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            Against Disappearance: Essays on Memory

            Edited by Leah Jing McIntosh & Adolfo Aranjuez

         

         In this collection of new essays from the Liminal & Pantera Press Nonfiction Prize longlist, First Nations writers and writers of colour bend and shift boundaries, query the past and envision new futures. They ask: How do we write or hold our former selves, our ancestries? How does where we come from connect to where we are headed? How do we tell the stories of those who have been diminished or ignored in the writing of history? How do we do justice to the lives they lived, or to the people they were?

         
             

         

         From the intricacies of trans becoming, to violences inflicted on stateless peoples, to complex inheritances and the intertwining of tradition, politics and place, this prescient collection challenges singular narratives about the past, offering testimony and prophecy alike.

         
             

         

         ESSAYS BY André Dao, Barry Corr, Brandon K. Liew, Elizabeth Flux, Frankey Chung-Kok-Lun, grace ugamay dulawan, Hannah Wu, Hasib Hourani, Hassan Abul, Jon Tjhia, Kasumi Bocrzyk, Lucia Tường Vy Nguyễn, Lou Garcia-Dolnik, Lur Alghurabi, Mykaela Saunders, Ouyang Yu, Ruby-Rose Pivet-Marsh, Ryan Gustafsson, Suneeta Peres da Costa and Veronica Gorrie
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         The First Peoples of this land were the first storytellers, the first communities. Sovereignty has never been ceded; this land always was, and always will be, Aboriginal land.

      

   


   
      
         
            ‘This book should be a seminal work in Australian letters.’

            Nam Le

            ‘Against Disappearance is hot with guts. Each startling essay complicates memory in this colony and beyond. When brought together, they present memory and presence as a conversation among those forced to the margins of power, rather than as a canon that any one of us can hold alone. Gracious but without flinching, these essayists interrogate just how we and they come to publicly remember and be remembered.’

            Alison Whittaker

            ‘This book gets to the very heart of witness, memory, archive and what it means to write. An incredible chorus of why multitudes matter. It is magnificent. I want to press Against Disappearance into the hands of everyone I know.’

            Jazz Money

            ‘Exciting, fresh, and profound. A diverse collection of First Nations and Writers of Colour, whose stories write underneath, between and above the mainstream to interrogate the nation. This collection will shift the way we think about and read creative nonfiction in the future.’

            Jeanine Leane

            ‘Not written for white readers or to industry specifications, uncompromising, non-pandering, filled with love, awash with talent, this collection of sovereign essays sets blisteringly high standards of integrity and originality.’

            Maria Tumarkin

            ‘This is truly an explosive anthology of exciting voices you will be hearing from years from now. Each essay is a marvel in itself, a microcosm of insight and inventiveness; and together they make up the brilliant future of new Australian writing.’

            Alice Pung
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            Introduction

            Leah Jing McIntosh

         

         When we were making this book, I kept accidentally referring to it as ‘After’ Disappearance. Each time I did, my wonderful co-editor, Adolfo Aranjuez, would gently correct me. It became a sort of joke between us, an inexplicable slippage. I have been thinking about the space between after and against. What happens after a disappearance? Loss opens into a clear blue horizon, darkening with all we do not know.

         In so-called Australia, we seem to be citizens of an after. The enforced disappearance of cultures is often framed as natural or unavoidable, the way of things, when it is in fact the opposite: hegemonic power is as much about the stories it actively erases as those it tells. It suits the colony to mythologise a terra nullius, to declare Indigenous cultures non-existent and to work to make them so, rewriting cultures that have always been here into nothing. If nothing was here, then nothing could be murdered – or so the logic loops, bloodied hands wiped clean. It still suits the colony to continue this violence, overt or clandestine, always transforming, ever present. This racism builds its foundations atop a carceral state. At the time of writing, another all-white jury has decided that yet another white cop will go free after a murder charge. This racism takes the shape of the White Australia policy, of the state-sanctioned abduction of children and, even when official legislations are repealed, racism persists, so surreptitious and so unnoticed that to condemn it is to expose yourself to even more violence. Racism is ‘an action and a rationale for action’1 and so, in conjunction with physical violence, racism is insidious, found in the archives or in the commons, in the media or in the curriculum, each purposeful erasure or elision or refusal or revision or overturned murder charge infiltrating and warping and claiming collective memory.

