for the handkerchief 

he never went anywhere without. The bitter taste of helplessness 
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lingered on his tongue. He scratched at the rough patch on his 

hand that might be cancer. He thought of the night sweats too. 

Waking drenched at 3 am. Having to change his soaked pyjamas 

and slide over to the other, empty side of the bed where the sheets 

were dry. He wondered if it was his heart. If he died in the apart

ment it could be days before anybody noticed. Except Rigby, who 

would possibly settle on his corpse until she realised he was not 

getting up to feed her. It would be Yolanda, their housekeeper, 

who would find him. Yolanda had been in their life for years. 

Ever since they were married. Lydia had thought it as normal 

to employ a maid as keeping milk in the fridge. She had stayed 

on, Yolanda, through the move 1to Washington Square. Levin 

never liked to be home when Yolanda came. Lydia was good 

at small talk with shop people and teachers and tradespeople. 

Levin was not. 

Levin thought that if he died, the trees on the deck in their 

tall glazed pots would almost certainly die too for lack of water. 

He got up and made another pot of coffee, sliced an onion 

bagel and lowered one round into the toaster. Within minutes it 

was smoking and blackened. With the second half he assumed 

complete vigilance, spearing the thing with a knife when he 

sensed it was ready, hoisting it up and reinserting it in a slightly 

different position. Why had Lydia bought this particular toaster 

and not a version that didn't destroy his breakfast every morning? 

How was it possible they could invent drones to kill a single man 

somewhere in Pakistan, but not perfect the toaster? 

Leaving his plate and cup in the sink, Levin washed his 

hands and dried them carefully before returning to the piano. 

On the music ledge was an illustration of a Japanese woman 

with long blue-black hair and vivid green eyes. He wanted to 

write something spellbinding for her. A flute would be good, he 

had decided a few days before. But everything he came up with 
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reminded him of The Mission . He felt like a beginner again, 

searching through old melodies, attempting transitions that didn't 

work, harmonies that tempted and then became elusive. 

And so for the next few hours Levin immersed himself in the 

process, moving from the Steinway in the living room where so 

many of his ideas began, to his studio in the western end of the 

apartment with its Kurzweil keyboard, Bose speakers and two 

iMacs giving him every variation of instrument at his finger

tips. He took the ink drawing; with him and put it back on the 

corkboard where storyboard sequences in the same distinctive 

style were pinned. There were also more illustrations of the same 

Japanese woman. In one she \IVas bending over a pool of water, 

her dress the green and shim1mer of fish scales. In another she 

was reaching out to touch the nose of a huge white bear. And in 

another she was walking with a child along a snow-laden path, 

red leaves the only touch of colour. 

Levin switched from flute to violin on the keyboard, hearing 

the same transitions from C to F to A minor. But violin wasn't 

right. It was too civilised for forest and river. I suggested the 

viola, but he dismissed me, thinking it too melancholy. But 

wasn't melancholy what he was looking for? 

I had encouraged him to take this film score because solitude 

may be a form of contentment when you live in a fairy story, but 

not when you are an artist in New York who believes your best 

years are still ahead of you. A.rtists are stubborn. They have to 

be. Even when nothing is happening, the only way through is 

to work and work. 

I drew Levin's attention to the day outside. He went to the 

window and saw sunlight dazzling the fountain in Washington 

Square. Purple tulips were blooming on the walkways. He looked 

again at the audio file on his screen. I reminded him of the 

previous evening, before the women had pinned him against the 
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table. He had sat with his old me:ntor, Eliot, who had told him 
of the Tim Burton exhibition at lvfoMA. It was not the Burton 

I wanted him to see, but it was a way of getting him there. For 
all he wasn't listening to my musical suggestions, he was amen

able to an interruption. 
'You will have to wait,' he said to the Japanese woman, but 

he might as well have been talking to me. In his bedroom he 
chose a favourite blue Ben Shennan jacket and his dark grey 

Timberland sneakers. 
He took the E train and got off at Fifth Avenue, crossed 

the street and walked into the lv[useum of Modern Art. With 
the membership Lydia bought them each year, he skipped the 

lengthy queue for tickets. The narrow corridor to the Burton 
exhibition was jammed with peoplle. Instantly he was surrounded 

by the warmth of bodies, the gabble of voices. Within a few 
minutes the illustrations of stitched blue women, their wide-eyed 

panic and long-limbed emptiness, mingled with the odour and 
proximity of warm bodies, began to make Levin nauseous. He 

saw with relief an exit sign. Pushing open the door, he found 
himself in an empty corridor. He stopped, leaned against the 

wall and breathed. 
He intended, at that moment, to go downstairs and sit in the 

sculpture garden to enjoy the sunshine. Then the murmur from 
the atrium drew him in. 
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IN THE ATRIUM OF MOMA, visitors were observing a woman in a 

long red dress sitting at a tabl,e. It was a blond wood table with 
blond wood chairs, as if it had come from IKEA. Opposite 

the woman in the red dress, a younger woman sat wearing a 
lightweight beige coat. The n.:vo women were gazing into each 
other's eyes. 

Levin noticed white tape on the floor marking out a square. 

People rimmed this square. Some were standing, others were 
sitting cross-legged, and all of them were watching the two 

women at its centre. 
Levin heard a small girl ask, 'Mom, is that lady plastic?' 

'No, of course she's not,' the mother replied in a hushed voice. 
'What is she, then?' the girl asked. 'Mom? Mom?' 

The mother had no answer and her gaze did not leave the 
spectacle in front of her. 

Levin could see the child's point. The woman in the red 
dress was like plastic. Her skin looked as if the floodlights had 

bleached her to alabaster. 
Suddenly, without any cue, the young woman got up and 

left the table. The woman in 1the long dress closed her eyes and 
bowed her head, but remained seated. After some moments a 
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man sat down in the empty chair. The woman now raised her 

head and opened her eyes to look directly at him. 

The man had a crumpled face with untidy grey hair and a 

short hooked nose. He looked srnall opposite the woman. The 

two of them gazed into each other's eyes. More than gazing, 

Levin thought. Staring. The wonnan did not smile. She hardly 

even blinked. She was entirely still. 

The man rearranged his feet and his hands twitched on his 

lap. But his head and eyes were very still as he looked back at 

the woman. He sat like that for 1maybe twenty minutes. Levin 

found himself absorbed by this spectacle, unwilling to leave. 

When the man finally left the chair, Levin watched him walk 

to the back of the atrium and lean his forehead against the wall. 

Levin wanted to go ask the man what had happened as he sat. 

How had it felt? But to do so, he realised, would be like asking 

a stranger what he prayed for. 

By then another woman-middle-aged, broad-faced, tortoise

shell glasses-was sitting. Levin moved towards the black lettering 

on the wall that read: The Artist i.s Present-Marina Abramovic. 

The text beneath was obscured by the crowd entering and exiting 

the room. 

A professional photographer appeared to be documenting 

everyone who came and went from the table through a long 

lens mounted on a tripod. Levin nodded to him and the young 

man smiled briefly. He wore black pants and a black turtleneck, 

a three-day growth on his perfect jawline. When you lived in 

the Village you could be forgiven for thinking that cantilevered 

cheekbones and sculptured bodies were taking over the world. 

The middle-aged woman sitting opposite the person Levin 

assumed was Marina Abramovic had never been beautiful. She 

left after only a few minutes and the crowd took the opportunity 
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to dissipate. Levin heard cornments as people made their way 
to the stairs. 

'Is that all that happens? [)oes she just sit?' 
'Don't you want to see the Picassos?' 

'Do you think there's any chance we'll get a table? My feet 
are killing me.' 

'Do you really want to try to get to M&M's World today?' 
'Have you seen the Tim Blllrton? It's so crowded.' 

'Is there a restroom on this floor?' 
'What time was she meant to be here?' 

Levin returned to the side of the square where he could see 
both people in profile once rnore. He sat down on the floor. 

A young man now sat opposite the woman. He was strikingly 
handsome with luminous eyes, a wide mouth and shoulder

length curls, the face of an angel sent to visit dying children. 
Levin was interested to see if the woman would respond to this 

aesthetic but she didn't, as far as he could see. She maintained 
the exact same gaze she'd been giving everyone else. She gazed 

gently and intently. Her body didn't move. She sat very straight 
with her hands in her lap. Frorn time to time her eyelids blinked 

but nothing else. 
A hush descended on the atrium. It became evident that the 

young man was weeping. It wasn't a dramatic gesture. Tears were 
running down his face while his glistening angel eyes continued 

to gaze at the woman. After some time, the woman began to 
weep in the same silent passive way. The weeping went on as if 

they could both see they must settle for losing something. Levin 
looked about and realised the aLtrium had quietly filled again and 

everyone was staring at the two people. 
Levin thought there ought to be music. The woman in red 

was surrounded by the crowd and she was alone. It was utterly 
public but intensely private. A woman beside Levin pulled out 
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her handkerchief, wiped her eyes and blew her nose. Catching 

his glance, she smiled self-consciously. Along the row of faces 

watching the performance, Levin saw that many eyes were wet 

with tears. 

Time went by and the man at tl~e table was no longer weeping. 

He was leaning in towards the woman. Everything between 

the man and the woman becam1e microscopic. Levin felt that 

something was lifting right out of the man and creeping away. 

He didn't know if it was a good thing or a bad thing, but it was 

unfolding. The woman seemed no become enormous, as if she 

stretched out and touched the walls and stood as tall as all six 

floors of the atrium. Levin closed his eyes and breathed. His heart 

was racing. When he opened the:m again, she was once more a 

woman in a red dress, the right size, no longer young but full 

of virility and elegance. Something about her was as alluring as 

polished wood or light catching a sleeve of antique silk. 

