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‘This is not the era of sport, but of martyrdom and persecution.’


~ Thomas Carlyle
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PROLOGUE





King Cole is in motion, and that is all he cares to know as he dashes headlong through the streets of London. Blindly he runs, into a spin of lights.


Hills are lifted up, high towers, high mountains and fenced walls – such shapes as he has ever Dreamed. Behind the lights the buildings pile black on every side, threatening collapse.


One Big Ant-hill Creek, this is.


An Australian Aborigine, Cole is not daunted out Bush. His heart is open, his liver glad. He yells for joy.


Light to dark and dark to light, he races through the arches of the Adelphi along the Strand. The streets, filled with a riotous, milling throng, roar and whirl about at every turn. The window displays of bright-lit theatres and their print-shops draw the crowd – figurines no more real than the coloured shapes they stare at, looking-glass images of themselves.


He hears again the wheezing violins, strains of a waltz, sees the white men all in black, their ladies dressed as flowers, smelling not of flowers. They poke and prod and stare until he leaves them all behind, leaping from that cliff above Pall Mall.


A yellow whoosh of flame turns his head – fire-juggler. Cole collides with a column of smoke. A barrel-organ clatters and rolls. Impressions strike with physical force. His skull throbs and his scalp tingles. No matter – after the suffocating attentions of the Athenaeum Club, to be ignored is bliss.


Every few steps, scenes shift beneath his feet. They take on forms new and more clinging. Cole runs on the spot: it is the great globe that spins. He has to run to keep up.


Cityscape darkening, the frantic passage eventually slackens in its pace. Churning thoroughfares give way to ever-narrower lanes. Away from West End glory, night skies return, clear, with very little cloud.


The air, however, closes, rank with rotting vegetation. Hissing and growling sounds – King Cole finds himself in a downtrodden neighbourhood, much emptied of humanity. The front door of nearly every low, black house gapes onto the highway. Deep within dance kitchen fires, ringed with nightmare silhouettes. Queer animal shapes throw themselves across cracking walls and filthy floors.


He pauses a moment to catch his breath.


Were it not for the gas lamps marking the street corners, jutting from blackened brick, they would be no different from clumps of brushwood. By their flickering light Cole can make out other shapes crawling the street. Taking a step back, he disappears into a recess.


Their clothing much resembles the fine dress he is lately used to, but grown shabby, ill-fitting and old. Battered top hats fold in on themselves. Huge, filthy overcoats part to show second, no less ragged coats beneath. Baggy trousers, rope-tied at the waist, dissolve around gap-toothed remnants snarling at their feet. These stinking, outsize garments swamp the bodies of the pale and stunted creatures that bear them. Despite their obvious burden, they are spectral and insubstantial beings.


Under his breath Cole murmurs an incantation, a charm to ward off evil. He peels himself off the dank wall, lest he stick there, permanently, like a fly to a sticky-bud.


Borne on an east wind, saltpetre, sharp and corrosive, stings Cole’s nostrils. The foetor of burnt flesh and charred bone catches the back of the throat. Beneath his feet, a black slime of damp pyrean ash coats the stone paving. Mixed with the ineffable charcoal scent is an alien tang Cole cannot identify – potassium nitrate.


In spite of it all, he senses the proximity of water.


A scattering of trees brackets a black-spired church, some almost as tall as the terrifying spike at its centre. With a trained eye Cole selects the most suitable. He reaches for one of its lower branches and hauls himself aloft. Setting the soles of his bare feet against the trunk, he grasps it firmly between both hands and, glad of the bark beneath his fingers, executes a nimble ascent. In a matter of seconds he nears the treetop.


Balanced between the high branches, King Cole swings back and forth, surveying the surrounding country – his eternal domain.


Immediately to the southeast he can make out a derelict marketplace, then scraggy patches of open ground. To the south lurk vast waterholes, deeper and darker than any salt lake. From these sprout entire forests of dead wood – ships with sails mournfully struck, tightly bound to skeletal masts. As he watches they in turn show indistinct, run aground amongst the misty ghosts of houses, houses of ghosts.


And beyond them all – to his horror – he sees, coiled and slick, the Great Serpent.



















CHAPTER I


Thursday the 21st of May, 1868


THE HUNTING PARTY




‘With Earth’s first Clay They did the Last Man knead,


And there of the Last Harvest sow’d the Seed;


And the first Morning of Creation wrote


What the Last Dawn of Reckoning shall read.’


~ Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám








In the beginning is the Song, and the Song is of earth, and the earth is Song.


And the earth is without form, and void: and the blank face of the void is white.


And the singers of the Song pick their way across that void, until another song should reach their ears. Faint, hard to place, it grows steadily louder. Brazen, discordant, the music is new to them – the theme all too evocative: a savage song fit to fire the heart, or to curdle the blood.


Song, and dance – barely discernible smudges separate out from the solidifying plenum. Dots here and there in the nowhere, the vibrations begin to take on physical form.


The brute chorus, more urgent now, is calling all of Creation forth.


Gnowee, the Emu’s egg, is born from the land. The darkness divides from the light. Etched across this new horizon are the shadow-sequences of Dreaming. Silhouettes, they loom, assuming substance: becoming…


…a tree…


          …a startled bird…


                …a serried rank of scarlet jackets.




 





The North Downs of Kent, a lush, undulating landscape, lay couched in morning mists. No rain fell, but the clods of saturated earth exhaled moist breath. The sun was little more than a bright disc, suspended, its heat remote.


It took Time to burn a hole through the air.


Crisp, white chill gave way gradually to dew. Dawn opaque as pearl turned a translucent opal – a child’s marble, red shift tense within. 


Hue, and cry – a pack of foxhounds romped across rough pasture. Giving tongue, they announced their quarry cornered; a huntsman’s horn quavered in reply – sounds neither of triumph, nor of mourning, but imbued with the hollowness of each.


In a copse at the base of a steep slope, the Master of Hounds caught up with his charges. Ringed tight about a dense covert, their white bodies thrashed like maggots in a wound. They yelped and snapped and scratched and howled.


‘Ware Riot!’ the Master called.


Crashing through barriers of undergrowth, the leading body lurched to a halt. Hunting pinks pulsing in pallid twilight, the West Kent gathered, eager for the kill. They could taste metal on the air.


The horses reared and circled, huge heads tossing, their eyes rolling; flared nostrils snorted gouts of steam. Something lurked in the clump of trees ahead, causing the animals to panic. Stabbing hooves churned the damp ground into a thick paste. Stumbling in the mulch, the frenzied hounds risked being trampled underfoot.


‘Forrard!’ cried the Master. ‘Hoick to’m!’


But his hounds, whining, kept their distance. Smartly he dismounted, strode forward, and brought up his whip to part the curtains of vegetation. Dismayed, he hollered a caution. Taut reins restrained horse and rider from their sudden urge to flee.


Gasps and oaths escaped the ruffled company. Gentleman farmer, lord and lady alike stared, slack-jawed. There was the dead fox, lolling, back broken, held tight in the grip of a black fist. The hand belonged to a man – very obviously a man. A living soul, he rose up, as if of earth itself: formed of the dust of the ground, in their image, after their likeness – and yet shockingly other.


Stark naked in that glade stood a Stone Age relic – an Australian Aborigine.


‘Not just one, but three of the buggers, black as sin!’



















CHAPTER II


Thursday the 21st of May, 1868


BACK AND FORTH




‘We must bear in mind that we form a complete social body…a society, in which, by the nature of the case, we must not only learn, but act and live.’


~ Rugby Magazine








‘What the bloody fucking hell do you think you’re playing at? Someone could have been hurt…or worse!’


Athletic and powerful in his movements, Charles Lawrence paced the front of a small provincial schoolroom. His honest face was thin and weather-beaten; even so, he appeared younger than his 40-odd years.


From outside, the sharp smack of willow gave rise to cheers. Lawrence raised his voice to match.


‘That’s right!’ he shouted. ‘Hang your woolly heads, you black sheep! Hang ’em in shame, as well you might! All excepting you of course, eh, Your Majesty?’


Scattered amongst the facing school desks sat the objects of his scorn: Dick a-Dick, Mosquito and King Cole were the three Australian Aborigines who had startled the local fox hunt early that same morning. Each was dressed in matching flannels, shirt, and waistcoat. Dick-a-Dick sported a jacket that barely stretched across his muscles, and a vest considerably fancy. They otherwise wore casual clothing of a sort that might as well have been sacking – baggy and cooling, and perfectly anonymous. If not for their midnight-dark skin they might have passed for ordinary workmen.


The infantile and exaggerated postures of the pair seated nearest to Lawrence further distinguished them. Crouched at odd angles in a vain attempt to hide behind child-sized desks, they raised folded arms and peered – yes, sheepishly – through the chinks of their parted fingers.


The classroom was bright, built entirely of bleached pine, and redolent with stale schoolboy sweat. Large windows down one side overlooked a playing field. Closest to these perched King Cole, distracted by the cricket game beyond. 


Sensing the approach of his interrogator, Cole snapped to attention and dropped his tousled head. Rapid heartbeats measured the silence.


Lawrence glowered. His clear blue eyes radiated both fire and ice. He took a swift step away.


‘You can’t get painted up and go parading your filthy particulars to all and sundry!’ he said. A dramatic spin of his heel brought him once more face-to-face with the humbled assembly. ‘And whose bright idea was it? Skeeter? Dick-Dick? Was it you, hm, Your Majesty?’


Lawrence waved his hands, imploring.


‘Not that I expect you to tell me. Thick as thieves, you lot, thick as thieves. Wasn’t my idea to bring you here.’


Lawrence’s moods were quick, the darkest flush of fury already drained from his rosy complexion. Slackening, his strong tan hands began to fidget. He fingered the book on the teacher’s desk beside him – Tom Brown’s Schooldays, a recent edition.


Cricket was Charles Lawrence’s driving passion: he was all but married to the game. Playing for Surrey since he was a schoolboy had led him on to Scotland, Ireland, Australia; and eventually back to his native England, shepherd to a most unusual flock. As coach and team captain Lawrence had in his charge a total of thirteen Australian Aborigines – the first ever professional cricket team to visit and tour from overseas.


They had travelled a long way together, and at close quarters.


Lawrence pictured himself, among the Aborigines, back on board the wool clipper Parramatta, the frigate-built ship on which they had endured endless passage from Australia.


He had brought with him a goodly supply of copybooks, and endeavoured to teach the Aborigines to read and write. Their fluency in English varied widely, along with their appreciable intelligence. Lessons had started out every morning, but could not last long, for the men soon tired, preferring to amuse themselves in drawing trees, birds, all kinds of animals and anything else they thought of. Fearing the limit to his own abilities, in the event Lawrence had exhausted their attention far sooner.


The Blacks liked to play draughts and cards, and also with the youngsters on board. They would charm pieces of wood from the carpenter and whittle away at them with admirable skill, making needles and lots of other little things for the ladies. They became great favourites with the womenfolk, who delighted in their spirited company, and whose children always wanted to be with them…


Church bells rang the half-hour. Focused again in the moment, Lawrence stood opposite an expectant trio. The Aboriginals were blessed with beguiling looks. Their dark eyes large and full, with a soft quality, there was, generally speaking, a degree of docility prepossessing, and expressive of great sympathy. Faced with such generous and trusting pupils, he found it impossible to stay angry.


‘Do you want to get me into hot water…into trouble?’ stammered Lawrence. ‘Well, then, eh? We might as well pack up our kit right away, climb back aboard ship and spend another three months in the bloody belly of the Parrabloodymatta!’


A flash of white teeth from Dick-a-Dick and his bluster fell deflated.


The classroom became quiet. In natural communion, all four men began to watch the game going on outside.


The Aboriginal Australian Eleven had set sail from Sydney on the 8th of February, bound for the Old Land. They had finally arrived, docking at Gravesend, on Old May Day – May the 13th, 1868 – 81 years to the day from when that First Fleet, under Arthur Phillip, had originally departed to establish the new colony.


Leaving behind an antipodean summer’s end, they had made landfall at the start of British summertime. The two seasons were of course hardly comparable. The omnipresent clouds and wearisome vapours of Merrie Olde England were most unlike the bright blue skies of Australia. The Blacks complained of double vision due to the weak light, seeing two balls thrown for every one. Fortunately, by local standards the recent weather had been unseasonably dry, some days freakishly warm – Friday last and especially the Tuesday just gone, with the thermometer hitting 83 Fahrenheit. Still, they’d had only just over a week in which to recover their land legs, and for the Aborigines to acclimatise.


The game in progress beyond the schoolhouse window was a practice session, a part of their brief round of training: after months of inactivity on board ship they had all gained an inch or two around the middle. The high plateau of the North Downs overlooked the pitch from one direction; the tall, tiled spire of St Mary’s church the other. Four oasthouses, so characteristic of the Kentish countryside, directly bordered onto the sports field. Conical roofs bent forward, they too seemed to incline their heads the better to follow the action.


Laurence blinked, his concentration shot.


‘Neddy will insist on leading with the wrong leg,’ he muttered to himself. Making for the door, he turned to point a commanding finger. ‘Wait here,’ he said. ‘We’re not done. I’ll return presently.’




 





‘“Bladdy facken hell!”’


Laughter breaks out.


‘Sounds proper ’Stralian there, inna?’


‘Too bloody roit.’


Mosquito, the smallest of the three Aborigines, leaps from his desk and makes for the open door.


‘Lawrence…’ says Cole, ‘Lawrence said we wait f’r ’im.’ 


Mosquito throws back a dirty look and keeps on going.


Dick-a-Dick, who has seniority, addresses Mosquito in their own language. ‘Grongarrong, him right,’ he says. ‘We should wait.’


Mosquito halts within the doorway. His homelands are at Naracoorte, also known as Mosquito Plains. A skilled carpenter and an ace with the stockwhip, he is, like Dick-a-Dick, a firm advocate of temperance – which is as well, since he is the devil with a drink inside him.


Sulkily, he returns.


‘White men,’ says Mosquito, ‘have no manners.’


This spite is directed at King Cole: the simpleton has spoken out of line. Mosquito then presents his back. Facing Dick-a-Dick, he adopts a dialect only they share. ‘Did you have to invite him?’ he says. ‘He brings bad luck.’


‘Na? Puru watjala?’ asks Cole. He understands well enough that nothing good is said of him. His lip curls. ‘Mardidjali.’


‘Miriwa,’ spits back Mosquito. ‘Drop dead.’


Still favouring Dick-a-Dick, Mosquito resumes English for Cole’s edification. ‘He is the one whose tongue is difficult.’