         In this context, against is a rallying cry: a commitment, a promise, an event. It requires work, and the work does not stop. Those who work against – against disappearance, against racism, against the colony – share in a commitment to praxis, to the small everyday actions that show us a way towards new futures, a way to oppose the lie that writing does not matter, that culture cannot have material repercussions, that it too disappears when faced with racism, genocide and colonisation. This book is another attempt at undoing erasure, whatever its antithesis may be, whatever presence we encounter from now. We know from history that change is not instantaneous, so we can only keep building.

         
            [image: ]

         

         This book is a collection of the longlisted works from the Liminal & Pantera Press Nonfiction Prize, a national literary prize for First Nations writers and writers of colour. Our reasons for creating this prize, as well as this book, are complex. First, it challenges the historical whiteness of Australian literary prizes, and racism within the Australian literary landscape more broadly. The prize is an extension of Liminal, a project I have been working on for the past six years alongside friends and colleagues. At the heart of Liminal is the desire to intervene in the racist structures that shape this country’s cultural industries, imaginary landscapes, collective memories. We work against this landscape that is hostile to the simple matter of our existence – not to mention our labour, our desires, our dreams.

         ‘Much of the Australian white-settler canon reads for the first one-hundred and fifty years as a litany of othering,’ writes Jeanine Leane. ‘Beyond the First Australians, settler fictionists have depicted, almost, if not entirely carte-blanche, the representations of further diasporas arriving – “the yellow peril”, for example.’2 There are many components that continue to enable this ‘litany of othering’ in the contemporary literary ecosystem – curriculum at all levels of education, the publishing and media sectors, and government arts funding, to name a few. Literary prizes function as an endpoint to these systems. The Miles Franklin Literary Award touts itself as ‘Australia’s most prestigious literary prize, helping to support authors and to foster uniquely Australian literature’. It was founded in 1957, ten years before the 1967 Referendum that reversed the exclusion of Indigenous peoples from the laws and lawmaking of Australia, and sixteen years before the White Australia policy was fully repealed in 1973. Out of the sixty-five years the prize has been running, I can still count the number of winning Indigenous writers and writers of colour on one hand. Of course, the Miles Franklin is not alone in such disparities, but there is not enough space or time to name each prize that boasts excellence yet delivers a certain homogeneity year after year. In honesty, it is exhausting and telling that statistics are required to prove the reality of racism, which, as a racialised person, I cannot escape. Why are our accounts not enough? As Toni Morrison reminds us,

         
            the very serious function of racism […] is distraction. It keeps you from doing your work. It keeps you explaining, over and over again, your reason for being. Somebody says you have no language, and so you spend 20 years proving that you do. Somebody says your head isn’t shaped properly, so you have scientists working on the fact that it is. Somebody says that you have no art, so you dredge that up.3

         

         So I am here to explain – as I have over and over again – that we do have art, and that we do have language. I am here to explain – as I have over and over again – that the structures and values of white supremacy are not enough. For a non-white person living in so-called Australia, to accept or adhere to the metrics that deem one enough seems futile. The yardstick is wielded as weapon; call it faux-meritocracy or a narrow vision of excellence or just good old-fashioned racism – such measures of ‘value’ were created with a white ontology in mind and never meant to serve us. This whiteness does not envision our presences, unless we make ourselves in its image. This is to say, this country’s racist literary landscape does not dream for all of us.

         But who is us? Because the us I am describing is a coalition created in reaction to racism, it is unavoidably complicated and imperfect. I am mindful of Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang’s warning: ‘There is a long and bumbled history of non-Indigenous peoples making moves to alleviate the impacts of colonization.’4 In my work, I try to navigate my responsibility as a minoritised settler, working and living on the stolen lands of the Wurundjeri Woi Wurrung people. In thinking through what such a coalition might look like, I am reminded of the words of Audre Lorde: ‘Without community there is no liberation, only the most vulnerable and temporary armistice between an individual and her oppression.’ She continues, ‘But community must not mean a shedding of our differences, nor the pathetic pretence that these differences do not exist.’5 In acknowledging these differences, it is crucial to note that terms like ‘people of colour’ are inadequate precisely because of the differences they claim to contain, when such signifiers are always overflowing. When we describe these writers using such terms, it is with the vision to illuminate such thrilling difference; beneath its flimsy connotations, we find a way to reach for solidarity among difference in the hope of gradually leaving its umbrella and heading towards specificity. This book pits history, testimony and remembrance against the white colonial structures that continue to erase us, though these erasures and violences always unfold in ways that are different and unequally weighted.