The afternoon passed. Levin didn't want to leave. The man 

on the chair stayed too and the gaze between him and the 

woman never wavered. People moved in and out of the room, 

their mingled voices rising and falling. At 5.15 pm an announce

ment over the loudspeaker inforrned them the gallery would be 

closing in fifteen minutes. The suddenness of it made Levin 

jump. People leaned away from 'walls and looked about. Men 

and women rose from the floor, stretching out knees and hips 

and calves. Gathering their belongings, they smiled at each other, 

lifting their eyebrows in looks of rnutual curiosity. Others shook 

their heads almost imperceptibly, as if they had quite forgotten 

where they were and how late was the hour. Soon there was just 

a smattering of onlookers keen for the last moment. 

The man and the woman remained motionless in the centre 

of the room, their gazes still locked. At 5.25 a MoMA official 
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walked across the square and spoke quietly to the man. He bowed 

his head to the woman and stood up. Some people clapped. 

'The gallery is closed,' another official said. 'Please leave.' 

Levin stood and stretched. His knees ached and numb

ness became pain as he walked towards the stairs. The woman 

was alone at the table, her head bowed. Only the photographer 

remained. Levin looked for the man with the angel eyes in the 

emptying lobby, but he had disappeared. 

Emerging onto West 53rd, he heard a woman remark to her 
female companion, 'She must be dying for the restroom.' 

'What day is this?' the friend asked. 

'Day twenty-three, I think,' the woman replied. 'She's got a 

long way to go.' 

'I expect she has one of those tubes,' the companion offered. 

'You know, and a bag. I mean, who could wait all day?' 

'You mean a catheter?' the first woman asked. 

They disappeared into the subway entrance. Levin headed east 

to Fifth. He walked hearing nothing but the hush of the gallery 

crowd and the silence between the man and the woman. It was 

an oboe, he thought. An oboe that played off against a viola. 

Once home he wished that Lydia was there. He wanted to tell 

her about the woman in the red dress and the crowd and the 

walk home. But the apartment: was silent. He sat at the Steinway 

and, working up and down the keyboard, he teased out the 

melody he had glimpsed. He played as the city grew black and 

neon suffused the sky. 

I watched him. There is nothing more beautiful than watching 

an artist at work. They are as waterfalls shot with sunshine. 

Night crowds ebbed and flowed across Washington Square 

below. Levin's shoulders and hands grew weary. At last, in an act 
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of utter tenderness, he let his hand drift across the black sheen 

of the Steinway before closing the lid over the keys. 

In bed, he turned onto his right side, imagining that at any 

moment Lydia would slip in besid1e him and hold him, and dark

ness would wing them to sleep. 

There I left him and went back to MoMA. I stood in the 

atrium and considered the two empty chairs and the simple table. 

Every hour of the day an artist falls to earth and we fall beside 

them. I fell a long time ago with Arky Levin. But I fell before 

that beside Marina Abramovic. 
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10 

The morning after Emile's arrival, he was immediately included in the Basi-Teri activities 

and went out hunting with Juan and the village men. They were fascinated by the tall 

foreigner. When they returned, Juan entered the family shabono, engaged in banter with 

Emile. 

"It was hilarious!" he told the family, landing a play-punch on Emile's shoulder. 

Laughing, Emile faked injury. "It was not funny at all!"  

Juan explained. "Because Emile is so tall, he brushed against an overhanging branch, 

and a spider landed on his shoulder." 

Merome and Quinn tried to suppress smiles. They both knew how Emile hated 

spiders. 

"He tried to brush it off quickly. He was desperate not to seem scared. But the 

Yanomami men saw his reaction. They found it hilarious that a giant – a giant like this …" 

Juan pushed Emile again, "was so frightened of such a small creature." 

"One of them kicked the spider into the air and sent it flying into the bushes," laughed 

Emile. "It was actually a pretty good kick." 

 "The men were surprisingly good-natured about it," Juan smiled. "They laughed, and 

even gave Emile some back-slaps." 

"Good thing they didn't make you eat it," said Quinn. 

 

Afternoons passed quickly in the camp, as Juan and Kellie prepared for their new 

expedition. Emile needed Miguel's help with interpreting. Unlike the Carrera-Wilson family, 
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he hadn't studied any Yanomamô before arriving in the Parima National Park and he was at a 

complete loss understanding the tribe. Miguel struggled to understand Emile's French accent 

in Spanish so every translation took a long time. 

Merome and Quinn passed the days practising fishing and helping their parents. On 

occasions where they could sneak away to use the bows and arrows, they had to do so away 

from the tribe so as to not upset the tribesmen.  

Miguel came to their hearth in the early evening to help them make and perfect their 

dart-guns. He stayed longer at the hearth, laughing with the others at Juan's jokes, and openly 

enjoyed their company. It was the happiest Merome and Quinn had felt living with the Basi-

Teri.  

"We're ready," said Kellie, "finally." 

"I noticed you're leaving the phone as well as the laptop." Merome pointed to the 

handset. "The laptop I understand, we'll need it here for your study. But why not take the 

phone?"  

Juan shrugged. "Because it has GPS." 

Quinn looked confused, but Merome smiled slowly. "GPS? Do you really think 

someone would be tracking you by the GPS on the phone?" Her smile widened. 

Juan grew serious. "It's a satellite phone, Mem. Let's just say, it's not likely we're 

being tracked here in the jungle. But in case we are, the phone shows we're at the Basi-Teri 

campsite where we're supposed to be." 

"That is some full on spy shit!" exclaimed Quinn in excitement.  

Juan snapped angrily, "This is serious Quinn! Don't think for even a moment, that 

your mum and I are happy about any of this. You need to take it seriously." 

"Take what seriously, Pa?" Merome stood up and snorted, shaking her head. "We 

don't know what's going on, remember?" 

"Merome! Sit down and let your father finish, right now." 

Miguel, who was sitting on the ground near the fire reached towards Merome, and 

pulled her back down. She was so surprised that she did as he had gestured. A fleeting smile 

crossed his face before he started to talk.  
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"Forgive me, Kellie and Juan, but Quiritire is my hearth brother and he has only just 

told me about your expedition to the Simbaba-Teri. I think you should at least let these two 

know about what you saw there. I will be telling them otherwise." 

The three adults remained silent, studying Miguel. He waited. Then he turned to 

address Merome and Quinn. "Quiritire says that there are more nape in Yanomami lands. The 

Simbaba-Teri told your parents about giant flying insects, what you call helicopters, being 

seen at another tribal lands higher up and further into the great jungle."  

Merome broke eye contact with her friend and whipped around to stare in disbelief at 

her parents and godfather.   

Miguel continued talking, "Apparently they've seen a lot of them, so much so, that 

this other tribe, the Alaba-Teri, has cleared an area for the helicopters to land. The Simbaba-

Teri are upset because these nape have been giving the Alaba-Teri metal weapons and 

presents. The Simbaba-Teri wants the nape to visit them so they can get presents too." 

"What the hell?" Merome spoke so forcefully that a mother at the neighbouring hearth 

shushed her, glaring above her child's head. She lowered her voice, "That's why you guys are 

going all James Bond? You're going to spy on other foreigners out here?" 

 Juan shook his head at her unhappily. "Look, Mem, I'm sorry, but you're not getting 

any more than what you've just been told." His disappointment with Miguel was evident as he 

glanced at him. "That was already way more than what we feel you should know anyhow." 

Kellie interjected, "Back to the satellite phone. In case anyone is keeping an eye on 

us, they will think that we are here. Also, if you get in any trouble, which we hope to God 

you don't, then you have a way to call for help." 

"What about you two though?" asked Quinn. "What do you do if you get in trouble? 

How will you get help?" 

Emile finally spoke. "That's a risk your parents have decided to take. No one should 

know that they're leaving the Basi-Teri nor where they are going." 

"It's important." Kellie said. "They mustn't know that we're operating outside the 

parameters of our study or that we're investigating them." 

"Them? We've only just found out that there are even others out here. I don't suppose 

you're going to tell us whoever they are?" Merome said, standing up again. The adults stared 

back at her wordlessly until she turned heel and left, with Quinn following her silently. 
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They walked , their hands occasionally brushing against each other, their gait tense 

and unsteady. Each struggling to take in the conversation that had taken place. When they 

returned to the hearth an hour later, they cast a disappointed look at their parents and Emile 

sitting by the fire. Then they put up their hammocks and climbed in without a word. 

 

The following morning, the family and Emile all shared breakfast together, eating 

plantains and manioc patties quietly. Kellie and Juan told Merome and Quinn that they 

shouldn't come to the canoe dugout. Their parents were going with Quiritire and wanted to 

leave as quickly and quietly as possible.  

 "How long will you be away?" asked Merome.  

"From our maps and satellite images we believe," Kellie emphasised, "that our 

journey is another two days from the Simbaba-Teri. So anywhere from five to seven days." 

Merome pondered the answer. In a six-month study tour, a week was a long time. She 

shrugged and held up her hands, palms up. "If you needed a break from us there are easier 

ways of doing it."   

Kellie smiled at her attempt to make peace and pulled her into a hug. "Love you, 

possum. Look after Captain Smelly for me okay?" 

"Hey!" said Quinn who was still sitting next to the hearth. "I'm not the only one who 

smells around here."   

He stood up and gave both his parents a hug. 

"Be safe please," Kellie told the children.   

"Back at you," Merome replied. 