Feeling the hurt, King Cole rises instantly from his seat. Now all of them are standing.


‘Wembawemba,’ jibes Mosquito. ‘Everybody know. Ancestors him no good.’


Cole squares with his accuser. Dick-a-Dick intercedes. Put in the position of children, it is hardly surprising they should act the same, but no less shameful for all that. Dick glares reproachfully at Mosquito.


Mosquito cannot believe it. ‘You side with him,’ he whines, ‘against a brother? He is not Jardwa!’


Dick-a-Dick grimaces. Jardwadjali, Mardidjali, Wutjubaluk; the battles they fought over the Murray Lands are over 20 years past, as long dead as their peoples.


‘So few blackfellas…’ he sighs.


Dick calls to mind his birthplace, Bring Albit, the sandy spring close to Mount Elgin, and his family crest – Kiotacha, the native cat.


A lengthy silence ensues before Dick-a-Dick speaks again.


‘Back in the World,’ he says, ‘we were Lizard…Crow, Eaglehawk. We were Pelican…Fire…and Emu.’


He measures his speech, taking long pauses. One does not speak lightly, nor too quickly, when dealing with weighty subjects. Words are anyway no way to talk. It takes time to summon the right ones.


‘Remember where we come from,’ he says. ‘That is important…’


Taking his fellows each by the arm, Dick-a-Dick directs their attention beyond the window glass. He tells them, ‘We are very far from home.’


Another pause. 


‘In this place,’ continues Dick, ‘it does not matter if we are Gabadj, or Guragidj, Blackheaded Snake, or…’ his eye takes in Cole ‘…Southern Cross.’ Dick-a-Dick lays a placating palm on each man’s shoulder. ‘White Cockatoo?’ he says. ‘Black Cockatoo? Here, whole mob just Cockatoo.’


Sad to speak his mind as if it belonged to somewhere else, Dick-a-Dick allows his words to sink slowly in. They watch Lawrence engaged in parley with their team-mates on the field.


‘You want beat the whitefellas at their own game?’ says Dick. ‘Don’t. Be proud who is your brother.’ His right hand moves to cup the back of Mosquito’s neck. He studies the face of each man in turn. ‘Look after me an’ him,’ says Dick. ‘That about all we got left.’


Mosquito sets his jaw. He drops his head. ‘No good you talk English me.’


‘Soon,’ says Dick, ‘all World become one England.’


King Cole’s mouth hangs open. Belonging to no particular place, condemned to remain a boy, he has so much that he wants to express, yet nothing he dares speak of.




 





Lawrence returned, breaking the spell.


Dick-a-Dick, leading by example, made his way back to the desks and sat down. Mosquito remained standing, facing down Cole.


‘Tji-tji,’ he said. ‘Child. I know my miyur… I remember my place.’


‘Skeeter, Cole…please,’ said Lawrence, ‘be seated.’


His few minutes away had given him a chance to reflect on their situation. Lawrence was, if anything, even more contrite than the three Aborigines had contrived to appear. Ninety days confined to a ship – and often cramped and chilly quarters below deck – were akin to a prison sentence even for a civilised gentleman, let alone nomadic tribesmen.


Good morale inspired any team to play better; among players as instinctual as these, it was invaluable. The Blacks, reasoned Lawrence, had only sought to satisfy their characteristic urge to explore new surroundings. They did so in order to cheer themselves. The impromptu hunting party might have been a blessing – in different circumstances.


‘I know you fellows to be responsible men…’ Lawrence began, but faltered. Their actions, although justifiable, could not be condoned. They were in England now.


‘Sorry, Lawrence,’ the Aborigines chimed in singsong chorus. No need for talk. They understood. Charles Lawrence felt moved.


‘I was of a mind not to let you attend Saturday’s party,’ he said, ‘but I suspect letting you go will prove the greater punishment.’


The lesson concluded with a wry smile.


The Aborigines beamed broadly in return. 


‘Gave those ruddy toffs a scare did you, boys?’ Lawrence’s bushy moustaches failed to conceal so wide a grin. ‘Wish I’d been there,’ he said, ‘to see the look on their faces.’


A muffled ‘Howzie!’ carried through the window-glass. Four heads turned as one.


The players did not have to be told. ‘Go on, then,’ shouted Lawrence after them, ‘get back to practice with the others!’



















CHAPTER III


Saturday the 23rd of May, 1868


PERFECT GENTLEMEN




‘The Aboriginal black cricketers are veritable representatives of a race unknown to us until the days of Captain Cook, and a race which is fast disappearing from the earth. If anything will save them it will perhaps be the cricket ball. Other measures have been tried and failed. The cricket ball has made men of them at last.’


~ Bell’s Life








Town Malling, a quiet nook just to the west of Maidstone, made for the Aboriginal Eleven’s first base of operations. Tour manager Bill Hayman exploited family ties, employing Kent County Cricket Club secretary William South Norton – his brother-in-law.


Charles Lawrence paced the upstairs lounge of the Bear Inn. Hayman and South Norton, both seated, looked on. Dressed to the absolute nines – white dress shirts, crisp dark suits, black shoes polished to a bright blaze – they sported Sunday-best on a wet Saturday afternoon.


The windows had been thrown wide open. Despite driving rain, the High-street market bustled; the drone of trade and industry, carried from below, set the small room thrumming. The day was extraordinarily close. Neckties loose and top buttons unfastened, in concession to the heat as much as the hour, all three gentlemen sweated profusely. Lawrence especially suffered. Humidity aside, he had whipped himself up into a keen state of anxiety.


When their ship hove to, the national press had been obsessed with the General Election, and then, as it docked, with Disraeli’s ascension to the top of his ‘greasy pole’. Very little publicity had greeted the team’s arrival. To ensure the tour turn a profit they needed to attract the Great British Public. Journalists from the influential London papers had been invited to watch the Aborigines at practice, as yet without concrete result.


Their debut at the Oval was only two days away. 


‘“Attempt to Assassinate the Duke of Edinburgh”.’ South Norton read aloud from The Illustrated London News, the latest edition just arrived by train from London. ‘“The Australian mail”,’ he continued, ‘“brings copious details of atrocious attempt on the life of his Royal Highness on March 12.”’


‘Not guilty,’ Hayman pleaded. Privileged by birth, the freckle-faced fellow was some years younger than Lawrence. He raised his hands in mock surrender. ‘Our alibi, I think you’ll find, is water-tight.’


‘Pshaw!’ said William South Norton. A sleek and handsome creature, dark hair slicked with oil, he somehow achieved casual dash even whilst soaked in perspiration and chewing on a piece of dried meat.


‘“The wound of the Duke”,’ South Norton read on, ‘“has happily not proved severe, but it was extremely perilous. The bullet struck against one of the ribs on the right side, within a short distance of the spine, and passed around the body.” Oh, I say! A close-run thing,’ he commented. ‘Fenian business, to be sure.’


Lawrence yanked at his over-starched collar. ‘Yes, yes! That’s all very well,’ he said, ‘but it is old news.’


Word of the attempt on the life of the Duke of Edinburgh – Queen Victoria’s second son, Alfred Ernest Albert – had reached passengers aboard the Parramatta as soon as it dropped anchor off the coast of England. The Aborigines were deeply upset. The Duke had come to see them play at Sydney, just prior to their departure. The Blacks, honoured with an introduction, had testified to their loyalty with a true British cheer for the royal representative.


William South Norton snapped the paper in the air. ‘It’s news to me, old boy,’ he said. ‘Fresh detail!’


Bill Hayman’s slender hand stroked his mutton-chop whiskers. ‘You don’t…’ he said ‘…you don’t think that it might have a deleterious effect on our fortunes, do you, Charley?’


‘A what?’ Lawrence looked especially annoyed.


Hayman retrieved a pocket handkerchief to mop at his dampened brow. ‘We don’t want folk thinking every Australian a murderer!’ he said.


‘It does not seem so great a stretch,’ reasoned South Norton, ‘since you are all convicts.’


A snarl of exasperation exploded from Lawrence’s lips. Hayman snatched the newspaper from his startled confrère, skimming the section headlines. ‘“Nothing in the Papers”,’ he read. ‘Hm, indeed!’


Abruptly let go, the pages separated as they swept to the floor.


Outside the open windows the rain fell without cease, the English climate reasserting itself with a vengeance. A polite knock at the hatch from below, and on the threshold stood the tavern’s proprietor. He held out his prize – the Sporting Life, a copy they had so far failed to find. 


Lawrence pounced like a starving man on a glazed ham.


‘Much obliged, Mr Longhurst!’ said Bill Hayman, to excuse him.


The landlord creaked away.


Lawrence tore through the paper, finding a passage marked for their attention. ‘“Arrival of the Black Cricketers”,’ he announced. ‘Here we go: “…no arrival has been anticipated with so much curiosity and interest as that of the Black Cricketers from Australia.” How-ZAT-uh! “They are thirteen in number, and are captained by Charles Lawrence”…’ he trumpeted his own little fanfare ‘…“late of the All-England Eleven, who has been for some time at the Antipodes.”’


Lawrence fell silent, his frown returning.


‘Read on,’ said Hayman.


‘I am,’ said Lawrence.


‘Read on aloud, Charley!’


Charles Lawrence resumed his patrol of the threadbare carpet. ‘“Monday in the Derby week (May 25) is to witness their début in London,”’ he read, ‘“arrangements having been made for them to play their first match against Eleven Gentlemen of the Surrey Club, at the Oval, on May 25 and 26; and on the Thursday after the Derby they will go through a series of athletic exercises on the Surrey ground.”’


The pitch of his voice rose, excitedly.


‘“The following gentlemen of the Surrey Club have been selected to play against the Blacks in their first match” … ’


Hayman leapt up, to lean over Lawrence’s shoulder. They went through the list of names, quizzing or else joshing where they had knowledge of an individual’s form. William South Norton merely picked at his teeth. Presently, seeming mollified, Hayman dropped back into his seat.


Lawrence paced the bounds and read on. South Norton watched his progress somewhat glassily, excavating his fingernails.


Lawrence suddenly turned, batting the open spread with the back of his hand.


‘“With respect to their prowess as cricketers,”’ he read, ‘“that will be conclusively determined by their first public match. We hear, however, that Cuzens and Mullagh show considerable talent and precision in bowling, but, to use a homely phrase – the proof of the pudding will be in the eating.” Hah!’ He threw the paper down, where it joined others piled at their feet.


‘Johnny Mullagh is our trump card,’ said Hayman. ‘And there’s you, of course.’


Lawrence ignored the compliment. Crossing to the empty fireplace, he took up a dog-eared pocketbook from where it lay on the mantle, beneath a massive mirror. 


The compact and well-worn room they occupied formed an antechamber of sorts to the quarters allocated to the remainder of the team. Communal lodgings seemed to suit the Aborigines best. Rather than split them into twos and threes to lodge with various households, Lawrence and Hayman had elected to keep everybody together under the one roof – even if it meant that of the local inn.


The players were either getting themselves ready, or dozing within. Should any of the Blacks quit their quarters, to venture downstairs or outside, they would first be required to pass through this room – and that accorded with Lawrence’s preference. The arrangement afforded greater security, and laid to rest at least some of his crowding fears.


‘Thomas Hughes writes about cricket,’ he said. ‘Here, what do you make of this?’ Lawrence located one of his many scribbles in the margins. ‘A schoolmaster says, “The discipline and reliance on one another which it teaches is so valuable, I think, it ought to be such an unselfish game. It merges the individual in the eleven; he doesn’t play that he may win, but that his side may.”’


Lawrence brandished the book, his cherished copy of Tom Brown’s Schooldays. ‘Should I try reading some of it out to the boys?’


Hayman laughed. ‘The Gospel According to Tommy Hughes, is it?’ he said. ‘You square-toes. Old Blow-hard! Now you’re being ridiculous! Our “boys” they may be, but still, they are grown men.’


South Norton picked at a piece of lint marring the pristine black of his jacket. ‘I think Tom Brown quite correct in its sentiments,’ he said.


Hayman was undeterred. ‘You know as well as I do, Charles,’ he said, ‘that when it comes to unselfish behaviour, there’s precious little we can teach them.’


Lawrence bowed his head and mumbled something unintelligible. He looked up, searching the face of his colleague.


‘Do you think they will?’ he said. ‘Behave?’


South Norton sprang from his chair as if flea-bitten. ‘When you came to my house that first morning,’ he said, ‘I had no notice of what time I was to expect you… So, when you all walked in, straight after breakfast as I recall, you, or rather your wild gentlemen, caused a good deal of excitement.’ He moved to gather up his topcoat and hat. ‘We served a little light refreshment,’ he said, ‘and my two young daughters were brought into the front parlour to inspect the Blackies. You two were, I think, occupied elsewhere…’


‘I was in London,’ said Lawrence, ‘sweet-talking Burrup and the S.C.C.’


Filling the far doorway, William South Norton chuckled awkwardly. ‘The little ones were not at all frightened, you know.’ He spoke to Charles Lawrence directly, with all the kindness he could muster. ‘Nor had they reason to be… And now I’m afraid I must leave you,’ he said. ‘So much still needs sorting for this evening! Bring your lads over for seven o’clock, prompt. Adieu!’ 


The clatter of South Norton’s exit lapsed into brooding silence.


Hayman huffed, ‘You don’t have to make a song and dance over every little thing, Charley.’


‘No,’ said Lawrence, ‘that’s your pigeon.’


Bill Hayman whined, perplexed. ‘They know how to dance the way the ladies like,’ he said, ‘waltz, polka, you name it. They know their way around a pack of cards…and they’re bloody good at billiards.’ He recalled with a twinge how Johnny Cuzens had fleeced him at the tables in Gravesend. ‘Back home,’ Hayman said, ‘they acted perfect gentlemen.’


He coughed.


‘Most of the time.’


Charles Lawrence glared at the younger man. His eyes threatened frostbite. Hayman had dared allude to their previous tours in Australia – before he, Lawrence, had taken up with them. ‘Back home,’ he said, ‘they could go and visit relatives, those that still have them. Indulge in a spot of ceremonial dancing, or otherwise fill what leisure time they have hunting.’


‘Ih…’


‘They cannot do that here.’


‘Charles, I’d rather not…not now…’


‘It is imperative we keep them occupied,’ said Lawrence, ‘as much as we possibly can. We don’t let them out of our sight, if we can help it.’


Hayman looked away, his lips pressed firmly together.