         Another reason for the prize, then, is my desire to create a mood of possibility. In our 2020 book Collisions (Pantera Press), a collection of fiction from our first literary prize, I quoted Samuel R. Delany’s letter to an aspiring writer, which I will, for good measure, return to once more:

         
            The fact that you are writing, submitting, and winning awards means […] you have already crashed through the greatest and most destructive hurdle racism sets in our way: the one that gives so many of us a self-image that says, ‘Who am I to think I could ever write anything worth reading, that I have anything worth saying; or that anyone else might take joy in hearing it; how dare I think I have the right to speak, write, or be read.’6

         

         It is this hurdle that we aim to smash through, by making spaces for racialised writers to do their work. We asked entrants to untangle the idea of the ‘archive’, for writing that troubled institutional accounts of history, for work that considered the politics of the personal archive, or what each of us chooses to remember, memorialise or forget. The essays are interested in memory: collective and personal, whispered or commanded, words smudged on paper or glowing on a screen. These writers trace memories buried, concealed in a suitcase, tucked away in a closet or under a bed; memories that rip through like a fire, burning long after it has been extinguished. They ask, What of the memories we inherit, or the memories that were refused? And then, too, of other inheritances: how trauma might be handed down through generations, and how easy it is to forget that one might be born with luck, obstinacy or a tendency for trouble. I have hope for what these entanglements with the past might mean for our shared future. Indeed, hope is a strand that runs through these essays – and how can it not? To put something down on paper carries a hope that someone else will pick it up.

         
            [image: ]

         

         This book is organised into three parts. There are images and feelings and theorists that loop through; there are lines and moments and moods that pull together generations and geographies. The forms diverge and fracture, with a cacophony of endnotes and footnotes and Barthesian marginalia – a joyous refusal of referential coherence.

         The first section, ‘Inheritances’, contains essays that trace lineages, considering what we possess, what was stolen and what is passed down. We begin with Mykaela Saunders’ recollections of her Uncle Kev; against a history of violent settler-colonialism, she reflects on the colonial archive, interrupting her own narrative to tell us, ‘I won’t write any more about this because I don’t want it in the archive.’ In this refusal, Saunders asserts her right to opacity, a significant act of resistance. Similar acts are evident when writers reject linear accounts of the past. Lur Alghurabi pieces together a careful portrait of her mother, who ‘doesn’t write because she knows repeating memory cements it, and many of her memories are pain’. Kasumi Borczyk also thinks through maternal lines, presenting memory as footnoted strata, where your voice and the voices of your mother and your mother’s mother can overlap, finishing one another’s sentences across time.

         Whereas some have sought to rethink the act of recollection, others hold the burden themselves. Ruby-Rose Pivet-Marsh recounts, ‘I have been carrying those memories on my back and in my legs and along my arms for the both of us.’ Hannah Wu’s mother carries her memories of the Cultural Revolution in red notebooks tucked in a suitcase; she teaches Wu how to collect herself into words. Collection and collecting recur throughout this book, for to remember, it seems, is to assemble evidence of having lived. ‘Every substance, item and creature,’ suggests Jon Tjhia, ‘is a gathering of its ancestors.’ Echoing this gesture, Brandon K. Liew presents a genealogical account of Melbourne restaurant Shakahari, in an intimate layering of his life with the lives of his family.