After a brief and hushed conversation with Singa and Tesolo in the shabono clearing, 

Juan and Kellie walked out the entrance without turning around. Minutes later they were 

followed by Quiritire, their guide to the Alaba-Teri.  

Quiritire looked at Merome and Quinn across the shabono clearing and held his hand 

up in a salute of recognition. They lifted their hands in unison to discreetly wave back. 

Merome noticed Emile clearing up after their breakfast and helped him put things 

back in their place. She put her hand on Quinn's head and when he looked at her, she smiled 

and shook her blow-gun for him to see.  
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"Want to go do some practice?" she asked. When Quinn nodded and started to stand 

she said, "Bring one of your markers. I want to have a go drawing a lizard and see if I can hit 

it." Merome turned to Emile, who was listening. 

"Yes, I heard," said Emile. "Off you go then. I have the morning organised to spend 

with Singa and the men. That suits me perfectly. I will see you back here around midday?" 

Merome and Quinn turned towards the shabono exit. 

 

The days passed quickly. Emile had Miguel help him interpreting, interviewing and 

accompanying the men hunting. Merome and Quinn took the opportunity to fish and practise 

their blow-gun and bow and arrow skills. A small group of Yanomami children followed 

them wherever they went, and there was little time that they were alone. Without Miguel 

being around to help, their Yanomamô language skills improved.   

Sister and brother lazed at the hearth late one morning after finishing their chores, 

bored. 

Quinn sat up in the hammock and belched. The noise was deep and long and sounded 

as if it came from the depths of a brass instrument, not a boy. The dog was lying nearby and 

sat up, cocking its head as if in an attempt to understand the noise. 

"Quinn. That's disgusting," Merome frowned. "That was so bad that even the dog 

looks disgusted. Check out his face!" Merome had to smile as she looked at the dog. His 

expression was doleful. 

"No way sis. He sat up because he was massively impressed. He wishes he could do 

one." 

"Disgusted," Merome stated again. 

"Impressed,"" said Quinn making a face at the dog. 

"Definitely disgusted, as are we all." Merome added a head nod for more emphasis. 

The dog watched each of them as they spoke. 

"Possibly impressed and a bit confused?" Quinn said. 

They were both smiling at the dog now as it stood up and started to walk away. 

Merome laughed out loud as it turned to give them another doleful look over its shoulder.  
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Emile sauntered over to them. "What's so funny?"  Brother and sister simply smiled in 

response so Emile smiled too, confused. 

"Mem, Quinn, did you know about the women's ceremony? Hopefully your parents 

make it back at the shabono in time. Either way we'll have to record it and take lots of photos. 

It is most wonderful." 

Miguel walked in behind Emile. "I have caught you some lizards," he said. As 

Quinn's hand reached up to take them Miguel pulled his hand back. "For eating."  

"Thank you Miguel," said Merome. "Emile, tell us about the women's ceremony. I 

don't know too much about it.' 

Emile replied. "But it is quite exciting. Tribesmen and women come from other local 

Yanomami tribes to celebrate. Also the talk has already started circulating about Téa's 

marriage plans. Miguel says it involves a move to the Simbaba-Teri." 

"How does a wedding work?" asked Quinn. 

"Well, Téa would have been promised to this man some years ago, while she was still 

very young," said Emile 

"She's still very young now," muttered Quinn. 

"The announcement will be made, and then she will go and live with that man and 

become his wife. That's that!" 

"They're married because they say so?" Quinn frowned. 

"Yes, that's how it works," said Emile. The three foreigners all turned to look at 

Miguel, who shrugged. 

"That's how it works," he agreed with Emile.  

"Do you think it is a good arrangement for Téa?" asked Merome. 

"It is a good arrangement for Téa's family," Miguel replied.  

He and Merome stood looking at each other. Merome looked away first.  

"This husband-to-be is coming to the women's ceremony with some of his tribesmen 

and will possibly return to the Simbaba-Teri with Téa," said Emile.  

"So, she has to leave her tribe!" Quinn said, unimpressed. 'And when she's only 

thirteen!" 
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Emile frowned. "She has been preparing her whole life for her wedding day. I hope 

you did not expect to force your own personal beliefs on anyone here? I would be 

disappointed if you thought that we know better than these people you are living with."  

Quinn appeared slightly ashamed, but couldn't help retorting, "She's so young 

though!"  

"Yes she is, but it is not our place to criticise and don't ever forget that we are merely 

here to observe," Emile replied firmly. "We cannot tell them that they should do things our 

way, and then leave."  

He turned to the young Yanomami man. "Miguel, if Téa didn't marry, what would 

become of her? "  

Miguel stared at Emile. "She could stay here but would either have to marry a Basi-

Teri or live with her mother and be responsible for all hearth chores and look after her 

brothers and sisters. She would prefer to be married and mind her own hearth, not another 

woman's." He stopped and looked quickly at Merome then back at Emile. "Or she could 

move away but that would be a betrayal of us Yanomami and our beliefs, the act of a 

desperate person."  

Miguel turned on his heel and left without another word. Emile watched him in 

surprise.  

Merome leant forward and searched Emile's expression. "Emile, we'd better tell you 

about Miguel." 

 

Two days later, neighbouring tribesmen and women started to arrive for the women's 

ceremony. The visitors looked for the foreigners as soon as they entered the shabono.   

One small group from the eastern Tirara-Teri seemed startled as Emile strode through 

the shabono entrance behind them. A woman screamed and the men began yelling and 

holding up their spears, trying to keep this huge demon man away.  

The Basi-Teri who accompanied them found the Tirara-Teri's reaction to Emile 

hilarious. They mock-screamed and slapped the wary men on the back. Everyone relaxed 

when Singa came over and reached up to put his hand on Emile's shoulder.  
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Emile stood stolidly as everyone laughed and talked around him. The men from the 

Tirara-Teri came over to Emile and also patted him, amazed by his height, clothing and 

foreignness.  

Moments later, Merome and Quinn walked through the shabono entrance, followed 

by a group of persistent children. The Tirara-Teri men and women fell silent, studying the 

two foreign youngsters. Quinn noticed Emile, towering over the Yanomami.  

"What have you done, Emile?" Quinn asked loudly in Yanomamô. The Yanomami 

men all began to laugh and talk again.  

Merome met the eyes of one of the younger Yanomami women in the group and 

smiled at her, sharing the joke. The woman glanced away quickly, but smiled at the same 

time. She seemed delighted that this foreigner had acknowledged her. Then she looked again 

at the young woman; looked long and hard. It seemed to Merome that the woman was almost 

trying to capture this moment like a photograph in her memory: her strange clothing, her hair 

so long and thin piled on the top of her head in a tail, her light skin. Trying to record this 

image for the rest of her life. Merome suddenly felt embarrassed. She turned to the gaggle of 

children to shoo them away.  

The Tirara-Teri had been the last group to arrive. A Simbaba-Teri delegation had 

arrived earlier in the day and came over to greet the new arrivals too.  

Among the group of men in the Simbaba-Teri delegation was Hisiwe, Téa's husband-

to-be. The foreigners guessed him to be in his mid to late twenties. Téa was to be his second 

wife, they'd learned. Hisiwe appeared jovial, and laughed often with the other men. He was 

known to be an excellent hunter, and would have to prove himself the following day when 

the men from all three tribes would go on a ceremonial hunt for the Women's Ceremony. 

Hisiwe had brought a machete to give to Téa's parents. It was a powerful present. As a 

steel weapon, it was something that the Yanomami could not reproduce and Téa's parents 

were inordinately happy with the exchange.  

Everyone settled in for the evening, enjoying the opportunity to catch up and share 

information. An alcoholic drink was passed around. Talk was loud and laughter louder still. 

Emile sat with the men while Miguel translated some of the conversation. The inter-tribal 

relationships depended on sharing ceremonies and marriages, so it was a great opportunity for 

any anthropologist. 
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Juan and Kellie had been absent for almost eight days. They would not want to miss 

out on such an important cultural ceremony. Hopefully it wasn't too late and they would 

arrive the next day, just in time to participate.  

While Merome and Quinn sat by their hearth, they watched the men in the shabono 

clearing and smiled at the confused looks on Emile's face and his attempts to get involved in 

the conversation via Miguel.  

Quinn suddenly grabbed Merome's arm as she poked the fire. "Look! Something's 

going on. Miguel's standing up." 

Merome turned to follow Quinn's pointed finger and saw a few of the men were now 

up on their feet, with unspoken tension in their stance. Miguel started to move towards his 

hearth. 

"C'mon then! What are you waiting for?" Merome jumped up and started to follow 

Miguel. As Merome and Quinn moved around the men in the shabono clearing, Emile looked 

to where Miguel had gone, then back at his young friends.  

"I'm coming too." 

Miguel was crouched down next to someone at his hearth. The person's legs and the 

top of his head were visible, clearly a Yanomami man. Miguel was speaking, his back to 

them. Quinn peered around Miguel to see if he could recognise the man. 

"It's Quiritire!" he exclaimed. "Oh my God, it's Quiritire!" Quinn turned to his sister 

and Emile, his eyes huge. "What's he doing here on his own? Is he hurt? We have to see if 

he's hurt! 

Merome grabbed his hand with both of hers and pulled on it gently. "Quinn, calm 

down. Just give Miguel a moment to tell us what's going on." 

Hearing their conversation, Miguel turned to look at them, his expression both 

alarmed and concerned.  

Quinn spoke. "Miguel, is he okay? Is Quiritire hurt?  Talk Miguel, you're scaring us!" 