Lawrence closed with him as a swordsman would, fighting a duel. ‘Make no mistake,’ he said, ‘I mean to go back to Australia. I want us to return with honours, not wreathed in shame, nor condemned as murderers.’


His resolve was iron-clad.


‘I will not have any more deaths on my team.’



















CHAPTER IV


Saturday the 23rd of May, 1868


BIRDS OF NO FEATHER




‘Night and day the irons clang,


and, like poor galley slaves,


We toil, and toil, and when we die


Must fill dishonoured graves.’


~ ‘Jim Jones at Botany Bay’, traditional








‘The hair is not wiry, like that of a Negro. It hangs in dark locks…something almost refined. A marble bust in the museum. Except black, of course.’


‘And is it soft?’


‘Heavens!’ exclaimed Mrs South Norton. ‘Am I to know that…? I would not touch them.’ She returned her cup to its saucer with an emphatic clink. ‘Should you?’


A number of heads shook all at once.


Mrs Hilary South Norton led the ladies of Town Malling in discussion and afternoon tea. Matronly and magnificent, she fairly basked in the glory of her primacy. The group gathered in close around a mahogany-framed sofa flanked by matching tubs. Each of them held a fan, spread, which they flapped in an attempt to cool their faces; the heat of the day so unusual and oppressive that all they achieved was to cut the air into slices.


Opposite Mrs South Norton bobbed Lily Perfect, by far the youngest present. ‘The Black Cricketers,’ she trilled, ‘you’ve seen them already?’


Given the general air of excitement, the redundancy of Lily’s query was excused. Hilary South Norton seemed only too happy to repeat her proud boast. ‘Yes, I’ve seen them.’ Her formidable chest was thrust further out, although it seemed scarcely possible. ‘I have met them,’ she corrected. ‘And so shall you.’


She patted her elaborate coiffure. As the close friend of their hostess, Mrs Luck, she was the only woman not required to keep her hat on.


On her left, Lily’s portly, cherubic aunt clapped soundlessly. Minute biscuit crumbs fell from her lips. ‘So shall we all!’ she crowed. 


Sounds of a late arrival created a minor disturbance in the adjacent hallway. The hopeful cluster turned their heads in fluid unison: fed so many titbits already, they craved new sensation.


One of the servants appeared, and ushered into the drawing-room a slight, soberly dressed woman. ‘A Miss Sarah Larkin, ma’am.’


The whisking fans ceased in their movements.


The exalted high priestesses crouched, awaiting their sacrifice. Seeing so much attention fixed on her, Sarah’s insides contracted. She hovered in the doorway sideways on. As one the group cast their beady eye, a critical stare that ranged about her person with unkind freedom. Her face was deemed plain and undecorated, her forehead a touch too broad. The way the hair burst forth from her temples, only to double back under restraint, untidy. Dull hair it was, too – dark, no attempt made to disguise sweeps of premature grey. Long, tense fingers, entirely absent of the requisite languor or even a decent manicure, clutched at a stack of papers she seemed reluctant to surrender: she held them like a comfort, or shield.


The butler relieved her of these.


Her body, exposed, was lean but not so very elegant. She wanted for poise. The dress advertised total indifference towards the fashions of the day. She wore a mantle, for pity’s sake! And she was too tall.


It was all they could do not to audibly tut.


Although a greeting worked about Sarah’s lips, no sensible sound came out. She conceded neither bob nor curtsey, and thought for a moment that she might simply turn and leave.


‘Come, my dear. Sit.’ Too late – Mrs Hilary South Norton had delivered the dread command. ‘Ladies,’ she said, ‘this is Sarah Ann Larkin, a relation to the Twyttens of Royston Hall…not that you would know it…’


Mute resentment broke into a flurry of welcoming smiles. The clutch parted to indicate a perch in their midst, if not room exactly. Even as she settled, Sarah sensed pitying glances exchanged behind her back. She began to shrink, until catching herself in the act.


The company of women was outside of her adult experience. She might as well have been nesting among flamingoes.


‘ANNIE, YOU REMEMBER OLD LAMBERT LARKIN?’ Hilary South Norton shouted across the room at alarming volume. ‘THE VICAR OF RYARSH?’ A palsied old crone, collapsed in a far wing chair, gave no indication of having heard. She gave no indication of being awake or even alive. Hilary South Norton persevered. ‘THIS IS HIS ONLY DAUGHTER, SARAH! SARAH ANN HILDA!’


‘Huldah’, not ‘Hilda’; and there was something unsavoury about having one’s middle names bellowed across a room. Sarah blushed, to the neck.


Mrs South Norton turned to her with a look of grave import. ‘How is your father?’ she said.


‘Too ill to travel,’ replied Sarah, matter-of-fact.


‘So I see. Poor dear. I do hope he is well looked after in London.’ Hilary South Norton performed an abrupt aside. ‘They still have the Cholera, you know.’


The remark was rewarded with a chorus of gasps, and one ‘How awful!’. For all Sarah knew, there might yet be cholera in London, but it suggested their house itself plague-ridden! The battleaxe took her by the hand, to continue raining blows about her poor, undefended head. ‘You must keep us apprised.’


Her commiserating tone made Sarah nauseous.


Mrs South Norton heaved a loud stage sigh. ‘Such sad news from the Manor,’ she said. ‘The Captain was a fine man. Tea?’


Just two days prior Captain John Savage, latterly Justice of the Peace for the county of Kent, and Lord of the Manor, had dropped down dead.


At least he’d the good sense to do it on Ascension Day, thought Sarah. Wisely, she bit her tongue. For much of his early priesthood her father had served the locality. On his behalf, and in the family name, she was there to pay respects to a man she had never met.


‘No,’ said Sarah, recalling the offer of tea. ‘Thank you.’


‘Yes, indeed,’ continued Hilary South Norton, ‘events of recent days have caused us great concern. And how are you coping, my dear?’


Not being able to scream or hit out, the preacher’s daughter couldn’t rightly say. She did not care for the way Mrs South Norton conflated the subjects of her conversazione, nor the implication arising. Social convention dictated that she respond graciously. Her audience grew impatient. Sarah considered a moment: aside from a subtle fury, she felt nothing. She had anyway missed her cue.


A knot momentarily disfigured Hilary South Norton’s porcelain brow, and then it became clear: Sarah’s silence had returned the offence twofold. Swift as the drop of a veil, dismissal shadowed her stone façade, and the fearsome basilisk turned away. The other ladies twittered nervously, at no point uttering anything worth the breath.




 





Escape from their clutches took Sarah the worst of an hour, but escape she did, to walk through the heat haze of the flower garden, alone. The air outside smelled no less sour. All the same, she relished a moment’s peace and solitude. Those two things lately seemed very much to go together. Sarah never felt so lonesome as when in company.


Her great fear, on the train journey there, had been that whatever she might say would seem too trivial, and yet nothing could match what she had lately endured. To be made so suddenly self-conscious was an awful thing.


The birds stayed silent, and the bees too. The humid heat could not suppress vibrant hues of leaf and petal. Doubly blessed, their responsibilities stretched to little more than looking pretty and inspiring calm.


Looking down, Sarah considered her miserable outfit – sufficient for a funeral perhaps, but never the impending party. She suddenly despised her appearance – that very thing she had come, over the years, to think nothing of.


Sarah’s girlhood had effectively ended the night her mother died, half a lifetime ago.


‘You are the woman of the house now.’


She had awoken the next morning to those very words. The words with which her father chose to inform were his only consolation. Overnight, a woman, even while her body and mind struggled to catch up. What that meant, in purely practical terms of course, was that Sarah became the housekeeper, with a helping hand from Mrs Beeton’s invaluable little book. In very short order it had fallen to her to assume control of the household’s tidy function.


Always and forevermore, her mother, Frances, would be the angel of the house. And a hollowed place it was in which to keep on living. There, the good daughter learnt her life’s lesson – to settle for being less.


The first years following their sudden loss were close to unbearable. As the only real survivor of that night, Sarah gained the strength sufficient to stay weak, obliged to take on her new role, as ‘an helpmeet’. It was not good that the man should be alone. She must be willing to crouch, to place the slipper on her father’s foot – it was the least she could do.


And if her own girlish feet were thereby bound, in the Chinese fashion, then she herself had allowed it: for the greater good; for the sake of peace; to please.


Gently she cradled the heads of flowering blooms – camellias and lilies, wilting – listening all the while to the distant gurgle of the cascade, that delightful water feature across the front road.


She should not resent the other ladies so much. In adulthood as in childhood, society required that genteel womenfolk fill their idle hours with harmless amusement – a ‘pass-time’, so-called: music, or drawing – anything so long as it was of no real consequence. She could not begrudge her poor father his demands of her exclusive attention.


Sarah let the crisped bulb fall in a shower of petals.


She was briefly courted when young – younger: a single suitor had made serious approaches, seeking her father’s permission. Lambert had turned him aside, citing lack of prospects. In paraphrase of the tract he shortly after tasked her to transcribe, an imprudent marriage might have taken its ill effect ‘On Posterity’. It was prosperity rather that occupied his mind, so she felt – and said as much when the time came, deliberately misreading the text back to him. He hadn’t commented.


As for the disappointed young man, he had undertaken mission work in the colonies, soon to die from an extreme tropical malady. Or so she told herself. Either way, she had never heard from him again.


This wound was old, however; the ‘pangs of dispriz’d love’ soon dimmed. Her infatuation had been but brief, and, Sarah decided, she had not loved. What, anyway, was love? As the Queen’s own chaplain had only just recently decreed, from the chapel at Windsor Castle: ‘The spirit of romance is dead.’ It was official.


When it came to responsible womanhood, none less than Victoria Regina served as every feminine ideal: devoted wife and indulgent mother, a widow so dedicated in mourning that she had not been seen in public in years.


Sarah could hear voices from within the house, calling her name – the first guests must be arriving. Turning too quickly, she snagged her dress on the thorns of a rose bush. Urgently she pulled herself free, required to readjust folds of material in order to disguise the torn threads.


Making for the opened French windows fostered her greatest fear. Failing fortunes such as theirs presented a great many dangers. Daily she read proof of how the weak were shown no mercy. Domesticated hens sometimes turned on a sickly member of their brood to peck them literally to bits.


Sarah might be better off staying hidden from the world, were her coat any more ragged or in patches.



















CHAPTER V


Saturday the 23rd of May, 1868


FORMAL INTRODUCTIONS




‘Truly, we cannot help feeling that cricket has a humanising and civilising influence, for Mr Lawrence’s black team observe all the courtesies and amenities of the cricketing field, and privately both act and speak like gentlemen.’


~ Bathurst Times








William South Norton peeped around the door to the drawing-room. His mother held court. Lily Perfect and her aunt were there, doubly worth avoiding; the widow Ireson; the Millgate – begging their pardon, Viner – sisters; and one other blackbird he could not put a name to, somebody from out of town up for the grand funeral.


Ducking away before he might be seen, Norton collided with another man at his back.


‘Begging your pardon, sir,’ the fellow said. ‘Elias Luther.’ He puffed out his cheeks and fanned his headgear. ‘Terrible heat, sir, don’t you find? I do hope we ain’t in for another like ’58.’


‘What were you doing there?’ demanded William South Norton.


‘Examining these splendid portraits what are hung along the wall,’ said Luther. ‘Quite ’squisite they are, sir. Very delicate. I fancy that I’ve never seen the blush upon a lady’s cheek caught quite so well, in my humble opinion. Why, it’s almost ’z-if they were alive.’


‘You are a connoisseur of painting, Mr Luther,’ said William South Norton. ‘These pictures are the work of John Downman R.A., one-time resident here at Went House. Our own Cade House served as his studio.’


‘I am not familiar with the name as perhaps I should be,’ said Elias Luther, patting the back of his neck with his kerchief, ‘but I shall be sure to make a note of it, for future reference, yes indeed.’


Turning the brim of his bowler around in his hands, he checked up and down the hallway, before leaning close in to whisper. ‘Still, not quite the Manor, Mr Norton, is it?’ he said. 


The original venue for that evening’s reception, of necessity, had required eleventh-hour substitution.


‘New money hasn’t the same ring as old,’ said South Norton, ‘but neither can a beggar a chooser be.’


Realising he addressed the proprietor of a successful carriage service, William South Norton covered his embarrassment with a short cough.


Each man smiled, and turned to the contemplation of fine art.




 





An hour later, and the main reception room at Went House was filled with the milk if not the cream of Malling society. For higher echelons to attend, quite so soon following the death of Captain Savage, R.N., was inappropriate. Invitation had of late been extended to the wealthiest local tradesmen, or else to those long established in business.


Mourning dress universally observed, the gentlemen wore black armbands; the ladies, dresses uncharacteristically sombre. Town Malling and its environs being something of a military enclave, many of the men-folk wore Naval or Army uniform, polished medals proudly on display. Even so, the lowering of the beam promoted a more relaxed and convivial atmosphere than might otherwise have prevailed.


The music of a light chamber orchestra masked the stiff swish of crinoline and the tinkle of glassware. Adjoining rooms opened up to accommodate the swelling crowd, until it occupied much of the ground floor. The younger set mulled over gravitation towards the games room, when the sharp rapping of a cane announced the guests of honour.


The Aborigines filed in, to a polite ripple of applause.


They walked with grace and composure, and, in the habit of athletes, precise awareness of the space their bodies each occupied. The men stood up straight and thrust back their shoulders to give the best formal account of themselves, as they had been drilled. A casual line-up formed at the far end of the room.


The crowding citizens admired their absolute darkness. The skin of the Aborigines was not exactly black, more very dense brown: not at all reflective of the light, it had the dry, mellow quality of soot. Their hair was uniformly black and curled, just as Hilary South Norton had described. In stature, they differed as much as the same number of Englishmen might be expected to vary, ranging in height from about five feet four to five feet nine inches, or perhaps a little taller. Each of their faces appeared quite distinct, especially with regard to their sprawling, bridgeless noses; high foreheads, fringed, with whiskers and moustache rigorously groomed in the military style. A proud regiment, then, but not fierce – beneath beetling brows their large eyes appeared calm and kind. Smiles flashed, cheeky and shy. They were less ‘wild gentlemen’ than gentle men that had once lived in the wild. 


Bill Hayman cleared his throat.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, ‘it gives me great pleasure to present to you – our team.’ He bowed and stood to one side, to introduce the players in turn. ‘Red Cap…


‘Tiger…


‘Peter…


‘Mosquito…’


The next in line loomed noticeably broader than his fellows – a large, burly man. ‘Bullocky.’ The audience barely smothered their amusement.