         The second section, ‘Archives’, circles around a provocation by Saidiya Hartman: ‘Every historian of the multitude, the dispossessed, the subaltern, and the enslaved is forced to grapple with the power and authority of the archive,’ Hartman posits, ‘and the limits it sets on what can be known, whose perspective matters, and who is endowed with the gravity and authority of historical actor.’7 These essays think through the violence of the state, of war, of displacement and dispossession. Veronica Gorrie exposes the cracks of the colonial archive – ‘They hold many secrets the colonisers wished we never unravelled, but unravelling is all we do.’ She gives voice to her great-aunt, Teresa, after finding only a single page about her in government archives. In researching Korean adoption, Ryan Gustaffson is faced with a similar lack, wondering how he might ‘begin to assemble an archive when its materials are always elsewhere, where traces are to be excavated from between the lines’. When he looks and is faced with ‘nothing’, he turns to affect as a way to ‘let it be the telling’.

         André Dao wonders if the ‘I remember’ of individual testimony can ever overcome systematic destruction or organised forgetting. ‘Erasing history is nothing new,’ Elizabeth Flux reminds us. ‘There are many reasons for wanting a blank slate, but most of the time it comes back to one thing: trying to control the story.’ Along the lines of such forgetting, Barry Corr deems the settler archive ‘unheimlich, uncanny, a fearful place’; he is left with no choice but to look at the archive aslant, ‘beyond the reflections of that which has been left for us to see’. Yet, at the same time that we face these forcible cultural erasures, we encounter a growing misuse of personal data – Lucia Tường Vy Nguyễn examines the surveillance practices and panoptic measures of digital colonialism, which ‘fuses the punitive with the pleasurable, much like how the Global North’s imperialist ventures across the Global South have been connected by a genealogy of greed’. She cautions: ‘Never forget how we mapped the world. Never forget how we drew the Web.’

         The final section, ‘Opacities’, foregrounds the personal; perhaps because the self seems to come in fragments, this section contains some of the collection’s most formally experimental pieces. Hassan Abul, the winner of the Liminal & Pantera Press Nonfiction Prize, documents his transition in ‘Third Cowboy from the Sun’. As judges Brian Castro, Maddee Clark and Shakira Hussein note in their report:

         
            The vexed state of transitioning is mirrored with humour as well as irony: it is about being seen and about seeing, both of which require a distance, which works excellently as a technique of narrative expression. Creative, provocative and thoughtful, it is both a rare and courageous objectification of a self as well as a key analytic moment in one narrator’s life and times.8

         

         Abul admits that he does not ‘keep records of my own changing form’ – ‘this whole thing has been too slippery, too experiential and dynamic, to fall easily into an archive. Any attempt would feel false.’ Beyond gender, the body emerges as a home for memory elsewhere in this section. Of formative past moments, Lou Garcia-Dolnik writes, ‘There is a history that sits within me. It is my history: I house it.’ grace ugamay dulawan offers a similar proposition – ‘Before I was civilised / names of generations stored in the flicking muscle of my tongue’ – and evokes Morrison’s aforementioned concerns around race and culture: ‘Before I was civilised / I was artless.’

         The collection’s closing pieces ponder the relationship between person and place, and how this constrains what paths are available to us. Suneeta Peres da Costa worries that questions about home or identity might ‘unearth something in me that couldn’t be tamed or controlled’. Ouyang Yu tires of being framed as an ‘angry Chinese poet’, protesting, ‘I have other qualities, such as humour and love.’ And Hasib Hourani admits, ‘i can’t be anything but palestinian without the word “guilt” sinking down into me from the sky’; of visiting his homeland, he muses, ‘i have written this landscape so many times, i don’t have it in me to do it again. i just want to ask “what do we leave behind when we leave?”’ The collection ends in the second person, moving from such intense interiority – the I or the i – to the invitational you. As though in response to Abul’s concern over falsity, Frankey Chung-Kok-Lun offers: ‘In writing this essay, you have made your own truth.’

         A note on the book’s cover; when I first saw this photograph in Thy Tran’s Cacher (NB Books, 2018), it felt like a glimpse extended – the space between subject and viewer impossibly widening and closing. In French, cacher means ‘to hide’, and Tran’s book is a documentation of a relationship across time, intimate moments collapsed into an archive. Tran places it as the very last image in Cacher. Following this mood, it seemed a fitting image with which to begin our book, one that is not intended to be a solution to the complexities or asymmetries or pains of disappearance. Instead, these essays widen and close; they trouble and disassemble; they collect and build. They are lyrical offerings in what it might mean to remember, or what it might mean to be opaque or intimate or generous, to be forgotten, or to forget. We are all, it seems, in the after. What might it mean to think through the past, through what hides or is hidden, to extend some hope? What could it mean to be against?