Miguel put his hand on the ground to lever himself up. Merome gasped as he stood, 

for now they could see all of Quiritire's body. He had small scratches over his torso and arms, 

plus a large gash on his thigh. His skin was sallow, his breathing shallow. 
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"Miguel, run and get the Shaman," said Emile, taking control. "Merome, get all the 

first aid supplies we have. Bring them straight back here."  

When Quinn opened his mouth to interrupt, Emile said, "I know, Quinn. No western 

medicine. That's why we need the Shaman. He will cure what he can, but maybe he'll let me 

help." 

The Shaman was standing by their side before Emile had finished his sentence. He 

cast a cursory look at Quiritire then left again, heading to his own hearth. He was back within 

minutes with his own medicine, Merome following him. She had the first aid kit in her hands 

and the Shaman frowned deeply. She passed the kit to Emile who nodded for her and Quinn 

to leave. They did, passing Miguel on the way. 

"Miguel, Emile wants to help if he can," she told their friend. "Please can you see if 

the Shaman will let him? He'll need you to talk for him." 

Miguel nodded and started to turn away, but then Merome stopped him by grabbing 

his arm, her expression frightened. 

"I will come to you when I can," he told her solemnly. "I promise, I will find out 

about your parents. You must be very worried. " 

Tears welled up in Merome's eyes as she looked back at him. She gave him a grateful 

smile. She turned to Quinn and took his hand, leading them back to their family hearth. 
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MIDDLEMAN 
 

 

Hi Dad, 

I hope you’re well. This is indeed a handwritten letter your reading from me. I write 

to you in this manner not because I don’t wish to speak on the phone—our recent 

conversations have been a great source of comfort to me over the past few months. 

Rather, a pen and paper merely affords a level of privacy now unknown in the 

electronic world; that is to say, the content here is for you alone. 

It will not have escaped your notice that last Wednesday the coroner released 

her Findings on Richard. She concluded accidental death, with recommendations 

that Maritime and Safety Tasmania consider a campaign regarding alcohol use, as 
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well as providing further information to the recreational boating community about 

life-jackets, distress communication, and in-water survival techniques.  

 The local editorial here in Hobart was less obtuse, labelling the event a clinical 

exercise in marine idiocy, a view was shared by many writers of letters to the 

Mercury; that we were two drunken fools without life vests aboard a boat at night 

seems to be about the sum total of any appraisal into that night. 

 A similar conclusion was drawn by all investigators assigned to our case. 

From the detectives who interviewed me in the hours following Richard’s death, to 

the Coroner’s single-paragraph letter four months later regarding her decision not to 

hold a formal inquest, all these conversations and correspondence were conducted 

with a kind of weary efficiency, a thinly-veiled resignation that there exists a long 

and well-documented history of good people behaving carelessly at sea, and, 

furthermore, there can be no blame attributed to anyone or anything beyond the 

lethal cocktail produced when people mix alcohol with boats and water.  

 You might also be unsurprised to learn that publication of the coroner’s 

Findings has enhanced, or rather reignited, my reputation as a victim of tragedy, a 

figure to be pitied because the consequences of his actions were disproportionate to 

his mistake. I mentioned the frustration expressed by the Mercury and several of its 

readers, but an equal if not greater measure of strangers have independently sought 

me out with assurances that plenty of people get drunk on boats and live to regret 

the hangover.  
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 I believe I have similarly been spared much blame because the accident 

happened on Richard’s boat while he was the skipper, a title that in our case goes 

beyond denoting authority to signifying the exclusive holder of all sailing 

knowledge. This almost complete absence of competence on my part has led most 

people to view our dynamic on the boat as an adult minding a child, an assessment 

that anyone who ever witnessed Richard’s prowess on the water in contrast with my 

near helplessness could attest. 

 Our friendship, too, digested through the media, has proved particularly 

palatable, aided in no small part by the photograph of Richard and me that has 

accompanied almost every report on his death. Doubtless you’ve seen it. It was 

taken by his eldest daughter on the morning of one of our Sunday sailing trips and 

shows the two of us in an adjacent embrace on the foredeck of his boat. Richard is 

grinning as he holds me in a loose headlock, against which I struggle but with an 

expression of unrestrained delight. It is an almost archetypal image of close male 

friendship, or, as one young library patron recently disclosed to me, what is now 

referred to as ‘bromance’. 

 I begin by relating to you this professional ruling, as well as the public 

perception about what happened and the relationship between the two men to 

whom it happened, by way of some explanation as to why in the seven months and 

fourteen days since Richard’s death no one ever asked me if I murdered him. The 

Coroner’s Findings do briefly mention that there was no evidence of animosity 
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toward Richard, and that nor was anyone identified who might have motive for 

causing him harm. But the evidence on which she bases this claim is never stated.  

 Please understand that I do not burden you with this information lightly; 

indeed, it was never my intention to disclose any of this to anyone, for as long as I 

lived. But suddenly I find myself in very serious trouble and I need your help. There 

has arisen in the past few days an aspect to this whole affair that demands 

immediate attention, a potential breach in confidence that if I am unable to repair it 

means that I must tell the police, and by extension Richard’s family, the truth about 

what happened that night on the water. How far I am prepared to travel and what 

I’m willing to do to avoid this is not yet set in my mind.  

 

Please allow me to frame this to you as I might a stranger. I would prefer to feel 

confident that you are aware of every facet and detail. Starting at the beginning also 

helps me order my thoughts.  

I met Richard just over eighteen months ago, shortly after I had taken to 

sitting in my car for long periods while in the car park at the bottom of the Sandy 

Bay university campus. This had become a ritual I observed every Sunday afternoon 

as a remedy for the acute sadness that threatened to overtake me during that 

concluding part of the week. I needn’t remind you that the time to which I now refer 

was not yet two months after Belinda and I had ended our relationship, an event not 

in itself predisposed to making me miserable—God knows our split was in the 
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interests of preserving both our sanities—but one that might nevertheless account 

for the hours I spent staring trance-like at the tarmac of the near-vacant car park. 

 Richard found a similar piece of mind in this space but for a very different 

reason. A big, infrequently-used flat and smooth area largely free from obstructions 

was the perfect training ground on which his daughters, Vanessa and Ruby, could 

safely practice riding their bikes.  

Vanessa was six years old, a confident rider who snaked through the car park 

at speeds that made the streamers on the outer edges of her handlebars flare, as 

though she were perpetually chaperoned on either side by two birds of paradise.  

Ruby, who was four, and who had not yet developed the balance required to 

emulate her older sister’s skill on a bike, was similarly escorted, but by her father; he 

jogged alongside her while she rocked to and fro on her training wheels, both father 

and daughter never straying from a far corner of the car park. 

 It was into this collegial scene at three thirty on a Sunday afternoon that I 

began to regularly arrive. I parked my car as far as possible from Richard and Ruby, 

but our proximity to one another was still close enough to create an atmosphere 

whereby neither parent nor loner could relax; Richard doubtless kept a keen eye on 

me anytime Vanessa strayed near my car, while his mistrust, coupled with Vanessa’s 

erratic ellipse around the car park, made it impossible for me to receive the sense of 

sedation the space once provided. 
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 You might rightly ask at this point why I didn’t just leave—are not all 

deserted car parks in Hobart alike? Quite possibly they are, but Richard and his 

daughters rarely stayed much beyond four o’clock, and I remind you that I was 

extremely unhappy at this time and held tight within me all the petulance and 

passive anger that so often accompanies such a depressive state. My thinking was: I 

was here first, and besides, why must I be the one to leave when it is I who is using 

the car park for its intended purpose? 

 Needless to say I was a miserable prick back then, and my mood didn’t 

improve when Vanessa began to take an interest in me. Toward the end of their 

family bike riding, while Richard packed away Ruby’s bike, Vanessa would perform 

a final hair-raising lap of the car park, safe in the knowledge that the afternoon’s 

riding was drawing to a close and that nothing she did—no accident she invited, no 

misbehaviour she enacted—would hasten her fun toward a premature end. The 

illicit thrill of this final lap culminated as follows: her legs furiously pumping up and 

down, Vanessa made a wide arc of the car park before bearing down on my car, only 

to swerve at the last moment and speed away toward her father’s disapproving look.   

 Her command of the bike left me in no doubt of her ability to endlessly 

execute this unilateral game of chicken without incident, but on just the fourth 

Sunday of her closing performance torpedoing toward me, her father’s voice, sharp 

and angry, swept across the car park and instantly felled her. I believe Richard 

shouted at her in that moment either because he was angry that she was teasing the 
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parked stranger again, or, more likely, he had seen, as I had, that a car was creeping 

into the car park—incidentally another learner-driver, another father seeking for his 

daughter a sandpit space in which she could master her latest form of transport.   

 When the shock of finding herself so suddenly and inexplicably crumpled on 

the tarmac subsided, Vanessa raised herself to a seated position and began to weep, 

her cheeks soon glistening with tears and her gaze fixed despondently on the 

ground beneath her. I mention in detail here the expression of her grief because it so 

closely mirrored my own at that time in my life, and I am sure that had Vanessa 

merely wailed combatively like so many other precocious children, I may have 

received a small measure of satisfaction at witnessing her demise, rather than the 

mobilising dose of empathy. 

 Seeing that Richard was about fifty meters away, unhurriedly making his way 

across the car park with Ruby riding atop his shoulders—and the learner driver, 

after a few moments searching for the correct gear, was taking this opportunity to 

practice reversing from an undesirable situation—I stepped from my car. I recall 

Vanessa cowering slightly at my approach, but I crouched low on arrival and 

occupied myself with her bike, whose chain I saw had slipped. In my furtive glances 

at her, I was pleased to see that while her face was still wet with tears, her fixed gaze 

and the involuntary bobbing of her shoulders had ceased; by the time her father and 

sister arrived, Vanessa was astride her bike again.  
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 Placing one hand on the join of the bike’s handlebars so as to arrest his eldest 

daughter’s imminent departure, Richard extended the other toward me, which I 

earnestly shook. He exuded the friendly, lethargic manner of the exhausted parent, 

one whose endurance you can only admire because whatever inconvenience their 

child has visited upon you, it is clearly visited upon them, ceaselessly, and in 

company with a thousand others.  