Hayman indicated the big man’s muscular, grinning neighbour. ‘Dick-a-Dick.’ Temptation too great unleashed loud titters and murmurings.


‘King Cole…


‘Cuzens.’ Johnny Cuzens looked to be smallest of the company.


‘Jim Crow…


‘Twopenny…


‘Dumas…


‘Mullagh…’ Identification of the tallest member set the men-folk rumbling. Conjecture from the Sporting Life engendered great expectations. Lawrence allowed himself a proud smile.


‘…and at the end,’ concluded Hayman, ‘Sundown.’




 





The names that were given are the names that have taken.


Hands clasped behind his back, beard thrust forward, King Cole’s manner is staid and dignified. ‘Charles Rose’ to the whites while working at their sheep station, his status has since been elevated – without having any genuine meaning at all.


He concentrates on the far wall, above the curious, crowding heads, and wishes himself anywhere, away from it all.




 





On cue, each Aborigine nodded, or bid the crowd a genial ‘G’di!’ – the contraction of ‘Gia Gindi’, a formal greeting in one of their own languages.


Hilary South Norton was tickled pink. ‘They have been trained to say “Good day”!’ she enthused. Her hand, clasped to her ample bosom, rose to her fond, blushing cheek as her favourite son stepped forward.


‘The lovely county of Kent,’ said William South Norton, ‘is England’s celebrated garden, also called “the Gateway to England”! And may I say, I am delighted to see so many of the good people of Town Malling present tonight…’


Noises of approval arose from all sides.


‘Let me ask you all to join me in opening wide that fairest of gateways, that we might welcome to our shores these talented sportsmen, all the way from their – um – their native Australia!’ 


William South Norton led a brief round of applause.


‘An additional toast is in order,’ he continued. ‘To Her Majesty, on the occasion of her birthday, which is tomorrow. Raise your glasses if you please. To our most gracious Sovereign Lady, QUEEN VICTORIA… Grant her in health and wealth long to live. The Queen!’


‘The Queen!’ echoed all.


‘We wish our esteemed guests, the Aboriginal Australian Eleven, the very best of British during their stay,’ said South Norton, ‘not least this coming Monday at the Oval. And, for ourselves, a jolly evening’s entertainments, overshadowed as they are by such grave and untimely misfortune among the – ah – among the Savages.’


Charles Lawrence’s face turned ashen.


A general collapse ensued. Excited Malling residents rushed forward to shake hands, attempting to engage one or other of the team in conversation. The hubbub of small talk filled the air; the foreign guests slowly filtered throughout the room. Groaning platters of food and drink, carried from group to group, were offered up for their delectation.


The Aborigines had not yet learnt to ignore the serving staff. Every time their glasses were topped or plates refreshed, they showed their teeth in sincere appreciation.


Cuzens, caught up in the sensation of new tastes and smells, sampled freely from every tray.


‘Steady on, Johnny!’ Lawrence banged about like a sheepdog at trials.


William South Norton gathered up his brother-in-law and beckoned Lawrence over to join them. He wished to single out – and, where expedient, introduce – local notables.


‘Elias Luther, by whose graces you will be escorted to Snodland Monday morning,’ he said in passing, ‘and… Ah! But you really must meet this gentleman. William, Charles, may I present…William Charles Viner. Oh, how perfectly absurd! And his wife, Adelaide.’


‘Adelaide,’ said Bill Hayman, taking a step forward, ‘Lovely name. A favourite where I come from.’ The colonist bowed his head charmingly.


A silver-haired man standing alongside made himself known. ‘Excuse me, sirs. John Scotchford Viner. Delighted to meet you. My wife, Rebecca.’


A much younger woman with a passing resemblance to Adelaide took her place at his side.


‘J.S. is cousin to William Viner,’ South Norton explained, ‘while Rebecca is Adelaide’s sister.’


‘We like to keep it in the family,’ said the elder Viner. ‘My card.’


A blazing rectangle was thrust into Lawrence’s open palm. He paled as he read it.







J. & W. VINER


The High-street, Town Malling


‘NOT DEAD, BUT GONE BEFORE’


Funerals furnished and a great variety of coffin furniture





As soon as their backs were turned, Lawrence cast it into the fireplace.


The circulating food trays gradually ebbed away. Customarily shy, the Aborigines proved slow to join in general conversation, often failing to respond even to direct questions; but they were not ignorant as some of the townsfolk supposed.


Masculine talk favoured the subject of sport. As the evening progressed, the women withdrew into the adjoining drawing-room, there to await the menfolk who might join them as they wished. The ladies soon grew impatient, wilting like great dark flowers across the sofa-chairs. Groups including Black Cricketers were inveigled to follow on.


The Aborigines, growing more relaxed, peered in exaggerated wonder at the voluminous skirts worn by the English ladies: layer on layer cascading down, glaciated waterfalls that splashed, crystalline, onto the carpet.


‘Dat not heavy?’ said Twopenny, tugging at the hem of one such striking female garment.


Some professed doubts that these glamorous creatures possessed lower halves, or feet. They knew better of course, but relished the play. The native Australians employed a keenly developed sense of the ridiculous. They pretended to think cups and saucers shellfish, put them to their ears to listen for the sea, or had them ‘walk’ daintily across the teapoys. They pointed at wine bottles and enquired what kind of fish lived in these shells, where they might be found, and wondered aloud how there were none similar on their own beaches.


Charmed, the ladies proposed a round of simple parlour games.


‘Hand-shadows!’ someone cried.


One after another the wall lights were extinguished, until only a portable table lamp remained. In the semi-darkness the Aborigines, led by Dick-a-Dick, rolled the whites of their eyes. They hooted like owls, and spread wide their palms. Everyone laughed.


Adelaide Viner explained the concept of a ‘shadowgraph’, a pictorial silhouette made by various positions of the hands and cast upon the wall. Anonymous in the dark, ‘spooky’ voices called for her to show examples.


‘Ooo-oo, we are creatures living in shadow!’ they said. ‘Set us free!’


‘Yes,’ cried another, ‘bring the shadows to life!’ 


The likeness of a dark horse appeared, gaily tossing of its head and waggling the ears. A crab scuttled to and fro.


‘Do the snail! The snail!’


A large black snail slithered ponderously on its way, until a pair of rabbits came bouncing. Lily Perfect, over-excited, suffered hiccups.


‘Old Mother Hubble…that is, Hubbard!’ shouted a local wag.


‘Old King Cole!’ suggested another.


At the appearance of a long nose and pointy crown, the Aborigines screeched and hollered so much that there was a rush to the darkened doorway and the lamps were ordered re-lit. They continued to cut extraordinary capers, some entirely helpless with mirth. Eventually they pushed forward the one among them called King Cole, and for those in confusion the penny dropped. The English sang the nursery rhyme in a rising chorale, while its namesake stood isolated and embarrassed in the centre of the room.




‘Old King Cole was a merry old soul


And a merry old soul he was he!


He called for his pipe


And he called for his bowl


And he called for his fiddlers three!’





One fellow mimed the throw of a cricket ball at the appropriate moment, but no one else got the joke.


Young Lily Perfect approached the bashful Aborigine, and curtsied. With painful sincerity she asked, ‘Are you really – hic – a king?’


He answered honestly. ‘You say that I am a king.’


Cole shrank immediately back, retreating behind a nearby pillar. In short order he became at one with it, so successfully that he was soon forgotten by almost everyone.


Sarah Larkin, feeling awkward for him – almost as much as for herself – remained standing off to one side. She fingered the ormolu: genuine gilded bronze, not alloy, like that back at home.


‘Dear brother, what is it?’ enquired Bullocky.


‘I don’t know,’ said Red Cap.


For the benefit of an eager audience, the pair of them discussed the merits of a large painted portrait of the lady of the house, Mrs Luck.


‘Is it a ship?’


She did indeed resemble a ship in full sail.


‘No, mate,’ said Red Cap. ‘I think it a kangaroo!’


Dick-a-Dick meanwhile mischievously lamented. He blamed England’s weak sun for the loss of his colour. ‘I spoil my complexion,’ he said. ‘When I go back my mother won’t know me!’ 


Amongst Aboriginal farm-hands the Queen’s birthday was known as a time of plenty, when bread, beef, and blankets would be distributed; anticipation of rewards had put them in higher than normal spirits.


An outburst in the hallway created a sudden stir in the main room beyond. Word spread like bushfire: against all expectations, members of the landed gentry were making a late entrance.


Rushing in from the opposite direction, William South Norton hissed at one of the servants. ‘Nevills?’ he demanded. ‘Or Birlings?’


Into the lobby, larger than life, strode Sir Ralph Nevill, the West Kent Hunt’s Master of Foxhounds. Two steps behind followed his sister, the spinster Lady Caroline Nevill. Their host, Edward Luck, quailed in his boots. Hilary South Norton was beside herself.


As confirmation reached his ear of the West Kent’s arrival in force, Lawrence’s heart shrank. Here they came, charging. Desperately he searched for an avenue of escape.


In the drawing-room the Aboriginal gentlemen were being entertained with music. Three blackfellows casually reclined on sofas while the ladies played and sang for them. Elsewhere hands dealt cards for whist. Addressed in broken English, Tiger was being explained gaming rules he knew very well. He let it carry on until he lost all patience. ‘What for you no talk to me good Inglis?’ he growled. ‘I speak as good Inglis as him belonging you!’ Tiger pointed out Peter, smoking the peace pipe beside the fireplace. ‘Big fool that one fellow,’ he said. ‘Him not know Inglis one dam!’


Bill Hayman executed a hand signal, letting Tiger know that he should moderate his language: ladies were present. Turning back to an attentive Adelaide Viner, he continued to explain how Lawrence – actually, he and Lawrence – were teaching the Aborigines to read and write.


Tiger overheard, and snorted derisively. ‘What’s usy Lawrence?’ he jibed. ‘Him too much along of us. Him speak nothing now but blackfella talk!’


Charles Lawrence stood apart from the main gathering, nervous and distracted. Local gossip raged on, as he guessed it would about any strangers in their midst.


‘They sailed away beyond the South China Seas, and came back with a grown daughter…’


‘Who? Hic…’


‘The Twyttens.’


Lawrence followed the speakers’ sightline, alighting on a very pale young woman with streaks of grey in her bountiful hair. Although attracting his eye, she remained unaware of it. Watching, listening to events, she herself did not speak, and yet all the while she radiated a fierce intelligence. The crystal sharpness of her gaze was really something quite exceptional. 


 Lawrence caught King Cole also looking on, from the opposite side of the room. He stayed for some reason half-hidden, and then, meeting Lawrence’s eye, ducked away.


They were the only persons silent within the general ferment. Lawrence wondered what should condemn this young woman to be so much of an outsider, or Cole – he too, for that matter.


Despite herself, Sarah Larkin had excited interest. The Aborigines could tell she was different. Not from her plain dress – they accepted people as they were, without judgement. They perceived the cold shoulder she endured from the other English.


Rebecca Viner was petitioned to introduce the ‘him quiet one lady’.


‘She lives in London, our capital city, where she works in the library at the British Museum,’ said Mrs Viner. ‘That’s right, isn’t it, Sarah?’


Sarah whispered an assent.


The information only led to further confusion, and more questions. How best to explain, to men who had no written language, the concept of a library? A museum? Following a brief discussion they arrived at a formula to explain away Sarah’s role – imaginatively, and rather poetically – as ‘a guardian of the words of dead men’.


‘The living and the dead,’ said Sarah. She felt secretly pleased with her new identity: it made her life sound interesting.


The curious Aborigines were impressed. Traditionally speaking, male elders were their guardians of law and lore. Sarah was comparatively young, and a female. They looked on her with renewed respect. King Cole felt his observation of her special character had been confirmed.


Mosquito openly expressed his satisfaction. ‘Sarah. Pretty name,’ he said. ‘I’ll ’member ’im.’ He was literate, with a clear hand. To prove the point he wrote out her name a great many times over.


Lawrence oversaw, and approved, the neat intersection of cultures. He would have to learn not to feed his fears, to trust in the temperance and good humour of his Akwerkepentye, his ‘far-travelling children’.




 





In the parlour, sickly Johnny Cuzens slumped in an armchair, long-faced companion standing guard by his side.


Peripatetic, Lawrence strolled over to join them. The team captain placed a comforting hand on Cuzens’ shoulder.


‘Not just one, but three of the buggers, black as sin!’


The voice of Sir Ralph Nevill boomed, carrying from the next room. He related, not for the first time, the occasion of his first meet with the Australian natives, out on the hunting field. 


‘…had ’em cornered in a covert! So I said to George, have your punkawallah bring his mount to the front for a gin-jabber with these savages. Couldn’t get a word o’ sense out of ’em. Surrendered the fox, though. Smack dab into the hands of Reverend Perfect, the original black beast. Came home from a good run, brush in one pocket, prayer-book in t’other!’


Rumbustious Sir Ralph concluded his tale. ‘Too bad about the Captain, what? Same day. Sorry business.’


A brief period of contemplation, and then Charley Dumas spoke up. ‘Eni na watjala?’ he asked. ‘You know dat pella, Lawrence?’


‘Mm?’ said Lawrence. ‘No, Charley. No, I’m glad to say I don’t.’


Lawrence dreaded their sort – the kind who liked to exercise dominion over the earth. The hunt was meant for meat, not merely for sport. The Aborigines had taught him that.


‘I am told the entire continent of Australia is little more than a desert.’


A stranger’s voice in his ear, Lawrence turned. He recognised William Viner. ‘What could they possibly do there?’ the fellow enquired. He addressed him directly – as if the Blacks were deaf and dumb, or else entirely absent.


‘Live off the land,’ said Lawrence, ‘take pleasure in the hunt…as do the wealthy of our own nation.’


He paused.


‘Or they would, if only allowed to. Excuse me.’


Charles Lawrence realised: perhaps it was not the conduct of his players that he should be worried about.



















CHAPTER VI


Monday the 25th of May, 1868


INTO LONDON




‘Now Nineveh was an exceeding great city of three days’ journey.




 





And Jonah began to enter into the city a day’s journey, and he cried, and said, Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown.’


~ Jonah 3:3–4








The Aboriginal Australian Eleven made their way into England’s capital by train. Whilst in London, the team would be quartered in the Queen’s Head Inn, on Southwark’s Borough High-street – just a short carriage ride from Kennington Fields and the Oval. Their all-important first match was scant hours and a few miles away.


Lawrence clung to the overhead racks, meaning to address the gathered Aborigines. He jiggered and swayed in the centre of the rolling carriage, and searched his heart to find the right words.