         
             

         

         Leah Jing McIntosh

March 2022

         
            1 Fields, Barbara J. and Fields, Karen E., Racecraft: The Soul of Inequality in American Life, Verso, London, 2012, p. 17.

            2 Leane, Jeanine, ‘Subjects of the Imagination: On Dropping the Settler Pen’, Overland, 5 December 2018, https://overland.org.au/2018/12/subjects-of-the-imagination-on-dropping-the-settler-pen/

            3 Morrison, Toni, ‘A Humanistic View’, public lecture, Black Studies Center, Portland State University, 30 May 1975.

            4 Tuck, Eve and Yang, K. Wayne, ‘Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor’, Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society, vol. 1, no. 1, 2012, p. 3.

            5 Lorde, Audre, The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House, Penguin, London, 2017, p. 18.

            6 Delany, Samuel R., About Writing: Seven Essays, Four Letters, and Five Interviews, Wesleyan University Press, Middletown, 2005, p. 199.

            7 Hartman, Saidiya, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Riotous Black Girls, Troublesome Women and Queer Radicals, Serpent’s Tail, London, 2019, p. xiii.

            8 The Liminal & Pantera Press Nonfiction Prize 2021 judges’ report is available to read at https://www.liminalmag.com/prizes-fellowships/nonfiction-prize-winner
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            Communing with Uncle Kev Through the Archives, 1991–2021

            Mykaela Saunders

         

         I write to remember. I write to not forget.

         I write to hear the voices of the people I miss inside my head because when I’m writing about them, they’re yarning to me. Their voices are clear. And I eavesdrop and exhume their words so I can see, on the page, what I hear.

         I am writing this essay to write about my Uncle Kev – to provide an account of our storytelling connections, a record of our ongoing haunting and jokes. I’m writing to archive our relationship and to enter our relationship into the archives. And I’m going to tell this story the way I see fit.

         At the Aborigines Making History conference in Canberra in 1988, Yidinji activist and academic Henrietta Marrie (née Fourmile) presented a paper called ‘Who Owns the Past? Aborigines as Captives of the Archives’, wherein she said:

         
            To Aboriginal people, the key to our historical and cultural resources and therefore to our cultural and historical identities is firmly clasped in a white hand. Therefore [t]o be an Aborigine is having non-Aborigines control the documents from which other non-Aborigines write their version of our history.1

         

         As my Uncle would say, Fuck that for a joke!

         Look, I know how true this must have felt to Marrie (and every other blackfella) when she gave her paper on the bicentenary of British invasion on still-unceded Aboriginal land, and I know it’s still true of most of our history post-1788, but I do not want this to be true anymore. I am a community-minded person, which means I’m forward-thinking – a futurist.

         The archive is not neutral. My people know. The archive is a tool, a body of knowledge – created, curated, massaged and manipulated. Institutions have always lied to us and about us through falsification and omission of records, and they do love to get rid of any records that might incriminate them.

         Our Old People told their own lies to wield power, too. They talked shit to nosy busybodies to hide our secrets; a lot of this nonsense ended up in the archive and is now presented as culture and fact.

         This essay won’t pretend to be neutral either. In the spirit of our protective Old People, I’ve chosen what stays in and what’s left out. My cultural protocols inform my archival practice: I won’t name living people or identify them relationally. I’ll only refer to publicly available records and I’ll only explicate my relationships to those who have passed away.

         Now, let me take control of this narrative, my way. Let me tell the story of how I’ve communed with my Uncle through the archives over the last thirty years – which is also the story of me becoming a storyteller.

         1991

         I’m in primary school in Blacktown, and I love reading stories and I love listening to them. The storytellers I love the most are those who make me laugh and wonder and fear, all in the same story. I love listening to all my relations talk shit and serious when we visit each other.

         But my favourite storyteller is Uncle Kev, hands down. He spins such a grouse yarn. He comes to live with us and he teaches us how to swear (but only if you’re at least four years old) and I always pester him for stories.