 After coaxing from Vanessa a thank-you to me for reattaching her bike’s 

chain, Richard conveyed to me his own gratitude before saying something to the 

effect of the River Derwent being best viewed from upon the water. It was a 

comment whose meaning completely eluded me until he quickly revealed that he 

was the proud owner of one of the boats moored in the Derwent Sailing Squadron, 

and, furthermore, would I like to sail with him and his family next Sunday at 

midday?  

 My expression must have taken the unconscious step toward polite refusal at 

receiving this request from a complete stranger, because Richard hurriedly 

apologised, citing an over-zealous desire to recruit more crew, the result of which 

would mean more opportunities for him to sail. Then he merely thanked me again 

before turning to begin the journey back to his car, Ruby still riding upon his 

shoulders while Vanessa was now safely under tow.  
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 Now, at any other time in my life that would have been the end to our 

encounter; notwithstanding that I have always preferred my own company, I carried 

within me at the time a terrible and debilitating fear of the sea.  

And yet the timing of Richard’s offer could not have been more perfect; post-

Belinda, my mind was in chaos, fluctuating wildly between sleepless self-pity and 

aggressive self-improvement, the impulsion for the latter as I understand it being 

two-fold: the need for stories of startling accomplishment (lest Belinda ever inquire 

how I was doing) and a desperate, manic attempt to replace the self-worth that she 

had single-handedly created and sustained merely by her presence in my life. That 

this last criterion was a seemingly impossible imbalance to correct never stopped me 

from trying, and thus for a long time my efforts knew few boundaries, extending to 

all manner of physical, mental, and social challenges. It just so happened that the 

greatest rewards (that is to say, the longest reprieves from the sadness) were 

invariably attained by overcoming those endeavours for which I felt the most fear. 

 And so in spite of, or rather because of, my weak stomach on a oscillating 

boat, my general terror of the sea, my consternation at being confined in a small 

space with a stranger for any longer than a few minutes, I nonetheless called out to 

Richard as he walked away, my voice charged with shaky bravado: ‘Just tell me 

where to meet and what to bring.’ 
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In light of how our friendship concluded, I find it difficult to revisit my early 

memories of Richard. And yet, like the undeniable happiness I once enjoyed with 

Belinda (the details of which I seem to have banished to some far and inaccessible 

corner of my mind) it would be dishonest not be label the six months following our 

first meeting as among the most enjoyable of my adult life.  

I will spare you the details of this period—I spoke of them at length to you at 

the time, and I have already meandered too much from the heart of this matter—but 

sufficed to say that, during those six months, I existed in a kind of bubble of 

sustained quietude, of being perpetually bound to pleasant anticipation, of passing 

unburdened through the drudgery or conflict or fatigue of each working week safe 

in the knowledge that soon I would be spending time with people in whose 

company I was relaxed and valued. Time with Richard on his boat, and later at his 

house with him and his wife, Sally, and their children, grew to define my notion of 

contentment.  

 In short, in a relatively short space of time Richard became a trusted friend 

and mentor. He also became a role model; with few exceptions, he was the man I 

aspired to be, and having known him I am now assured that happiness is not 

illusory, that with constant virtue and a little luck, I myself may one day be a 

husband to a wonderful woman like Sally and a father to beautiful children like 

Vanessa and Ruby.  
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 Richard would, of course, reproach me for writing that last sentence. He was, 

first and foremost, merely a man. He invited me into his life, invited me to spend 

countless hours alone with him on a boat as well as giving me an intimate audience 

with his family, all to impress upon me that singular quality.  

Consequently, Richard’s humanity is something I hope I have managed to 

communicate, however poorly. I want you to keep his humanity in mind as you read 

on. Not because I doubt your ability to receive what I am about to disclose to you 

with an open mind, but rather because I have come to share Richard’s belief that to 

lead with his secret, to reveal it without knowing something of the man who 

endured it, risks having to restyle a monster. 

  

Richard was a paedophile. He was attracted to prepubescent girls as young as four. 

He had been aware of this attraction—which he described as romantic as well as 

sexual—since his early teens, but had never acted upon it. His abstinence (his word) 

was motivated by public shame and criminal prosecution, but it was also motivated 

by the belief that children could never give meaningful consent to sex, and therefore 

any such encounter would invariably cause a child harm; he never had any choice in 

becoming a paedophile, but he had chosen never to molest a child. 

 This belief, however, did nothing to diminish his desires, and nor had age 

weakened them. As such, he was required to remove himself without delay from 

any temptation, as well as to maintain constant vigilance over what he described as 
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1 

Brodsky winces. The nine-thirty-two to Berlin is stirring the air. Leaning on his cane, 

suitcase in hand, left brogue on the white line, the Professor meets the dust with a 

grimace. There’s an icy wind running against the train. Retrieving a handkerchief 

from the depths of his overcoat pocket, he stifles a spasm of grim, clotty barks as well 

as a sudden, thunderous sneeze. 

Always a damn cold.  

Barring delays, he’ll be at Berlin Hauptbahnhof before dark. Gone are the 

days of overnight journeys in cramped sleepers or, worse, sitting upright in his seat, 

back aching, hunched over eleventh-hour conference papers. Those discomforts are 

for youth, and the Professor no longer possesses youth. Brodsky now permits himself 

time, travels only by day where possible, and only by train, again where possible. He 

hates flying. But given that there is, as yet, no railway linking the Antipodes to the 

Continent, he has come to Austria on a jumbo jet, which meant sitting sweaty-palmed 

and short of breath between broad-shouldered snorers, droolers, fidgeters and 

incessant movie-watchers, Melbourne to Vienna. There was no question of coming by 

boat. He couldn’t afford weeks and months at sea with exotic stops along the way. 

Time was, is, as they say, of the essence.  

Increasingly, Brodsky’s thoughts have turned towards death. Who knows how 

many more journeys he has left in him? His health is in decline, time is getting on, his 

knee is giving him hell. And now, out of nowhere, there is work to do. In the fading 

light of his academic career, a sudden spark. Therefore the Professor arrived in 

Vienna a week ago, wobbly and woozy, which would, he hoped, give him enough 

time to acclimatise and get over the expected jetlag before setting off for his 
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engagements in Berlin and beyond. Last night was the first he’d slept right through. 

But now there’s this damn cold. Another week’s rest would have been better. 

Although he could’ve taken the six-twenty, Brodsky has chosen the nine-

thirty-two from Vienna’s Wein-Meidling station, which is more pricey but also more 

practical, for he’s not had to rush off in the dark and risk leaving something behind in 

his hotel room. No, today he has seen the sun rise in Vienna and will watch it set from 

his compartment window somewhere near Berlin—around Dresden, he calculates. 

But as the train draws in, Brodsky winces again as though he is about to 

receive an injection or the stigmata (another sneeze is in the offing), as though he 

knows in advance that, in addition to being a career highlight—maybe even the 

highlight of his very life—this journey will take its toll on his ailing body. 

As well as nursing a fever—always a damn cold, every time he leaves the 

country!—his right knee is again playing up on account of a fall last Christmas. 

(Being seventy-six, he’s gone from ‘falling over’ to ‘having a fall’.) Consequently he 

carries a cane and has not lowered himself onto any of the platform seating. The 

process of manoeuvring his body into position only to have to rise again when the 

train pulls in would have caused too much discomfort and hindered his chances of 

making the service at all. So, coordinating suitcase, shoulder-bag and walking cane, 

the Professor has made his way, coughing and sniffling, his throat on fire, to the edge 

of the platform, where he has waited nearly thirty minutes in freezing conditions, at 

the very spot where the doors to carriage two-sixty-three will open when his train, 

which is now arriving, comes to a halt.  

For the full half-hour, he’s stood alone staring blankly at the grey cemetery on 

the other side of the tracks. The Meidlinger Friedhof. A squat concrete wall obscures 

his view, so he can only see the larger, more decorative headstones of black marble, 
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the peaked roofs of crypts, and the high elbow of a green and yellow digger plunging 

into the cold earth, disseminating the sounds of its knuckle-cracking excavations out 

into the busy district.  

The Professor is not unaccustomed to travel. He has spent his career going 

from one university campus to the other, one conference to the next, at least once 

every year (though it must be said that journeys in the last five years or so have been 

fewer and further between, and short, on account of his poor health and anxiety levels, 

not to mention his university’s shallow pockets). Some cities, however, he has visited 

purely for their cemeteries. Increasingly he has found himself drawn to them, and the 

few trips he has made in recent years have been underscored by days off spent 

wandering the leafy avenues and walled gardens of graveyards and crematoriums. La 

Recoleta in Buenos Aires, for instance, where, following a tip from conference 

organiser Humberto Amante, who seemed to only ever talk from the side of his mouth 

as though everything he said was top secret, Brodsky had stood open-mouthed before 

the unadorned though heavily chained resting place of Victoria Ocampo. It was not 

the plot itself that left the Professor gobsmacked; standing there, right next to her 

remains, he could sense what it must have been like to visit Villa Ocampo, that 

celebrated hangout of the great artists of the twentieth century. Which is to say that he 

not only felt Ocampo’s presence, but the presence of an entire generation of writers, 

composers and painters. Later he would think to himself—he never spoke about these 

things to anyone—that standing at her gravesite, he’d been engulfed by the avalanche 

of literature.  