 





Their protracted journey together had begun nearly ten months earlier.


He, Lawrence, had spent a memorable first night, steeped in the rich collective smell of them – thirteen Aboriginals, a cook, and the coachman, as well as himself and young Bill Hayman – the entire troupe crammed into a waggon-and-four wherever space among the tents, ‘tucker’ and other supplies could be found. In this delightful proximity they left Lake Wallace, and spent the next eight days trekking some 150 miles southeast.


It rained all the way from their base at Edenhope to the coast at Warrnambool – a perpetual, torrential downpour. The accommodating Blacks fashioned Lawrence excellent wigwams, and kept the fire up to his toes. Even so, the rigours of Bush travel knocked him up something awful. On his third night without sleep he discovered the reason: when not using it in place of a pillow, he was spending the majority of his time perched atop a wrapped parcel – which turned out to be the rotting torso of a kangaroo. His expressions of horror amused the natives no end. In one fell swoop he gained their confidence and won their affection, the neophyte team captain their confirmed New Chum.


On wet spring evenings, the Blacks engaged in shooting ’roo and opossum. Ever sporting, Lawrence had joined them – the sure-fire way to ensure fresh meat. Thunder and lightning writ large across desert skies, they traded jokes and stories around a big campfire; plenty of logs for seats, any amount of mutton chops cooking on the gridiron, and tea piping hot out of a little billy stove. All told, he had enjoyed himself immensely.


In the simple surround of that earthly paradise, Lawrence had introduced them to the life and teachings of Christ, and met with their curious interest. The Sunday following their arrival he took them all to the Church of England, Warrnambool, where they were very attentive, and when the collection plate was presented, each gave a little help. Evening prayers on board ship had continued in their Christian education…




 





‘You remember, boys,’ Lawrence said, ‘the excellent Captain Williams.’


‘Oh, yes, Lawrence!’ the Aborigines unanimously agreed.


The captain of the Parramatta had proven very popular with them. During their lengthy voyage both he and Lawrence had taken it upon themselves to instruct their charges in the Scriptures. It helped overcome their fears of the endless sea. Captain Williams’ leading of the prayers inspired confidence in their safety aboard his vessel: if the captain was so good, then they should never sink (Matthew 8:23–27). When the time came for good Captain Williams to take his leave, a few days prior to their landing at Gravesend, the Aborigines had become greatly distressed.


‘You remember, then, his warning to you,’ said Lawrence, ‘when he came to your bunks to say goodbye?’


For the duration of their sea voyage, rather than be assigned the relative luxury of their own private cabins, all had crammed into intermediate berths situated between first and second class.


‘He said, “Now, boys, I have to thank you for your good behaviour during this passage, and to give you a little advice. In England you will meet with as many thieves and vagabonds as hairs on your head, and they will tell you that you are very clever, and then ask you to have some drink and then rob you. So don’t have anything to do with them, but do just what Mr Lawrence wishes you to do!”… You remember he said that, don’t you?’


Emotions ran high concerning the early departure of Captain Williams, and there had been a good deal of crying. Fresh tears fell in the train carriage, so, clearly, the Aborigines well recalled. Lawrence, not for the first time, doubted the wisdom of what he had started. 


Praying for the understanding heart of Solomon, he elaborated on his theme. ‘He was afraid,’ he said; ‘he was afraid you might be led astray in England.’


Dick-a-Dick spoke up.


‘You can trust us, Lawrence,’ he said. ‘We be careful.’


Dick-a-Dick, a natural performer who often played the clown for any sort of audience, was, at the same time, sober and wise, a highly respected member of his clan – and often an inspiration to them all. Amiably, he turned to his team-mates. ‘Captain Williams and Mister Lawrence, they know Jesus Chrise,’ he said. ‘Jesus Chrise and the little pickaninny they tell us about that we saw in the picture.’


‘Uah! Ne!’ The others approved, nodding vigorously.


Lawrence joined in. Upturned faces all around wore expressions of calm and rapt attention. Bless you, Dick.


‘They kill him,’ said Dick-a-Dick.


The train lurched violently, and Lawrence almost fell.


Damn you, Dick. Lawrence shot the blithe trickster a filthy look. Was he being sincere, or sly? His mind raced.


‘Jesus is in heaven now,’ galloped Lawrence, unsure how to recover. ‘And we pray to him to keep you all safe in England.’


Their train slowed to a crawl, beginning the final approach into London Bridge station. The stop-start motion took on the lulling tempo of a rocking cradle. The barest sliver of a low moon, still visible near to the horizon, loomed large.


A sulphurous taint as if from the ashes of a great fire billowed into the carriage. The Aborigines crowded at the windows for their first glimpse of the vast, smoking metropolis. Narrow streets swung by below the viaduct – mud, and stone, and soot. Following the wet, black Sunday just gone, all colour had been drained from the view: everywhere appeared lifeless. No longer green fields, for miles in every direction stretched only grey rooftops. It seemed as if they sailed once more an immense and unending ocean. One would have to be mad to leap into it.


Sound asleep, only King Cole remained in his seat. He grumbled somnolently, farted and shifted slightly, a frown on his screwed-up face. Those nearest to him turned and laughed.


‘Bripumyarrimin,’ they cooed.


‘Him dreaming.’



















CHAPTER VII


Monday the 25th of May, 1868


AT THE OVAL




‘But for their colour, which is decided enough, the spectators might have believed that they were watching the play of some long established club eleven. The best argument that could be adduced in favour of the aboriginal race, it shows of what the native race is capable under proper tuition and care.’


~ The Australasian








With three lusty cheers to announce themselves, and a warlike whoop in salute of their opponents, the Aborigines swept onto the cricket field at the Oval. Startled birds took flight. Like the rumble and crash of a great wave, the massive crowd roared back from the stands. In the stadium ground’s short history, its enclosures had never been packed so full. The whole of London, or so it seemed, had turned out to see them play.


Carriages without number ringed the pavilion. Grand four-in-hands pressed in against dogcarts; springy and elegant phaetons nestled close to lumbering stagecoaches; barouches, gigs, chaises, trucks and hansom cabs.


More women than usual could be counted among the spectators, from common serving-wenches to fine ladies. The cautious watched from the seclusion of their carriages. The bold sat side-saddle on their horses, perfectly poised, programme in one hand and reins in the other. A great many more mingled freely on the stands.


The newspapers were having a field day. ‘A New Epoch in the History of Cricket!’ screamed one headline. ‘Decidedly the Event of the Century’ pronounced another. Scattered throughout the crowd, vendors cried out their own, often scurrilous variations.


A festive atmosphere prevailed, more sensational than strictly sporting.


The instant the Black Cricketers had appeared, synchronous motion created a blinding broadside – the flash of sunlight reflected in a thousand spyglasses. Everyone was determined to take a closer look, the majority interested more in the physical confirmation of the Aborigines than they were their cricketing acquirements.


Their skin colour seemed to vary in shade, but they were most assuredly as advertised: ‘Very Black: virtual photographic negatives of White Cricketers’. Lithe and athletic, slight of limb yet standing straight and upright, they appeared tolerably broad in the shoulders, if rather weak in the chest. Hair and beards were worn long, whiskers luxuriant. Particular remark was made of their broadly expanded nostrils. Some patrons found them handsome, others ugly.


As for their dress, the Aborigines wore white flannel trousers held up with blue elastic belts. Their Garibaldi shirts were of a fine military red, adorned with a diagonal flannel sash, and a necktie pinned under a stiff white linen collar. Beneath this finery they sported undershirts of French merino wool. A peaked cap, bearing the silver emblem of a boomerang crossed with a cricket bat, completed the ensemble.


Charles Lawrence had initiated the idea of a uniform, supplying the ‘corps’ with suitable raiment for their long campaign; he saw it as a means of fostering tradition – the team taking pride in itself – but also, of fashioning them into playing-field heroes. His chief inspiration was the system as first introduced, at Rugby school. Individual colour schemes further distinguished each player, caps ostensibly matching their flannel sashes. Pre-printed cards, offered for sale, tabulated names alongside corresponding tints. In this way spectators might tell one Black from another, even at distance; and a very good arrangement it was agreed to be.


The Aborigines of course had their own ideas, and swapped their caps around continually.




 





In the Reading-room at the British Museum, within the main Salon, Sarah Larkin sat upright in her usual seat. She looked high overhead, to where the light streamed in through the enormous dome. It was perhaps 150 feet in diameter; the lantern itself must have been at least 40 feet across. Her imagination fluttered at the enclosing glass.


Returned from Town Malling, Sarah did not at all like the perspective her recent trip had lent. Domestic life centred around little else than dirty pots and clean linen. The remainder of her days she spent here in the library. She might have been content to live chiefly inside her own head, except for the fact that her firing thoughts could go nowhere, led to nothing, and availed her naught.


Sarah closed up the text she was uselessly holding: this past quarter-hour she had not looked at it once. A trickle of dust leaked from out of the spine, piling a tiny heap on the desktop. With a sweep of her sleeve she reduced it to a mothlike smear. In the end, she had to admit: aside from her familiar routine, she had no idea what else to do. She was of practical use only – a tool, a mindless machine with no dimension of its own.


She closed her eyes and listened to echoes around the vast chamber: the thumbed rasp and ceaseless swish of turned pages; books, books as they banged, singly on tabletops or thudding in great piles. Each layer of sound, the padding feet, the leathery squeak of shoes, once noted, she filtered out – seeking further still. Snuffles, snorts, a stuttering cough, quiet conversation; these too were catalogued and put aside. Finally, she could make out muted echoes of the distant streets, solid evidence of a world beyond.


Real life happened somewhere else, far, far away.




 





Freshened by rain and solidified by the action of sun and wind, by noon the Oval turf looked to be in tip-top condition. Julius Caesar, a Gentleman of Surrey, served as umpire. Players from both teams shook hands and briefly huddled about His Imperial Highness. The Eleven Gentlemen of Surrey won the toss, and they elected to bat first.


Mighty Mullagh began the bowling, wearing a sash of dark blue.


An occasional mild shout from the English players inspired an echo among the stands – ‘Well hit!’ or ‘Run it out’ and, when the Aborigine Peter fumbled the ball, ‘Butterfingers!’ But the greatest excitement came when Mullagh pitched up a ripper, bowling out the first of his opponents. The unrestrained jubilation of the Aborigines reverberated right across the ground. They tore up and down, running barefoot between the wickets ‘like deer’, tumbling and rolling in the bare grass, and all the while screaming and shouting their native backchat. Play continued brisk. The audience agreed themselves highly entertained.


Between two and three in the afternoon the time came for a short luncheon break. As he made for the pavilion, the last Surrey Gentleman let opinion be known that the wicket had been insufficiently rollered.


‘It’s got all the qualities of a blasted billiard table,’ he grumbled. ‘Not just the colour, but the pockets! Bah! Let’s drown our sorrows, eh, Jupp?’


Dumas, Twopenny and his brother Mosquito gathered around poorly Cuzens. The team were denied the services of its ‘great gun’: he suffered a bout of enteritis and was too weak to play. The rest mingled with the spectators, who crowded in eagerly. They were passed cakes, sweets, and baskets of homemade biscuits. Hipflasks offered freely, the men were encouraged to take a nip. Fearing precisely this, Lawrence strove to gather up his flock and guide them into the lunch tent, where the choice of beverage was limited to a very dilute sherry, or tea.


Following the interval King Cole, suitably regal in magenta cap and sash, and then Bullocky, wearing maroon, resumed the bowling. Neither enjoyed much success. After his energetic socialising at lunch, Bullocky in particular appeared somewhat the worse for wear, only redeeming himself later with a superlative catch. Charles Lawrence took over the bowling and made short work of the remaining wickets. The Aborigines bowled in the new over-arm style. By shifting gear to deliver a few slow and under-arm pitches, their captain gained pleasing results, at least until Surrey readjusted.


Next up, it was the Aborigines’ turn to bat.


Their first innings were unspectacular. Only Mullagh achieved an appreciable score. King Cole managed half as many before being bowled out by Mr I. D. Walker of Surrey, caught out earlier by Cole for a single run.


And so ended the first day’s play.




 





‘We did all right,’ said Bill Hayman.


Lawrence looked disappointed.


‘The Blacks returned the ball quickly,’ he said, ‘but not with their usual precision. We might have fared better if it weren’t for that idiot colonial at the interval, with his loud “coo-ee!” and our boys running over to him.’


Hayman laughed. ‘That was Gerald,’ he said. ‘I know him from Adelaide. The town, that is. What he’s doing over here, I don’t know. Got talking to them in their own lingo, he did, and pretty soon they were jabbering round his wagonette like a barrel of monkeys! The corks flew out of bottles like magic, and the contents disappeared double quick!’


‘I had to put a stop to it,’ said Lawrence. ‘It’s no laughing matter! Thank the Lord I could use Cuzens as leverage, and got them over to the main tent, where we could keep a weather eye on ’em. And somehow Bullocky still got drunk!’


Bill Hayman blushed, but offered no answer.



















CHAPTER VIII


Tuesday the 26th of May, 1868


BLACK GOLD




Properly managed and instructed, the native race might have been turned to much better account than has been the case…instead of gradually dying off from the face of the earth.’


~ The Australasian




 





‘AUSTRALIA: The shipments of gold to England during the month amount to 183,500 oz.’


~ The Illustrated London News








The next day dawned cold but clear. Recent rain had penetrated the hard ground, freshened the herbage, and laid the dust. At last perfect weather conditions prevailed – a warm sun and a cooling breeze.


Outside the main gate of Newgate Prison, with the crowd yelling ‘Hats off!’, Michael Barrett was publicly hanged for his part in the ‘Fenian Outrage’: an attempt to blow up the Clerkenwell House of Correction.


Numbers returning to the Oval cricket ground were only slightly diminished. A strong muster came early, anxious to observe the Blacks at practice, their murmurous presence audible from within the clubhouse.


‘“The Aboriginal natives have entered with ardour into cricket,”’ read Bill Hayman. ‘“With ardour”!’ he declared. ‘Oh, I like that!’


‘“They are the first Australian natives who have visited this country on such a novel expedition, but it must not be inferred that they are savages”,’ related Charles Lawrence. ‘“On the contrary, the managers of the speculation”…’ He put down the cup from which he was drinking. ‘Oh, how I’ve come to hate that word!’ he growled.


‘Savages?’ said Hayman.


‘Speculation!’ said Lawrence.


Hayman shrugged. ‘What else would you call it?’ 