         Uncle Kev gives me a set of four cassette tapes, each a different bright-colour plastic: red, blue, yellow and green. The tapes play some old fella telling Dreamtime stories. I am obsessed with these tapes. I love the epic and magical nature of these stories. I love the old man’s voice, his delivery. He has a very old voice, musical and deep, and he sounds familiar but I can’t place him. I love sitting in the lounge beside the tape player and entering whichever new world the old fella draws me into.

         Also in this year, unbeknown to young me, the findings from the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (RCIADIC) are handed down, with life-saving recommendations – none of which have been implemented at the time of writing this essay. One of these recommendations is to keep Aboriginal people out of jail, to only use it as a last resort. Ha!

         Also in 1991, the Koori Mail is established in Lismore, in Bundjalung Country, which will soon become our new home and community. The Koori Mail is Aboriginal-owned – firmly clasped in a black hand – and it’ll go on keeping mob informed and connected for the next thirty years.

         1994

         Uncle Kev and his sibling meet their grandmother for the first time through Link-Up. She is the mother of Uncle Kev’s mum, who I never got to meet as she died before I was born.

         Uncle Kev’s grandmother has advanced dementia, so he and his sibling don’t learn much from her, but they are just grateful to be able to sit with her, to look at her face and hold her hand. Their grandmother dies soon after their meeting so I never get to meet her, but she leaves behind her own little archive: a shoebox containing returned letters and records from the welfare, from homes and other institutions. As with many Aboriginal families, the information we inherit is minimal yet precious to us, and the missing pieces tell a bigger story than what’s there.

         Through their grandmother’s archive, the siblings find out that their mum has a brother, which means they have an Old Uncle. They find him. He is still alive!

         We meet him. He’s a beautiful old Koori man, gentle and kind, and he is rapt to have found some family after living his whole life an orphan and an only child. As toddlers, Old Uncle and his sister were separated from their mum and from each other; none of the three ever saw each other again and lived out their three congruent lifetimes of unloved living.

         And as much as I would love to write more about this, I can’t, because then it will be in the archive.

         1997–1999

         Uncle Kev comes to live with us in Tweed. He’s always out on the balcony, either carving or playing yidaki with our Gomeroi neighbour, or he’s listening to music and reading the Koori Mail, or he’s drawing and scribbling in his notepad. He’s always smoking, too. Through stories, through serious yarns and talking shit, he teaches me cultural and political and historical business (and also heaps of fucked-up jokes).

         Then he moves up to Yirrkala, where he lives on and off for years.

         2003

         I want to study writing and I get accepted into uni, but my best mate takes his own life so I defer for a year. I start working at my old high school as a teacher’s aide. I yarn with Uncle Kev about how shit suicide is, for everyone involved. He knows.

         2004

         I take up my deferred offer at uni but, a few months in, I’m assaulted and put in hospital. Then the panic attacks start and really push me around, showing me who’s boss.

         One bad day, once I get on top of the war in my head that I’ve battled out all day inside the toilet stall at uni, I call Uncle Kev. He hitches to uni and he drives home with me and we yarn about what is really important in life.

         I quit uni, and he moves back to Yirrkala.

         2006–2009

         I’m back at uni – but this time I’m studying education, as I’m broke and getting older and I can’t justify an arts degree. I study through block mode this time, so I can look after my three younger siblings who are in my care, and so I can still work at the school.

         I get my diploma, then a bachelor’s degree. I’m the first person in each line of my family to enter the record as a university graduate. Statistically, it’s far more probable that my records would have been criminal. This is not a vindication of me, nor am I throwing my people under the bus. This is a condemnation of the injustice system, the welfare-to-prison pipeline, but I won’t write any more about this because I don’t want it in the archive.

         2011

         I move to London by myself to get away from things, for teaching work and to travel, but there’s not enough of the first so there’s not much of the latter.

         A few months in, I get locked up for [redacted] and I’m treated like shit in there. When I get out, I yarn with Uncle Kev about it. We share stories about our experiences and it helps. I also start writing about my experiences, to process them.

         Then Uncle Kev gets lung cancer so I move back home.

         2012

         It’s Invasion Day and I’m at the hospital with my Uncle. He’s been in a coma the last few weeks and I’ve been up here after work every night to stay with him. I yarn with him, talking shit and serious, hoping one or the other will convince him to wake up. But neither do.