There was also the Panteón Antiguo in Oaxaca, Mexico (same trip), which 

everyone told him to visit by night during the Day of the Dead celebrations, but the 

Professor found himself there at lunchtime on a sweltering day in August, and so he 
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sweated, limped and cursed along the labyrinthine paths, got lost (he’s terrible with 

maps), and only found his way out again by attaching himself to a small group of 

crow-like mourners. At first he’d thought his little pilgrimage a failure; he’d been 

unable to locate any well-known writers or artists anywhere, nothing spoke to him 

except the sun that had roared at him. But later that night, back at his hotel, he 

suddenly realised, as he shovelled more than a mouthful of spicy beans onto his 

quivering tongue, that getting lost in a labyrinth in Latin America—getting lost in a 

labyrinth in a Latin American cemetery—was success enough, perhaps the most 

literary thing that can be done south of the US border. He left happy. 

Eighteen months before the South America trip, there’d been Okunion at 

Mount Koya, Japan, which was so still and quiet that it was as if he’d stumbled into 

the afterlife itself, and during a tour of the Middle East en route to a symposium in 

Istanbul he’d visited in Iran the Maqbaratol Shoara (aka: the Tomb of the Poets), 

which Brodsky entered at dusk, always an hour of melancholy for him, and the fading 

light, the distant call to prayer, the tombs over a thousand years old, the acres of dead 

writers and thinkers, and the sadness that got hold of him at this time every day, very 

nearly transformed him into a believer. 

He never spoke to anyone about these things because they were, he thought, 

grossly unintellectual, nostalgic and sentimental. Romantic. He’d be a laughingstock, 

hauled over the coals by his academic rivals. Worse yet: he’d be hauled over the coals 

by his friends. The practice was hardly academic or of a rigorous mindset, hardly any 

better, he thought, than plodding up the Eifel Tower, whooshing around the London 

Eye, or snapping off a shot of the Mona Lisa. Visiting the resting places of dead 

writers with the hope of being in turn visited by their ghosts, or what he now referred 

to as the avalanche of literature, was the stuff of harebrained mystics, not the kind of 
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enlightened enquiry he’d built his life around and based his career on. So he kept his 

mouth shut about it, telling hosts in various countries—friends, conference organisers, 

colleagues and rivals—that he felt like a walk or needed time alone to think, to order 

his thoughts; that, living alone, he was not used to constant company and was in need 

of a ‘constitutional’. He would then slip off and, hopping on and off trams, trains and 

busses, find his way to the grave of someone he admired and be throttled by a wave of 

blissful sensations. 

As the years had passed, his sense of communing with the dead was becoming 

uncomfortably stronger. Even when he was nowhere near a cemetery, his thoughts 

now turned more and more towards mortality. Sitting in his sunlit office at the 

university or in his cosy reading chair at home, chopping onions, standing dryly in 

front of the toilet bowl, waiting at the doctor’s surgery, anywhere really, he was 

overcome by thoughts of the grave. The unlikely solution, as he learned one frosty 

morning in London’s Kensal Green Cemetery during a study trip to the British 

Library, gazing at the headstone of Wilkie Collins, was to surround himself with the 

dead, which seemed to allay his fears and obsessions. It was good—though he hated 

to say it—for his soul. The word made him cringe. So sentimental. Co-opted by 

quacks, charlatans, fortune tellers, palm, lip and aura readers, not to mention lifestyle 

magazines and glossy brochures for beachy getaways. But, he thought as he stood at 

that overgrown plot belonging to the master of ghost stories, what other word was 

there? 

Two days ago, during his week of jetlag convalescence, he’d wandered the 

long, brisk, leaf-lined avenues of Vienna’s Zentralfriedhof with nothing but the mist 

and the cawing ravens for company. (In fact, it might have been the Central Cemetery 

where he’d caught this miserable cold.) After alighting the tram and getting around a 
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few issues with the map, he’d located the resting places of Mozart, Schubert and 

Beethoven, all huddled together on a little grassy island in the middle of the 

Musician’s Quarter. But unlike his usual excursions, this one had left him unmoved. 

His mind was on other things. In the coming days, it was very possible that his life 

would change for good. Yes, even at this late stage, well into his seventy-seventh 

year, something miraculous was in the offing. Or something flat-out humiliating and 

demoralising. It was too early to tell. And because he did not know how to feel—by 

turns he was elated and sceptical—the holy trinity of Austrian culture, perhaps even 

of European culture, failed to come to life for him. All he wanted to do was get out of 

the cold. 

There had been no revisiting the Cemetery of the Nameless, a place he’d seen 

some thirty years before when he’d spent twelve months in the 1980s teaching at 

Vienna University. The weather was horrible and, given his condition, the journey 

was fraught; not only was it exposed to the elements, it also took forever to get to.  

But on the day of his departure from Vienna, the unexpected presence of the 

Meidlinger Friedhof on the far side of the railway tracks is consoling. Like a familiar 

song on foreign radio. No, more like a sign to say that he’s on the right path, that 

coming to Europe was the right thing to do despite the warnings (especially from his 

doctors; both his GP and his therapist had said ‘Out of the question’). It is not the kind 

of feeling that transports him to another time and place—the kind he has become 

increasingly ashamed of and yet attached to; more a feeling of affirmation, that the 

chance appearance of a gleaming cemetery on this grizzly morning is evidence 

enough, like a smile from Above (not that he believes in Above) that he’s doing the 

right thing. 
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Any yet, he must admit, even taking heart in a sign as ephemeral, as mystical, 

as this is perhaps not evidence of some sort of sign from the universe, but rather 

evidence of his gradual mental deterioration, of a pending psychotic episode perhaps, 

or simply of the fact that his mind is no longer what it once was, no longer sharp and 

rational, that this kind of sentimental journey will only cause him more trouble and, 

far from being his finest hour, is rather the first step in the destruction of his entire 

life. 

Not only have Brodsky’s thoughts been occupied with the afterlife, his work 

too has suffered from the same distraction, has focused on death and dying in general, 

but more particularly death and dying in the novels of the reclusive German novelist 

Georg Winter—the author around whom Brodsky has built his professional life. It is 

unclear whether this taste for the macabre emerged from an interest in Winter’s books 

or vice versa. He has, it’s true, always had a taste for it, but over the past few years his 

dabbling in death and become more intensified.  

Brodsky sighs.  

A plume of steam escapes his body into the bleak winter air. It is a long, heavy 

sigh, the sigh of a stoic, the hard-won sigh of the over-exerted. But other than the 

strain of collecting himself up at the bottom of the escalator, the Professor has 

expended very little physical effort this morning, and, to be honest, he is excited. It 

may be the middle of winter, it may be cold and overcast, but Brodsky is far from 

miserable. Yes, the head cold is a drag and his knee is giving him hell, but all this is 

counterbalanced by the feeling of weightless anticipation that elevates one’s spirits in 

those moments before a journey begins. In other words he’s almost childishly 

overwrought, and were his knee not acting up he’d be bouncing on the balls of his 
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feet. So while he feels horrible, he also senses the promise of travel as if he’s standing 

on the cusp of a transformation.  

For a second his breath hangs around him like mist among a stand of trees. 

Then in a flash it is gone, pulled under by the halting train’s vortex.  

It is late in life. Very late indeed. And although his chest is abuzz with the 

expectation of the journey ahead, there is also the knowledge, inescapable now—he 

sees it everywhere and feels it everywhere, in every joint in his body—that it might 

very well be his last. A time of last things. Last time in this city. Last time on this 

platform. Last time he’ll glance at the Meidlinger Friedhof. Last time watching the 

weak Viennese light struggle to make land on a cold December morning. The sound 

of the approaching train carries within it the whistle and shriek of inevitability, the 

dying strains of the final movement, the bow on the strings fainter, fainter, fainter 

until barely touching, the audience motionless as the auditorium is flooded with an 

extinguishing silence.  

Yes, a time of last things. Until now the idea has not come to him so clearly. 

Worse, it is not so much an idea as a fact. Take it all in, he tells himself, every last 

detail. Who knows if you’ll ever be back? 

It is only when the first carriages block his view of the cemetery that he puts 

an end to this train of morbid, melancholy thoughts.  

Enough! 
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Over the racket of the arriving train and the nearby excavations, Brodsky hears a 

voice rise up on the disturbed air, and before he can turn away and pretend not to 

notice—he prefers travelling alone, especially long-distance—there’s a hand on his 

suitcase and another gently on his arm:  

‘Let me get that for you, Professor! It’s clearly too heavy, far too heavy. A 

man of your age! Uugh, what on Earth are you carrying in here? Rubble? All your 

worldly possessions? No wonder you’re taking the train and not flying: they wouldn’t 

let you on an aeroplane with this thing!  

‘I’m sorry, Professor. You don’t remember me, do you? Well I guess I can’t 

blame you, really, it was over twenty years ago. More. Almost thirty! Where does the 

time go, Professor? And there were so many of us. Dozens. How could you remember 

everyone!  

‘Maria Dressler: I was a student of yours in the mid-eighties. “Expressionist 

Cinema in the Novels of Georg Winter.” A memorable course, Professor. But so 

short-lived. We hoped you’d stick around for another year or two, but you never 

returned.  

‘Until now, it seems! What a pleasure to see you again, Professor, after so 

long. Do you remember me? Do you?  