Lawrence pursed his lips a moment. ‘“The managers of the speculation”,’ he read on, “make no pretence to anything other – ”’


Hayman chuckled.


‘No,’ cried Lawrence, ‘listen, Bill: “ – other than purity of race and origin.” What the Devil?’


His grimace gained a few extra creases.


‘What sort of words are they putting in our mouths?’ he said.


The team’s captain and manager drank strong coffee as they examined the match reports from the first day’s play. Early success could guarantee their tour, if translated into further bookings. The plan was to set up two- or three-day fixtures, almost back-to-back, for the next four months.


Out on the field the Aborigines were warming up, with a competition to see who could pitch the ball the farthest. For the moment all were in view, and out of harm’s way.


Inside the clubhouse, William South Norton was keen to engender enthusiasm for the next day’s Derby Sweepstakes. ‘“Here we are working ourselves up into a factitious interest in Lady Elizabeth, Rosicrucian, Blue Gown, and Speculum, and completing our parties for the Wednesday of Wednesdays.”’


Lawrence made a point of preferring his colleague’s choice of quotes. Bill Hayman read aloud from a copy of the Daily Telegraph. ‘“Nothing of interest comes from Australia, except gold nuggets and black cricketers”,’ he reported. ‘Charming! I shall try not to take it personally!’


‘Let me see that.’ Lawrence grabbed for the paper.


‘“The prophets”,’ countered South Norton, “tell us that their calculations are in a most complicated state, and they certainly approach the subject with the most catlike circumbendibus.”’ He turned in his chair. ‘Ho, ho!’


‘What new thing can be said about the Derby?’ deadpanned Lawrence.


‘None, I should say,’ agreed Hayman.


South Norton sulked. No one could be more loyal to the gentlemanly art than he, but there were limits. He stood. This was the Derby, dash it all, the most famous of all horse-races! ‘Then I’ll leave you to your speculation,’ he declared. And stalked out of the clubhouse and into the pale sunshine.


The others exchanged a glance over their respective broadsheets.


‘Hm,’ began Hayman. ‘“It is highly interesting and curious to see, mixed in a friendly game on the most historically Saxon part of our island, representatives of two races so far removed from each other as the modern Englishman and the Aboriginal Australian. Although several of them are native bushmen and all are as black as night, these indian fellows are – to all intents and purposes – clothed and in their right minds.”’


‘I should cocoa!’ said Lawrence. ‘In proper costume.’ 


‘How about this, then,’ Hayman volunteered. ‘“The Oval has distinguished itself by a day’s financial operations rivalling that of a large theatre on Boxingnight. Seldom has any cricket ground been encircled by such a variety of vehicles as were counted yesterday in the less aristocratic enclosure…” ooh-la-bloody-la “ …near the Stockwell Road.”’


‘Hmph. That’ll be the waggon train,’ grunted Lawrence, ‘seeing off an attack.’


‘Eh?’ Hayman looked lost for a moment. ‘No, Charley!’ he said. ‘They mean “indian” as in ink!’


Roses bloomed in Lawrence’s cheeks. ‘Oh good grief!’ he said, ‘Damn their eyes!’


‘Share it.’


‘“It will be a lamentable thing”,’ read Lawrence, ‘“if the game of cricket is to be degraded to the level of these sensational exhibitions that are so regrettably in fashion.”’ He faked collapse. ‘Ungh!’


They wrote of fashion, sanity, and spending – but what of sport? Where, Lawrence wondered, was able commentary about their cricketing skills? Admittedly they had not played their best, but even so.


‘And did you see this one?’ he asked, swapping between Telegraph and Sporting Times. ‘“A circus sideshow of racial curiosity…little better than a vaudeville turn.”’ His eyebrows rose. ‘Then it mentions a match once played at Greenwich, the one-legged versus the one-armed! I hardly think comparison to a freak-show does us many favours!’


‘I dare say it might,’ said Hayman.


‘Don’t you dare!’ warned Lawrence.


Bill Hayman supped his coffee and held his peace.


‘The most ridiculous part?’ continued Lawrence. ‘This is the one article that goes on to acknowledge good play from our boys.’


‘What paper is it?’ said Hayman.


Lawrence held it aloft.


‘The Pink ’un! Well, there you go. Serious interest in cricket is a new wrinkle for them. They’d much rather we played on horseback.’ Hayman paused to consider the notion. ‘Now that would be a sensation!’ he said.


‘Our aim isn’t a sideshow!’ railed Lawrence. ‘It’s about cricket, well played. Why, if a journalist dared show his ticket right now, I’d soon punch it for him!’


‘Whoa, Charley!’ said Hayman. He laid a hand to his partner’s shoulder. ‘You may take the boy out of Hoxton,’ he said, ‘but you can’t – ’


A bell rang somewhere within the enclosure.


‘Ding, ding! Round two… We’re on!’




~








At close of play on Monday the Aborigines had been four wickets down for 34 runs. Mullagh and Twopenny, the two ‘not outs’, presented themselves at the stumps just after noon.


Messrs Frere and Walker resumed the bowling for Surrey. Twopenny and then Lawrence were swiftly caught, before King Cole, in partnership with Mullagh, brought the score up to 65. For the best part of an hour Mullagh mounted a skilful defence, until defeated off a slow. The remaining wickets fell quickly. Their score being in a minority of 139, the Blacks were obliged to follow on.


Walker completed his revenge, catching Cole out for a duck. With the diligent assistance of Peter, Mullagh, strident, doggedly defended for another two hours. He met unflinching with a couple of nasty smacks from the ball.


At the end of the second day’s play Mullagh’s 73 runs accounted for half his team’s second innings total, but it was not enough. The Aborigines lost by an innings and seven runs.


Due to his sterling performance on both days, Mighty Mullagh was declared ‘man of the match’. Hoisting him aloft in a chair, the players carried him off the pitch to the cheers of an appreciative crowd.


Later, he was awarded a cash prize. He shared it out, equally, among the other members of his team.



















CHAPTER IX


The ‘Wednesday of Wednesdays’, the 27th of May, 1868


THE CRICKET BALL




‘The order of civilisation in the Christian sense seems to be first to make savages men and then to make them Christians… To convert the savage into a sheep shearer was something, but it is more to make him into a smart cricketer…the savage rises to quite a higher social level.’


~ Ballarat Star








Derby Day, a rare national holiday, interrupted the team’s Oval engagement during this action-packed ‘week of sports’.


The weather supplied all that the heart of any racegoer could wish. The Prince of Wales – Queen Victoria’s beloved Bertie, her eldest son Albert Edward – had travelled overnight from Scotland to reach the Epsom Downs in time. Re-christened for the day ‘Derby Sweeps’, the Black Cricketers also attended, Mullagh with his batting honours thick upon him. To their credit, none of the Australian party took a potshot at the M.C.C.’s royal patron.


The Aborigines pooled Mullagh’s prize money and bet on Forest King for the Derby Stakes: the jockey wore a jacket, of red stars on a yellow ground, that rather took their fancy. The eventual winner by half a length was the favourite, Blue Gown. In second place came King Alfred, and third, Speculum. The players lost their bet, and William South Norton his shirt.


The Sweeps, quitting the Downs early, were soon returned to their London base. They had been invited to a high society ball, and needed to make ready.




 





Come the evening the West End streets were a-glitter, Vanity Fair turned out in all of its beau monde flash and finery. With the Season at its height, everybody – everybody who mattered – was in London to see and be seen.


The course of ‘all England’s day’ saw citizens of every stripe commingling on the Downs, a few hours’ classless communion that kept everyone entertained. Then, in the day’s dying minutes, a purple velvet drape drew the length of Pall Mall. Handsome cabriolets parked three or four deep soon clogged the avenue entirely. Fine ladies and gentlemen swept into the hallowed portals of the awaiting Clubs – the Reform, the Travellers’, the Athenaeum. Rolls of red carpet laid across the paving slabs showed the way. Ragged onlookers loitered, respectfully enraptured: the poor, gathered by the wayside. Each thin scarlet strip re-established the great divide, a gulf more impassable than any known to nature.


Down a dark alleyway a side door stood open, billowing smoke from the busy kitchens. Pots clanged within, frenzied master chefs screaming orders in broken English. Servants in black tie scrambled up concealed stairways, bearing enormous silver salvers. At the ornate carved doors each one would pause a moment, regain his composure, and then execute a sweeping entrance into the grand hall; the hubbub and hot air broiling out to greet them.




‘Derry down, then fill up your glass, he’s the best that drinks most!


Here’s the Athenaeum Club! – who refuses the toast?


Let us join in the praise of the bat and the wicket,


And sing in full chorus the patrons of cricket!’





‘CAPITAL! CAPITAL!’


A thousand spoons made rollicking music on a thousand wine-glasses.


‘The Reverend Cotton will, I trust, forgive adaptation of his verse,’ exclaimed the speaker.


The illustrious Athenaeum Club boasted one of the best houses, and certainly the best club library, in the country. For the Aboriginal Australian Eleven to be invited to attend, even for one night, was indeed an honour and a privilege – a mark of respect for their efforts on the sporting field.


Or so Charles Lawrence preferred to think. From being the talk of Town Malling, overnight his little cricket team had become the toast of the largest city in the western world.


The Athenians and their guests sat at long banqueting tables arrayed along either side of the grand hall. Broad vertical stripes ran the ornate wallpaper’s full height, beneath a vaulting curvilinear ceiling. Great glittering chandeliers, ringed with enough gas lamps to rival small suns, shone their brilliance down on an assemblage no less dazzling. Dukes and earls, lords and ladies, the witty, wealthy and highborn, sat alongside academics, scientists, fine artists, and wellconnected authors – permanent residents all of the winner’s enclosure.


Pausing between sumptuous food courses, the ladies fanned themselves and admired their neighbours. Their décolleté dresses were spectacular, decorated and colourful. Cut daringly low, they exposed white female flesh to a degree almost alarming.


‘That generous kindness of the remote settlers has disclosed to the outer world a mine of undeniable talent in the Aborigine.’ 


Applause surged as the speaker bowed, first in the direction of Charles Lawrence and Bill Hayman, then turning slightly in order to salute the team.


‘These coloured wielders of the willow,’ he intoned. ‘A sable troop, hunting the leather…’


‘Oh, good grief,’ Hayman groaned.


‘They are by renown adroit hunters,’ the speaker continued, ‘skilled trackers, and now, evidently, we can also say born sportsmen. For all reports indicate they ride well, and, for savages, play cricket fairly.’


‘Damned with faint praise if ever I heard it,’ grumbled Lawrence. He leant in close to his confederate. ‘Who is this pompous idiot?’


‘A Mr Andrew Long,’ Hayman whispered back. ‘Or Lang. I’m not sure.’ Each could smell the wine on the other’s breath.


The next speaker rose to address the crowd, thick white hair whorled like whipped cream, a sallow dog’s face above his canary-yellow shirt. 




‘Your swarthy brows and raven locks


Must gratify your tonsors.’





His voice a nasal whine, grated on the ear.




‘But, by the name of Dick-a-Dick,


Who are your doughty sponsors?’





Hearing Dick-a-Dick mentioned by name, the Aborigines screeched their ridicule.


‘A poet!’ said Hayman.


‘Of sorts,’ said Lawrence.


The curious canary-hound continued.




‘Arrayed in skin of Kangaroo,


and deck’d with lanky feather,


How well you fling the fragile spear


Along the Surrey heather.’





Neighbouring Surrey must have scanned better than Kent, or so Lawrence supposed.




‘And though you cannot hope to beat


The Britishers at cricket,


You have a batter bold and brave


In Mullagh at the wicket!’





Barracking and booing all but drowned out the final lines. 


The bard ended with a gestural flourish, thereby chancing to duck a chicken bone aimed expertly at his head. The Aborigines, having assimilated the poor fool’s mannerisms as well as his delivery, performed wickedly accurate imitations.


The evening’s entertainments had begun.


Between courses, couples took to the centre of the banqueting hall, especially cleared for the purpose, to delicately swish about. Corks popped, shoe leather creaked, and the string orchestra twanged their twine: the sounds of a cricket ball in full swing. A few of the Aborigines essayed their dance-floor skills to the obvious delight of all. Quadrilles, polkas, schottisches and waltzes – any style with which they were unfamiliar, and there were not many, they very quickly picked up.


Beyond taking mustard with their roast mutton, and the occasional use of knife instead of fork, the Blacks were noted to dine in full observance of the usual proprieties.


‘This, however, is not to be wondered at,’ reasoned one observer. ‘As we have seen, they are admirable mimics, and readily adopt any pattern set before them.’


‘I had the pleasure of playing a game of cribbage with three of the party,’ assured a gentleman from Kent. ‘They have mastered the intricacies of the game, generally so puzzling to foreigners.’


The Aborigines’ additional reputation as prodigious eaters arose merely as the result of their showing off, a favourite trick rebounding of late on ‘crook’ Johnny Cuzens.


In bodily and mental calibre they were agreed top-drawer, ‘as temperate as anchorites’, ‘as jolly as sandboys’, and – in consideration of those dancers who confirmed their expertise – ‘as supple as deer’: Lawrence found himself congratulated so often that he began to weary of compliments.


‘Bowling is like poetry. A bowler must be created with natural advantages if he is ever to shine. When found, indeed, he is like a tenore robusto…a price-less treasure.’


Through the miscellaneous din, Lawrence could make out the stentorian tones of an English gent who clearly fancied himself an expert. Only blandishments being served at his own table, Lawrence sought him out by eye.


‘…although, by unremitting diligence, more for the pleasure of overcoming difficulties than anything else – one or two Englishmen may have taught the Australian native to present a more than creditable appearance, their existence is a mere phenomenon which has no significance.’


A bearded sage, perhaps 50 years of age – the man’s head seemed huge, like that of a horse. Lawrence fancied that he gestured in his own direction, his broad brows sternly knotted. What had he just been saying? 


‘To my eyes the deportment of the dignified Aboriginal is that of a sapient monkey, imitating the gait and manners of a do-nothing white dandy. Both in attendance this night…’


‘Some monkeys I have seen,’ said one of his coterie, ‘might feel injured by a comparison. They are the ugliest race of beings conceivable. Ugly to the point of disgust.’


‘Excuse me…’ said Lawrence. Addressing an elderly gentleman to his left, he indicated the other table. ‘Do you know the fellow there?’ he asked.


‘Let me see,’ the old man said. ‘With Lucett? Why, I do believe it’s Trollope, over from the Garrick. And I thought he was in America!’