‘Your course was one of my all-time favourites. Uncovering the films on 

which he based his books. Cinema, as you told us, was a major component of his 

writing. Hence the course. I looked forward to those classes, Professor. Each week an 

analysis of a novel by Winter and the film relevant to it. Let me see if I can recall 

some of them: Conversations in the Dark paired with Abel Grance’s La Folie du Dr 

Tube; The Dog Speaks and Pabst’s Secrets of a Soul; V. and Caligari; and The Screen 
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and The Student of Prague. Am I right? That is correct, isn’t it? Those books and 

films have never left me, Professor. Your lectures were so clever. They sent us off to 

Winter’s books, had us sifting through them in order to dig up their secrets, reveal 

their hidden workings.  

‘We were so thrilled to be taking a course in English. I guess it was the 

university’s attempt to be modern, to introduce us to “the language of the future, the 

language of the world!” Back then it would have seemed progressive. I guess it was. 

Anyway, they wanted us all to be speaking and reading English. A golden opportunity 

for you, Professor, no doubt. 

‘Where did you go after that year? Back to Australia, I expect? I can 

understand why. The beaches. The sun. Easy living. Surely you’d take all that over 

this. Uugh, so very grey and dull. Particularly in December. (Here, pass me that. Are 

you OK? Follow me. Show me your ticket. Good, we’re in the same carriage. Are you 

all right? You don’t look well.) I bet you have wonderful Decembers in Australia. 

Where do you live these days? Tanzania! Well, Professor that is—oh, Tasmania? Is 

that in Australia? I am sorry but I have never heard of it. Or perhaps I have. It does 

ring a little bell in the back of my mind. But, oh, I don’t know. You have travelled a 

long way to be here this morning, I am sure of that!  

‘I’ve returned to those books over the years. I remember that Winter’s The 

Xerophyte had just come out. I’ll never forget that title. So odd. And I have never 

forgotten its meaning: a plant that needs very little water for survival. I’d never heard 

of it before. None of us had. Those kinds of things stay with you. We read it and 

reread it, and it was paired with, which film? (Tell me if I’m boring you, Professor. 

Some people do not like to rehash the past. And no doubt you’ve done this material to 

death!) Oh yes, that’s the one: Robert Wiene’s The Infernal Power. And, yes, that’s 
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Extract – A Guide to Bushwalking in Tasmania by Ben Walter 

The day that I stumble on the peach blossom village in the forest, I am out fishing for flathead 

grinding their bellies smooth on the cold sand, drifting hooks beside their nibbling jaws in my 

uncle Gerry's peeling old dinghy; a plucking of the line, silent notes savoured by the salt in the 

water and the air, an old metal tub in the bottom of the boat filled with sea water and fish and the 

spillings of red red blood. Wide coastal bays, valleys of old rivers and streams that were flooded 

when the glaciers gave up carving art in the dolerite mounds and stepped down from the peaks, 

diving for the warming ocean.  

The seasoned wind is a ruffle in my shirt, just a light joke, and then it is a nagging persistent worry 

about the doors unlocked and the boots forgotten back on the shack's deck, and then it is a snarling 

drunk at the pub who is shaking and shaking me as I try to guide the motor through the jagging 

shouts of waves, the white water gasping as the keel crashes time and again, an uneven drumbeat 

jolting my knees with constant downhill steps. I sway to dance with the turbulent movement, 

dance to the horrific beat. There are squalls pounding the water's keys; they pitch towards me like 

thousands of knives slashing across the chop, and then the curtain wraps around me and there is 

little to see, no sign at all of north, south, east or west – I am pressing the boat and nothing but the 

boat through the repetitive pages opening and closing before me, too focused on the pressure of 

the rudder to be scared; and yet there are other layers to my body that are more than terrified. I feel 

it in the pulse of my heart all gushing and tense and in the pale sickness of my skin; it is as though 

there are parts of my flesh that know I have already foundered, that the sea's bottom is dense 

below my feet and there are kelpies in my sleeves, squid settling around my cheeks – I have 

drowned in the plunging downpour and then drowned again in the wide meadows of ocean.  
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Through the dense forest of rain I become conscious of a smear of yellow, more like a hope or a 

memory than a vision, little more than a warmer shade of grey; but still, a hope is something to 

make for, so I pursue it with all the force answering to my forearm. The clumps of miserable olive 

she-oaks emerging from the white screen, dark above the flames of tussock grass leaping up the 

dunes. I do not recognise this beach – it is not Dodges or Primrose or Seven Mile – and what 

remains in me to consider charts determines that I have been blown a long way over to the west 

side of the bay; there is no boat-ramp gravelled across the unfamiliar sand, no shacks tumbling 

down the hills, no figures walking their bounding border collies, chasing energetic sticks along the 

beach. Just a heavy depth to the water and a ruthless sky, the surf pounding its head into the 

ground.  

“You're heading out today?” An older man back at the ramp, flaccid shirt and neck, slit eyes the 

colour of the sky. Hands in his pockets and eyebrows like dark clouds.  

Skirting the froth speckling the backs of the swell's sheets, I worry about the force of the breakers, 

at their splintering the dinghy, for the safety of my skin and face.  

A seagull on the sand steps towards the water, his legs the orange of life jackets. Where the beach 

peters out in the growing rock there is a trickle of creek ducking out from behind the grim 

headland. It will be sheltered there, the words stammer in my head. Less likely to lose the boat 

when the swells beach.  

The engine bites hopefully at the water as though the sea is something it can master and instruct, 

and I edge up to where the waves wrestle with the flow. But as I make to kiss the creek's mouth, I 

am surprised and shocked by a bursting smell that overcomes the salty sea: the fruity scent of 

native plums or currants, of pink cheeseberries, and overwhelming them all, the sense of an exotic 
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fruit, much fresher, juicer and sweeter than the solid native buttons. That bursting fragrance thrusts 

me into memories of my father's garden; trickles of sticky, delicious juice running down my chin, 

my neck and my rejoicing throat, even as I am standing on the precipice of the storm with the 

spray lurching at my face and the she-oaks waving me on, the surf mounding up around me like 

dunes as I floor the engine and skid through the break.  

It is as though I have stepped inside and closed the door; the tides are kind and the dinghy slumps 

exhausted in the rivulet's couch. The depth of the channel is just enough for the boat's mild 

displacement, and with the motor barely ticking over, I flow past the sandy shores with pigface 

flowers winking purple, upstream and away from the raging spasm of ocean. The brown, settled 

water, the firm smell of mud decomposing endless mud. Hours or days in a swoon of relief, the 

skin sagging all over my body. Resting against the hard, firm wood of the boat's seat, paint 

rubbing and powdering my clothes like flour. My eyes are open and they are closed and they are 

watchful of the hills rising, the narrowing rush of the stream and the thickening tannin in the 

water, the sandy scrub slowly giving way to laurel and dogwood and myrtle and the shrieks of 

black cockatoos sudden in the air; there are rapids to sidle and moss growing green across the 

cemeteries of old logs. I am forced to beach the boat below an old waterfall framed by forest. 

Leaning down, I taste the water. It is good; it is better.  

I rope the dinghy to an angled branch of horizontal and throw the life jacket on the deck; sit staring 

at the waterfall's pulse, tuned to the melodies of honeyeaters and shrike-thrush as the spray 

thickens the air around my face, and then I move closer – the rocks are slippery and my feet grip 

them like hands – let the hurtling stream slap against my palms, against my head. It's a storm that 

is on my side, I think, as the salt washes from my body, away downstream to join the ocean it was 

mined from. As the stream's memories of snow chill my skin, I notice a patch of open ground by 
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the waterfall. I push up beside it through the small clinging ferns and the mulch mud and the rocks 

whose edges swear at my hands, and all too soon the perspective became sheer; the trees are my 

companions and the water right beside me is falling fast, so fast that I consider returning to the 

surface of the creek where the boat lazes, staring up at me and slowly shaking its bow. But I am 

certain that somehow, in the broken sticks, in the low hollows in the scrub, in the wiry bauera 

reaching over to link its fingers with mine, certain there is a pad, wallaby or wombat or human that 

I am following to summit that waterfall; that others have come the same way. I reach for some 

sturdy branches, their small, sharp leaves catching at my skin, and heave myself up and over on to 

a new tier of forest floor; for I am still in the midst of rising trees and the view is confined to a 

narrow line down the rivulet, as though it is a track of its own, hemmed in by the tight bush.  

Upstream there is a firmer pad routed by the rivulet's flat rocks, the dark lichen and the still breeze, 

and I follow along, my curiosity dragging me against the day's weight. There are tiny pink bells of 

fungi ringing on a log and my grasp misses them by centimetres. The rivulet is encouraging and 

urging me with all the promise in its cool flow, and I stop to drink more fresh water, cupping and 

spilling the life in my hands and rubbing it into my face. As the track cuts inland it becomes 

clearer, a dark line climbing through the exposed roots of ancient myrtles. There are patches of sky 

showing in the canopy – blue like a gathering of wrens massing in the trees – and they grow and 

swell and sing to me the promise of warmth and relaxation. The forest eases, the trees stop and 

puff and rest on the steep slope, and I come out ahead of them all.  

There on a cleared, small rise, is a spread of neat, quiet huts.  

Huts just like those you find in the broad bush by rivulets and lakes, huts of round stones and logs 

and planks. Ten, twenty huts built against the dirt in organic lines with their chimneys breathing 
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smoke and their small windows eyeing me cautiously as I pad towards them.  

“Hello,” I call out. “Hello?”  

Further on, behind them and to the side, there are rows of edible lilies, mountain pepperberries 

red-spotting the bushes and a patchwork of native agriculture rising up the hill in terraces. I stop 

and stare at this village in the middle of the bush, with no roads, urgency or noise, and I wonder 

who brought it here and laid it down in this glade. In a strange way I can see all my walking and 

dreaming gathered together in this one place, as though every tiny mark of human feet and hands 

in the whole of the south-west has been integrated in a tiny town: every hydro hut and walkers' 

huddled lodging, every trapper's bundle of sticks, every bridge and track and circle of stones 

worshipping a fire, all of it peacefully gathered together so that the rest of the wilderness could 

follow its gentle way undisturbed.  

And then there are people emerging from doorways and fields, people wearing a patchwork of 

skins and cotton sewn from the bursting bulbs of wattle, and they watch as I approach their home 

in the forest. They greet me, courteous and kind, pouring fresh tea brewed on the log fires burning 

away amidst the granite.  

“You look hungry, son,” says an older woman with a mess of dark hair, a streak of white at the 

back like a currawong's tail, lines in her skin like the bark of wrinkled trees. She takes my hand. 

Her touch is calming and warm, and for a moment I feel that she is clasping my shoulder, my 

cheek; that her greeting has swelled to a full embrace. I try to speak this sensation in the way our 

fingers meet, but she is pulling me towards the fire and settling me by its hovering hands.  

The other people of the village, men and women, old and young, gather in a crowd around the 

flames, as though my eating is a form of speaking; they share their food, muesli blends of local 
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fruits and nuts and the fresh eggs of albatross and the flesh of trumpeter and mussels and all of this 

spread out and the flavours sweet with the dressing of our stump seats outside, surrounded by the 

kangaroo grass and the wattles and the true air.  

Twilight eases in to our circle and the fire shines brighter as the old flames die; the currawong 

woman lifts our silence with a voice that belongs, and her children, a younger man and woman, 

lead me to a hammock. Through the night it rocks me like the swell as the stars dream of mingling 

above me.  

The following day I wake with the youngest birds. I stroll to the opening in the forest, the track 

from the waterfall. It is great long hole and the lightest breeze blows from its mouth, a cool breeze 

that presses me back towards the village. I feel grateful for its whisper, for I am less than a leaf, 

less than the thinnest of leaves and subject to such whims of wind.  

The currawong woman's daughter is stretching out her bare morning arms, leaning over the 

sleeping coals and shaking them awake. As the flames whirr into life, she does not say that she is 

glad that I have found them or that I am welcome to stay as long as I like. She does not reach out 

her hand, but she does offer a sad smile, as though weighing the direction the wind will blow as 

the weeks tumble on. I look about me for a stick to break into very small pieces. Halves, quarters, 

eighths. At sixteenths, I look up through the mounting smoke and ask: “So...can I stay here?”   

“Can you stay here?” she echoes, frowning thoughtfully and turning back to the infant fire. In her 

posture I read some kind of assurance, that I will not be travelling anywhere, that the boat can wait 

forever in the settled creek, that I will remain with these people whose peaceful stares and 

conversation are comforting and wise. That morning, we warm our dawn with sassafras tea, and as 

the day's lines are drawn in colour and shade, the currawong woman explains their retreat from the 
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towns so many years ago. Knowing nothing of Reece or Gray or Hodgman, of Arthur or Davey or 

Collins, she wonders at the changes in the island I describe, at the drowning of rivers and of tribes, 

at the highways stretching out and the constant dribbling of city life.   

For many weeks I take on the local ways, waking early and eating in their company, warm pools 

of talk around the flames. I transfer my dormant gardening to the village's rich humus as each 

morning rises, and I feel that this is contentment, a species of home, and look forward to building 

my own hut from the logs that have sighed away in the forest, a simple hut with a bed and a table 

and chair, where I can sleep and sit and then leave through the day's door and let my worries 

dissolve in all that sky. A hut with an open fire that I can watch in the night, from my chair and 

from my bed, its plots and minor dramas. It can wait, I feel, for there are so many golden Autumn 

evenings when I am busy fiddling late with my garden. In time, Winter will speed the building for 

me.  

One night the currawong woman's son leads me to a room in a larger hut off to the side of the 

village. “The peach room,” she had said. “Give him the peach room.” I lie down to sleep as the last 

light trickles away, and in the morning I see that a pink petal has grown from the hut's deciduous 

ceiling. The following night there are two, and then a flower. Soon the whole ceiling is covered 

with blossom, and then the walls, and when I get up in the morning my feet tracks through 

softness, the scent rises sweet and the hut seems soaked with Spring.  

I feel a little discomfort, a rebuke; that for all my efforts in the garden, more beauty had grown 

through the night while I slept. I work harder in the fields, firming the peat on my village patch, 

moulding rows for a brigade of yam daisies; my body sweating, digging, eying these new lodgings 

with a shard of resentment. In the days that follow I find myself filling the rare nooks and crannies 
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of the village with hundreds of seeds and their butterfly growth, a persistent desperation sowing 

surges of chaos, as likely to result in dried, mummified seedlings, indistinguishable from the twigs 

that gather on the sides of streets, flattened as though pressed in an old book. For this is Autumn 

and I am raging forward to fill the gaps between paths and homes before Winter frightens all 

germination away. The currawong woman and her family help at times, even as they take my 

hands and temper them and carry them back to dry tables and press food into them and pat my 

back; they speak to me of what they'd seen and made in the morning and afternoon, and they ask 

me to tell them of my own days. They wait for me to mention the blossom.  

On one of those evenings, as I lever away at my revisions, the palimpsest of soil, I am 

remembering a small bed of dirt outside the Aurora building that bloomed with dead leaves and 

cigarette butts. With a rake, I was tearing at the surface scrub and ruffling the dirt, reaching down 

to plant seeds of nettles and dock and spanish heath, weeds that felt just at home as the settled 

sandstone buildings sinking in their sediment, lumping the banks of Davey Street; all that legal 

wrangling and the baroque rebounds of royal tennis, the traffic roaring in the hazy air, and I 

wanted to cough as I raked and vomit as I planted and I'm sure that those seeds felt like unloved 

children.  

And when I go to bed that night I feel the first petals on my skin.  

They tickle and itch. I scratch them away. The following night they are like a creeping flush of 

sunburn; the petals smoulder as I rub them off; a swarm of petals stinging at my flesh. In the 

morning, I lie in bed and wonder at this grafting; the night stretching out its arms and clinging to 

the day.  

The peace of that place was becoming overwhelming. When my grandmother died in an early 
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Spring we had poured fresh blossom on her grave; but there it was leaping on my living skin and 

setting the sun on my back.  

And the hole in the forest was so deep. But even now, I don't know why I left that village in the 

hills. What festering discontentment, what worry and concern for my old life dragged me back 

down the simple path to the waterfall standing guard? I had rolled down the track to meet my 

patient boat; floated it gently downstream in keeping with the creek's will, through the wilder 

forest opening up into the wider plains, all the while stopping to build small cairns of rocks by the 

side of the rivulet and tie pink tape to trees. The quolls that pottered down the banks growing more 

bashful and the birds changing their tunes, the clouds that I knew becoming familiar; and again, 

approaching the sea, I smelt the blossom and the shattering, enlivening fruitfulness that permeated 

the watery track, and it was as though I had crossed a frontier where irreconcilable customs had 

been transposed.  

I remember feeling the warning in the afternoon; uneasy and afraid, I thought of starting the 

engine, turning the boat around and churning back to that paradise. Even primed the motor and 

reached for the starter and pulled once and then twice; but my attention was diverted by the brief 

tumult where the rivulet beached, the confusion of current and tide and wave, so I heaved hard, 

wrenching my elbow, and the starter cord reached its limit as the engine caught. This focused my 

attention as I steered the threatened boat from the water's whims out into the great flat bay, calm 

now of maelstrom and disturbance.  

I ran the dinghy slowly, taking long poles and poking them deep through the ocean and into the 

sea bed below, topping each with an old can firmly taped, channelling my return tack, and as I 

crossed the flooded valley the beaches became transparent; there were shacks with tin hats and 
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aquamarine cheeks, there were other runabouts and seagulls with their plaintive, begging calls, and 

when I circled the great foot of Tiger Head stamping into the bay and saw the usual concrete boat 

ramp at Dodges, I gave up on puttering progress and revved the motor and churned in past the 

moorings to the shore. There was another boat and there were people in shorts winding their half-

cab up behind a four-wheel drive and there were people on the beach and people fishing from the 

jetty and people and so many people and I quickly tied the dinghy against the cracked and 

buffering tyres and hurried up to get the car, my steps sounding strange on the jetty planks and the 

asphalt, as though it was just my feet that had changed.  

When the boat was secured on the trailer's back, I drove around the block to Gerry's shack, the 

gravel road buzzing and humming and pleased to see me, and in all my rush I didn't bother with 

the mechanics of backing the boat in, but flew head first with the trailer behind me, awkward and 

off kilter. I sucked in the hand-break and ran to the door. “Gerry,” I called, “I'm fine, I'm okay.”  

There was no response, just silence calling from the old shack, so I searched down the back, the 

yard busy with goats and chickens, the shed ticking over with its tools. Gerry wasn't there either, 

but his car was in the wide parking area, so I ran back to the shack, opened the door and went from 

room to room, looking behind chairs and under tea cups, and suddenly, there was his big, black 

dog leaping up to greet my chest with his paws, and there was Gerry's thickset body silhouetted in 

the doorway, and “oh,” he said, “hey Phillip, you looking for something mate? Did you catch any 

fish? Can help you clean them if you like.”  

And perhaps I looked like a fish, like a blanched whiting about to start thrashing, because he ran 

over and caught me in his arms and perhaps he should have stabbed my head cleanly then and 

there.  
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