Taking another gulp of red wine, Lawrence studied his target intently.


‘He writes for the Saint Pauls Magazine,’ continued his advisor, ‘now the editor, I believe. And a deal to say on the subject of English sport.’


‘I’m sure,’ said Lawrence. The din of the party growing, he narrowed his eyes and hunched forward.


‘Even Cricket has become such a business,’ the writer-editor was saying, ‘doubt arises in the minds of amateur players whether they can continue the sport, loaded as it is with the extravagance of the professionals. A countless body of cricketers, with nearly every name absurd, daily floods the columns of our newspaper…’


There could be no doubt where his comments were directed. Lawrence’s face turned as crimson as a pillar-box.


‘And this,’ the nag’s head pronounced, ‘brings me to the monster cricket nuisance of the day. It is bad enough to see a parcel of ninnies airing a flaming ribbon and a sonorous name in the newspapers, and duly paying for the insertion. But it is far otherwise with the so-called Elevens that go caravanning about the country, playing against two bowlers and 20 duffers for the benefit of some enterprising publican. It’s just not cricket!’


A swell in the music muted his torturer. Lawrence unsteadily refilled his glass and gulped its contents down.


His colleague, Bill Hayman, fielded enquiries at their own table.


‘How has it come to pass,’ wondered the pretty wife of an Athenian, ‘that Aboriginal natives are playing the game of cricket?’


‘Every big sheep station employs upwards of two, three dozen hands,’ said Hayman, ‘and every one of them plays cricket. Before he sold up, my uncle ran Lake Wallace South. Some of the Abos that lived on the swamps near Edenhope, they came to work on the yards. If a game were going in the evening, they’d come see what the ruckus was about. That’s how they got into the sport. And they were good at it!’


He gulped, nervously. ‘Are good at it. As you’ll see.’


‘They became absorbed in the game,’ said the lady’s husband. 


‘Er – yes,’ said Hayman.


‘And how did you select these particular players, Mr…Hayman, is it?’


Hayman shrugged. ‘Old Peter over there was a shearer at Lake Wallace,’ he explained. ‘Others came from around Lake Colac, and the Wando. Bullocky, from Balmoral, further down the Hamilton road…like that, I should say.’


‘From Balmoral?’ said a listener. ‘Well, I’m blowed!’


Lawrence butted in. ‘There is no such thing as an Australian Aborigine.’


That certainly got their attention. Surprised more than anyone, Lawrence found himself addressing the entire table.


‘You might as well say, “He’s a European”, when a man could be Scottish, or Russian, or a Spaniard!’


‘And what are you?’


‘I’m serious,’ insisted Lawrence. And he was. ‘Aborigines are not one single people. I mean there used to be lit’rally hundreds of ’em, all over Australia… hundreds of tribes, leading the lives of nomads an’ hunters.’


Bill Hayman looked at him quizzically.


‘Hundreds,’ Lawrence repeated. ‘And each had their own language…’ He went quiet.


‘Please,’ someone said, ‘do go on.’


‘By all means,’ encouraged another.


‘Our boys?’ said the wine, talking. ‘A couple were Wurdiboluc, from the desert, and the rest from the swamplands…or is it the other way around? I can never remember. Anyway, Jadwaj…Jadwadjali, Madimadi…’


Aboriginal speech was a stream’s fluid murmur: softly spoken vowel sounds tumbling one over another. Interpreting the talk of even close neighbours, that lyrical flow would run into rocks. Foreign consonants dammed it altogether. Lawrence trying to formulate the same words sounded like a cat with a hairball.


‘What extraordinary tosh!’ one man complained. The remainder of the table, however, regarded Lawrence in wonder.


‘You speak Aboriginal, Mr Lawrence?’


‘No!’ he said. ‘Don’t you see? That’s what I’m trying to tell you. They come from all over, speaking different tongues. Charley is from Queensland. Skeeter, Cuzens and Tiger, South Australia…’ He counted down using his fingers. ‘Neddy an’ Twopenny’s from New South Wales…’


‘Neddy’s called Jim Crow here,’ said Hayman.


‘Oh, yes.’ Lawrence blinked. ‘And the rest,’ he said, ‘the rest is from Victoria. Cuzens was the first one to coach ’em. He was the one taught ’em cricket.’ He was no longer sure of his point.


A sharp-faced scientist spoke up. ‘You use the past tense when referring to their tribal derivation. Why is that?’ 


Lawrence declined to answer. Hayman filled the awkward silence.


‘When we originally recruited the team,’ he said, ‘from Pine Hills, Brippick, Miga Lake and so forth, our choice was…limited. Many of the stockmen were the last of their clans, their mobs up-country numbering only a few old men and their gins – ’


A high-pitched laugh interrupted. ‘I’m sorry. Did you say “gins”?’


‘Their womenfolk,’ Hayman explained. ‘The young women are lubras, the older women gins.’


‘So they are, as I’ve heard, dying out?’ said the scientist.


Lawrence and Hayman exchanged a look across the table.


‘If there’s a right time to make this tour,’ blurted Lawrence, ‘it’s now or never.’ His face burned. ‘This team has played together,’ he said, ‘in some shape or form, for over two years now. When I came on board, after their previous tours, numbers were down.’ He threw a dark look at Hayman. ‘It fell to me to put a new side together…from the best of those remaining, and some other Blacks.’


‘“Remaining”?’ a voice queried.


‘The ones that were still alive,’ said Lawrence.


His seeming callousness drew gasps.


‘You make it sound a massacre, Charles,’ pleaded Hayman. Rallied to his own defence, he addressed the table as a whole. ‘We lost only four.’


‘A drop,’ said Lawrence, lightly, ‘in the ocean.’


The orchestra finished a popular number; the dancing couples separated and clapped to show their appreciation. Applause at such a juncture sounded sardonic in the extreme.


Before Cuzens even, the players had been coached by Old Tom Wills – a fine cricketer, but a dangerous drunkard. His influence had proven fatal: four of the Aborigines died from alcohol poisoning. Others, including Dick-a-Dick, took severely ill, almost dying. Wills had left the team in disgrace.


As his successor, Charles Lawrence utterly condemned the former laxity. History could not be allowed to repeat itself.


Nor should it be repeated in present company. In seeking a way out of their predicament, Bill Hayman succeeded only in digging them deeper.


‘A glass of grog is a potent reasoner with a blackfellow,’ he breezed. ‘An Aboriginal will drink anything any time, and he calls everything “rum”… everything that he don’t call “him”!’


The promising scent of scandal attracted a growing audience. Lawrence looked into the flushed pink faces gathered around. He stood abruptly, grasped Hayman firmly by the arm, and whisked him away.


‘Well, I never!’


‘Quite extraordinary!’


The eyes of all at table followed their retreat into the milling throng. 


‘Perhaps the orchestra struck up a favourite…’


As the partners passed Trollope, his sharp tongue cut Lawrence to the quick. ‘’Twas an evil hour for cricket,’ it rasped, ‘when shrewd men saw where money was to be got.’ The literary giant seemed to turn and leer, baring vast yellow incisors. ‘The English,’ he sneered, ‘are accused of reducing all things to pounds, shillings and pence. I trust the Abhor-riginals will reap some benefit from the revenue they have helped to earn.’


He knew he was right.


Charles Lawrence was almost shocked to find the world still turned on its axis. The ball swirled about them, orchestral music a speeding carousel. Resolving not to drink any more, he advised they both should stick to sober-water. Hayman sulkily announced his retirement to the dunny. Lawrence undertook a circuit of the room – to clear his head as much as to reassure the flock of his abiding presence. The soul of constancy he was, clambered onto the wagon, steady as a judge, temperate as an…as an ammonite.


He wanted to belch.




 





The grand occasion was not nearly so intimate as that enjoyed at Went House, by dint of its sheer scale. Scattered throughout the great hall of the Athenaeum Club, the Aborigines, finding themselves isolated, became subdued. Unfailingly polite when approached, they by and large sought to avoid direct conversation, grunting their responses with a surly sort of civility. Swamped by extravagance beyond their experience, they were simply overcome.


Stout Twopenny, encircled, took questions from the curious crowd.


‘Are there no Aboriginal women?’ a body asked.


‘Course!’ spluttered Twopenny. ‘Course it true! Dem all back ’ome.’


‘Are you married, Mr Tuppenny?’


Twopenny looked down at the shiny floor and shook his head.


‘Then you are a stray tup?’


This rudeness was howled down.


‘When I see me first whitepella,’ offered Twopenny, ‘many whitepella…I think you only men. Dem ’ave no gins. Makes no sense, men come all dat way alone, without wimmen to gather mirka and to puck.’


The gathering is bemused. ‘“Puck”?’


‘Puck!’ repeated Twopenny, his hair a woolly triangle.


Bill Hayman intervened. ‘Use your loaf, Twopenny,’ he said. ‘These good people don’t want to know about things like that.’


‘Oh,’ they cried, ‘but we do!’


‘No,’ said Hayman. ‘You don’t.’ He led Twopenny aside, still conferring. ‘When speaking in a foreign tongue,’ said Hayman, ‘betimes we must needs employ greater restraint than that accorded to us.’ 


Twopenny screwed up his face. ‘Boss,’ he said, ‘you talkin’ shit.’


Lawrence watched as a grey-haired old spy, without so much as a by-your-leave, openly conducted a microscopic study of Red Cap’s face and form. Bloody ‘ethnologists’ – they had already had to deter one from taking measurements at Malling.


At the opposite end of the hall, towards the enormous fireplace, fizz was found in the new descriptive nouns the Aborigines had coined concerning various European animals. Rabbits, for instance, were ‘stand up ears’ or ‘white bottom’; pigs, ‘turn ground’; and cockerels, ‘call for day’. For others, they arrived at simpler solutions: cattle were ‘boo-oo’; sheep, ‘ba-ba’; and horses, ‘gump-gump’ or ‘neighit’.


The nation’s greatest minds, arm-in-arm with her most glamorous aristocrats, took up the Christy Minstrels’ standard ‘Merry Green Fields’, with its distinctive verse-chorus.




‘With a boo-oo here, and a boo-oo there,


Here a boo, there a boo…’





A fat man bursting out of his dinner-suit waved to Lawrence.


‘The place is become a barnyard!’ he called. ‘Tell your man there!’ He pointed at Red Cap.


‘Tell him yourself,’ retorted Lawrence. ‘He’s quite capable of understanding.’


The ethnologist, if that was what he was, still loitered. The fat man, however, raced on past. Red Cap wisely melted away into the crowd.


The grey-haired spy broke his silence. ‘D-d-dashed impertinence!’ he stammered.


‘Red Cap is his own man,’ said Lawrence.


‘I refer, sir, to yours,’ the spy said. ‘I expect and therefore excuse his.’


‘Lord Hogg’, meantime, ‘oink-oink’ed here, there, and everywhere for all he was worth – doubtless a very large amount. Lawrence realised he might have judged too hastily. This new attack, alas, was a different matter.


The spy closed with Lawrence – a wounded old lion, dangerous malevolence lurking in his rheumy eye. ‘A wild, untameable restlessness is innate with s-s-savages,’ he said.


‘They are not savages,’ insisted Lawrence.


‘Savages they are, and savages they shall always re-…always remain.’


They stood toe to toe. Neither had the advantage of height, but Lawrence began to quail before the older man’s belligerent aspect.


‘A puh-person’s race can explain and justify almost anything,’ the man spat. ‘D-D-Doctor James Hunt, Puh-president of the…of the…’ 


Moustaches flecked with a stutterer’s spittle, he settled for holding out a printed card.


Lawrence already despised such items. He studied the curious pyramidal emblem inscribed there – a triangle inverted within one larger, to produce four smaller triangles of equal proportion. In heraldic style, each of these contained a symbol. At the apex was an eyeball. In the three spaces below, reading from left to right: a human skull; a fat carrot – the depiction of an early tool, or flint, perhaps; and last and least, a brain, presumably also human. An inscription encompassed the entire design, one word on each of the emblem’s three sides.




SOCIETAS / ANTHROPOLOGIE / LONDINENSIS




 





Nonplussed, Lawrence flipped the card over.




 





Dr James Hunt, Ph.D., F.S.A., F.R.S.L.


PRESIDENT,


Anthropological Society of London.





Lawrence looked back up, poised to introduce himself in return. During the interim, however, the contentious old cuss had gathered himself for a speech.


‘I am quite aware who you are,’ snapped Dr Hunt, cutting him dead. ‘And let me tell you, I have collected numerous instances where children of a low race have been sep-puh-puhrated at an early age from their puh-…from their puh-…from their parents…and reared as pa-part of a settler’s family. Yet, after years of civilised ways, they have abandoned their home, flung away their dress, and gone to seek their countrymen in the Bush, among whom they have subsequently been found living in contented bar-bar-bar…’ Another pause enforced for breath, he appeared to quite lose patience with himself. ‘…barbar-barbarism!’


‘I hardly – ’ began Lawrence.


‘And without a vestige of their gentle nurture! There…what do you say to that?’


Lawrence very much wished to contradict the old lion: separating children from their parents hardly seemed a civilised act. But, when it came to it, his heart simply gave out. ‘If you will excuse me, “doctor”,’ said Lawrence, handing back the card, ‘I feel sick.’


An unhappy Lawrence quit the room.




 





‘They talk the moon down from the sky,’ says Cole.


‘Garra Gnowee,’ Sundown sadly agrees. 


King Cole and Sundown stand side-by-side some way apart from the press of the crowd. They hold on to an unlit cheroot, in contemplation of the gigantic chandelier suspended high above their heads. Kinsmen, they express their frustrations in the language common to them.


Too many faces – Cole can endure no more. He only delays a moment, to share his lament, and then leaves.


He makes his way up to an open balcony, just below the level of the roof. Alone at last, King Cole stands at the top of the Athenaeum building, perfectly still, like a strange phantom or statue. Light bleeding through the great hall’s upper windows, at his back, reduces him to a slender silhouette; it gilds the outline of his locks, stirred by the stiff breeze, to lend a fierce coronal. For a silent hour – neither speaking, nor stirring – he takes in the vast panorama of the London night.


The flare of countless gas lamps overwhelms him.


At first he believes that he stares into an immense crystal cobweb, parent to those suspended in the false sky, below. Every surface shimmers aglow with light either direct or reflected: the city itself, burnished and blazing, blinds him with its glare.


Glowing like hot coals, his black eyes mirror the scene. Ringed with fire, he is afire.


And yet London, for all its burning, gives off no discernible heat – all of its energies spent on illumination alone; any warmth it might produce swiftly disappears into the night sky, to be swallowed up by the freezing vacuum of space.


In time, the semblance of a chandelier is forgotten: the dancing sparks and flickering tongues of flame become the bewitching firebugs of his Dreaming. He watches them as they dart in pairs, up and down the streets below. Edging forward until his toes grip the very brink of the balustrade, King Cole is newly aware of a shadow realm revealed at his feet. Beneath the coruscating nimbus of light lurks a black mass that spreads below and beyond like a dark stain.


He hears screams and shouts in the night, a countless multitude of different voices raised. Indifferent towards his eavesdropping, the ruminant city talks tunelessly to itself. Deeper still, and duller, an incessant grumble rises up from out of the depths.


Sleepless in his bunk, in the hollow bowels of the Parramatta, he would often listen to a sound very much like this – the restless swell of the oceans.


The longer he listens, the louder it seems to roar, as deafening as the crashing thunder. It is a cataract, onrushing, that hurls itself endlessly over the edge of some mad precipice.


His body quivers with vibration. His foot slips, and, with that sudden start, he knows. The noise that he feels more than he hears is matched by the frenzied drumbeat of his own heart. It is the pump and rush of his life’s blood, answering the call – an odd familiarity; reminiscence, displaced; second nature. Before awareness even that he moves, King Cole is in motion. Seeking surrender, craving oblivion, he throws himself down.




 





The balcony stands empty.


King Cole is gone – only jacket and shoes, left behind in a small pile, to show that he was ever there.



















CHAPTER X


Wednesday the 27th of May, 1868


TJUKURPA 




‘Once more within the Potter’s house alone


I stood, surrounded by the Shapes of Clay. 




 





And once again there gather’d a scarce heard


Whisper among them; as it were, the stirr’d


Ashes of some all but extinguisht Tongue,


Which mine ear kindled into living Word.’


~ Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám  








A waxing crescent moon leads the bright star Rex through the night.


As the hour advances, the ghost folk – or whatever else they might once have been – fade away. Either it is the absence of the crowds, or else the deserted streets grow wider than before, into a wilderness of hard, unyielding stone. King Cole alone seems to occupy the vast wasteland. Jogging quietly along, he welcomes solitude. He has at last space in which to move, and breathe.


What is it he is looking for? Does it have a name?


He is not hungry, trailing good game. He is not thirsty, in search of water. Spurred ever onward, instead he thinks himself the hunter in search of fresh knowledge.


What is it the Ancestor Spirits are trying to tell him?


Tombs carved from out of the rock, a numbing procession of side-streets passes him by. One after another, after another, the monotonous regularity numbs Cole’s physical senses, but concentrates instead his inner eye – a glowworm circulation that beckons him ever onward.


Overriding every due caution, Cole hastens down his lonely road.


His own hand held up in front of his face is without colour, turned translucent. Through it an image floats, suspended, in mid-air. Sometimes darker, sometimes lighter than its surroundings, only captured at certain angles, picked out in moon gleam, it radiates a fine web – a cracked windowpane, star-glazed.


Cole slows. 


The air curdles, sluggish with a sweet and sickly stench. To the north, a long stretch of high wall blank-faces broken-tooth terraces, rotten with decay. Fixed on irons half as tall again as any man, infrequent oil lamps shed little in the way of light.


King Cole comes to a complete stop.


He stands before a hazy portal, threshold to an inner courtyard into which he feels compelled to go. The rot-stinking cavity stands clear before him, yet he cannot breach it. The syrupy air is itself a wall.


Feeling his way like one blind, four doors along he comes to the mouth of a narrow entrance; set close between two back-to-backs, a dark and stinking ooze seeps down its centre. Neither moonlight nor lamplight dare enter in, but Cole does.


He slinks down this back street, chilled innards aching, barely suppressing the urge to retch. Water streams from his eyes. The stink of shit spears his lungs, even as it slops over his toes. Were it not for evidence to the contrary, he cannot imagine such a place inhabited.


Oppressed on all sides, a bend in the blind alley lends no respite. The pressure crushing his insides only grows stronger. He has to crouch, loosening the belt that holds up his trousers, and evacuate his bowels.


No longer able to stand upright, Cole flattens against the filthy brickwork. It closes in. Eyes swimming, he can barely see a foot in front.


‘Aaaauuuuughh!’


His head pinned underarm, an invisible fist smashes repeatedly into his face. He’s been in bad fights before, back in the woolsheds of South Australia. Never was any good in a fight. Snot clogs and tears fall. He wants to surrender.


In-gna! Demons!


‘Whsssht!’


Mind no longer his own, he feels he must break free. Stumbling on, Cole emerges onto a wide street lined with shops. By day it would appear a major highway.


Breath returns in shallow gasps. He recovers slightly, vision clearing, yet his pulse gallops ever faster. Lifeblood pumping through arteries, the dead silence bangs at his ears.


He fears his head may burst.


One block, two blocks on – here, at the heart of his Dreaming, an unassuming street, down which he is impelled to go.


One…more…step.


Blessed relief washes over him. It is as if he has pierced an unseen veil. His head clears, and the leaden silence, once so fraught, is simple, peaceful, and absolute. 


His body drifts, weightless. Air becomes wall, becomes windows. Windows become wall, becomes air. Black space alternating with blue sky, days cross paths with night and back again.


Cole glides through a realm that flows around him. This land should be a stranger. It is not. Sure now of himself, of his situation, he retraces a route that is more than familiar, certain of the direction he must take.


Hand caresses wall. Flesh strokes stone. Stone grazes skin. This is the image of Truth he has always known, but never until now realised.


He senses the faint stirrings of a sleeping presence; breath steadily drawn and exhaled, in darkness, by darkness.


Drawn closer to the hole in shattered window glass, he cranes forward to peer inside. Glass shards encircle his bare scalp. Stare keenly as he can, King Cole cannot conceive of what lurks hidden in the blackness, although something most certainly does. The frisson of another life, deep among the shadows, calls to him.


His body is cradled in the early morning. Mother’s palm, warm and rough – he feels the touch of her firm, guiding hand on his forehead, then eyes, his nose, mouth, and on down to his feet. Wuduu, the warming of hands, is what he misses most of all.


Dandled in her lap, he looks up into sad and loving eyes. They blink him to sleep, so patiently.


Cole’s face breaks into a broad, toothsome smile, then falls, lost to sorrow. It has been a lifetime since he was held.


Hot grief rolls down his cheeks. A sudden jolt – pain, deep down in his belly – drops him to his knees. He clutches at the bare walls, wretched and mewling.


This is conduct unbecoming a bourka, a full-grown warrior of the Wudjubalug – the man he most desperately wishes to be. Taking firm grasp of his resolve, Cole rips away at the knot of shame. He pulls himself up and forces himself back. Recovering the main street he sprints a hundred paces clear, determined to put as much distance as possible between himself and this dear, dreadful spot.


Never again will he return, to the Well of Shadows, to the stone cell there and not there – the pulsating heart in the darkness.




 





And the stranger in the London night is marked, fair game. Blood and feather, let him be led to the hive.



















CHAPTER XI


Thursday the 28th of May, 1868


A REVELATION




‘One man fastens an eye on him, and the graves of the memory render up their dead; the secrets that make him wretched either to keep or to betray, must be yielded.’


~ Ralph Waldo Emerson, ‘Character’








First light struggles to penetrate the fug of an attic room, wherein most of the Black Cricketers lie sleeping. Drunken snores reverberate from more than one cot. A sneaking shadow parts the retreating darkness, makes its way towards the empty bunk. As it crosses the Aborigine the whites call Sundown, his eyes shoot open. He wakes with a start and cries out.


The face he meets is a horror mask – upper half white, the lower half black like his own. Dead white skin clotted and misshapen, two black orbs, lividrimmed in scarlet, blaze within. The horror face bids him hush, before creasing into a familiar smile.


‘Brother?’ says Sundown.


King Cole rocks soundlessly in joyful assent. He grips Sundown by the shoulders and shakes him in a fit of breathless exuberance. More than happy to see his dear friend again, it almost seems he had not expected to.


‘Hnh,’ smiles Sundown, his broad face creasing, ‘you lucky Lawrence him too drunk to count.’


Fully awake, he makes a rapid assessment of Cole’s outfit – what remains of it. Mud gums the formal black trousers up to his calves. The dress shirt, crisp and white at the start of the previous evening, is blackened and ragged. Collar and cuffs have completely disappeared. Of his evening jacket and shoes there is no sign.


Sundown whistles appreciatively. He is impressed.


The white sediment spreads thick across the upper part of Cole’s face.


‘Worum mwa?’ Sundown asks. ‘Where you go? Some place good, eh?’


Keeping their voices down, they chat in their own native tongue. 


‘Out Bush,’ says Cole. ‘Been walking…sending the path out of myself. Went to pay respects to the Old Land. Sing a bit, dance a bit, say hello.’


Cole casts Sundown a sideways glance. A new element of caution outdistances filial ease. ‘The Old Land’ – New Chum Lawrence has used the phrase many times, meaning his England home.


Sundown does not know what to make of it in this context. Perhaps his ears are still asleep.


His sleep-swollen face betrays nothing.


‘An’ you still got your kidney fat?’ he says, only half-joking.


Back in the World, if a stranger should pass through the territory of another mob without first seeking permission, he risked attack. Most likely he would be killed, and yelo, his kidney fat, removed – sweetmeats to be hung in a wadderlikkie, a small string bag worn at the throat, conferring strength and courage to the wearer.


So the old custom went. The World is changing fast.


As if a cloud passes overhead, Sundown’s lazy smile upends to a frown. He flops back on the bed, and with a liverish sigh stares up at where that open sky should be. He should not have thought of home, not even for an instant.


His voice, when it returns, is slurred and sullen.


‘This country,’ he says, ‘doesn’t suit me. I’m a stranger here. I like to be in my own country, where I was born. I am now miserable.’


King Cole smirks, indulging his kinsman. He has heard this sulk from gloomy Sundown on many occasions during their touring together – the first time, expressed with no less conviction, when the team lodged but two days’ walk from their base at Edenhope. And look at them now!


They left everything behind, two winters gone – two-fellow cold time ago. Sundown’s unhappiness strikes him full measure.


‘Teiwa,’ Sundown moans. Glassy with loss, his deep brown eyes fill with yearning. Silent tears fall.


‘Ballrinjarrimin,’ says Cole, softly. He strokes his clan brother’s abundant curls. For a timeless time, they sit together in perfect sympathy.


Nestled on the low eaves overhead, a drowsy wood pigeon pronounces the occasional throaty ‘oom’. Tiny white feathers, from its downy underbelly, drift, gently, to the flagstone floor.


Done with their sad meditation, Sundown turns to Cole, expression grave. ‘Brother,’ he says, ‘this unsung land…him a dead place.’


‘Eora?’ says Cole, brightly. ‘I know! All night I walked along this big place. He’s no end to him! One big stone garden…’


Cole rubs his aching shinbones. He pictures himself, wandering the hollow quiet – street after street, grey rows all the same. 


‘Mounds, everywhere. Burial mounds!’ he says. ‘In the dark time, they shut themselves inside…shut themselves in and set fire to everything! Can you believe it? But today, there it is all back again…and they built even more in the night!’


Sundown looks entirely sceptical, but Cole is sure of himself. He leans in, words barely a whisper. ‘I been walking in the footsteps of the Ancestors!’


‘Atpida,’ Sundown says flatly. He won’t accept it. ‘You are mistaken. Not here.’


‘Even here,’ nods Cole. ‘Here especially!’


Sundown almost gets up, before huffing and settling down again.


One land cannot be changed for another. And it should remain untouched, just how it was at the time of Creation. The scarified country around Malling town, much altered by the hand of man, was bad enough. London City is far worse – an unimaginable hell.


‘Worum mwa?’ Sundown repeats his question, almost abruptly. Eyes narrowed, he searches the face of his friend.


Cole takes a cautious look around. Everyone else in the room is laid flat out.


‘Tjukurpa,’ Cole says.


The word hisses out from between his teeth. They shake their heads vigorously, and place their hands before their mouths.


Tjukurpa, ‘Truth’ – the Dreaming. Sundown is scandalised. King Cole struggles to excuse his words.


‘You know, brother dear, my Truth has always been…different. I cannot explain it,’ he says. ‘But this is my Truth.’ No longer able to contain himself, he exults. ‘Deen, Deen! Eora,’ he cries, his voice a thin reed. ‘My Truth…it is here! This place, this “London”, One Big Ant-hill Creek.’


‘Na!’ says Sundown, startled. ‘What?’


‘This dark time, I saw my Truth. I walked it, as I always walk it. But now it is around me in the bodyworld too!’


Cole’s second skin cracks, part flaking away, resulting in a shower of white powder. He grips the edge of the hard wooden pallet that serves as Sundown’s bed.


‘I see it and I know it!’


After a lifetime of confusion and concealment, he has at last the freedom to be himself, to know himself.


‘I think,’ says Cole, exhilarated, ‘I got my call…to go to the Big Place…swap songs around the campfires of my Ancestors!’


The Nurrunbung-uttias! Sundown looks skywards.


‘Songs, old and new, to be sung here,’ Cole enthuses. ‘Much to be explored… understood.’ 


The city he sees in his Dreaming is both the same and different.


King Cole smiles.


‘What else is there,’ he declares, ‘but to know one’s Dreaming.’


The room is very quiet.


‘But…here?’ Sundown asks, aghast. ‘This dead place! Why here?’ Eyes wide, he searches each corner of the room, seeing beyond the bounds of the bare stone cell in which they squat – reviewing, in that same instant, the unceasing horrors without.


When, finally, he speaks again, Sundown’s voice fills with portent.


‘This is not the World!’ he warns. ‘We are outside of the World… These men…they are no brothers of ours!’


Cole remains silent.


At Sundown’s touch, Cole’s dried clay mask crumbles all away to dust. Delicate wisps, sent up like smoke, circulate in a ray of sunshine high above their heads.


‘Bunjil-nullung,’ Sundown calls him. ‘Mister Mud.’


In his soft, rich voice, Sundown begins to recite a favourite story.


‘There is a boy…a very stupid young fellow. On his Walkabout, the boy comes to a lagoon. Wide body of water there…and the day, he’s mighty hot. This boy, he goes to wet his body in the lagoon. And the great brown snake that lives there eats him up, the stupid boy.’


The Great Serpent uncoils in Cole’s memory.


‘Bimeby…’ starts Sundown.


His clan-brother laughs, unsettled.
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