         I hold my beautiful Uncle’s face and hand as he takes his last breath. Heavy metal is playing on the radio as he goes out. He leaves a few minutes after midnight, technically the day after the one we both hate. I can’t and won’t go to another Invasion Day rally for years.

         We find out that our Old Uncle passed away on the same day as Uncle Kev.

         When we go up to Uncle Kev’s house to clean it everything is gone. Knowing he was going, my Uncle had carved yidaki furiously, to leave something behind for each of my brothers, cousins and nephews, and he had paintings made for me, my aunts, nieces and cousins. A whole body of work, an archive of culture, all gone. Hocked – and we know who by, but we ain’t cop callers, and this must stay off the record.

         I write my Uncle’s eulogy. It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever written and I don’t ever want to write anything like that again.

         A few weeks later, our old Gomeroi neighbour sees some of my Uncle’s things in the hock shop. He recognises the yidaki as Uncle Kev’s work because they used to play together years ago. Our neighbour yarns to the owner of the hock shop about the situation, and he returns the remaining things back to my family.

         Uncle Kev’s sibling takes his ashes up to Yirrkala on the community’s request, where they lay him to rest in their way.

         I move to Sydney for uni, and now that I’m learning how to research, I get the archive fever. I ask for great-grandmother’s shoebox to find out what I can. It takes me years but I piece together a story and it’s worse than we’d thought, and I have to end this story here.

         2014

         Aunty [redacted] says I am just like Uncle Kev because I’m living in my van and spending all my time in the mountains, in the bush and on the road.

         But I’m living in my van because I can’t afford rent because I’m studying full-time and I don’t have the time to work the hours I need to earn enough to afford Sydney’s rent. One happy side effect of working less is that I finish my studies quickly, and now I have time to just be, to think, and to write.

         I start a blog called Defender of the Faith.2 I review gigs and albums, and go on silly little rants and nice journeys through my mind using words. This blog is an archive of me finding my voice through talking shit and serious into a void, anonymously.

         One day I’m camped up at the beach in my van. A piece of writing comes through me, whole. I write it by hand then type it into my phone and post it to my blog. This piece is called ‘But You Don’t Look Aboriginal’ and it’s mostly about my grandmother, my Uncle’s mum, the stolen one I never knew because she passed away before I was born. I only know her through her absence and through her presence in the archive of my family’s memory. I’ve grown up with other people’s stories of her so most of my third-hand memories were originally hers. I think about her a lot so I know she’s always with me; all my life I’ve had this relationship with her.

         My blog post goes viral; at the dissolution of my blog two years later, the post has over 9000 shares and god knows how many more views. People from all over the world comment on my post. This piece teaches me terrifying responsibility as I learn the impact my words can have, how far my voice can project. All this attention gives me the confidence to write more creatively and I start experimenting in my journal.

         2017

         I want to learn how to write fiction, and I know how to be poor, so I move back into my van and go back to uni.

         God, I love learning to write. I write my first short story, then my second. My Uncle talks to me as I write and he sneaks his way into my stories as characters, as dialogue, as voice and experience, and attitude: cheeky, and a little bit cooked.

         Natalie Harkin is the University of Sydney’s visiting writer, and I attend her lecture on ‘Archival-Poetics’. I’m electrified by what she’s done with her own family’s archive.3 I chew over whether I could do something similar with my family’s horror stories, but I know I couldn’t be so candid.

         I scribble notes through Harkin’s lecture, riffing on her brilliance. These notes will eventually become my first poems.

         2018

         I’m paid for my first bit of writing when AustLit republishes ‘But You Don’t Look Aboriginal’ in its Growing Up Indigenous in Australia anthology.4 I’m given an AustLit login and password as a perk, and I go digging through BlackWords, the most thorough, incredible archive of Indigenous literature.

         I’m now immersed in study. I’m writing fiction and critique, and every day, I summon the will and the imagination to write our people into the future, something that many writers have refused us. But there are things I need to say in ways that aren’t overwrought enough for long forms, and so I begin shaping bits of poetry after a lifetime of never understanding it.

         A submission opportunity comes up with Cordite Poetry Review, with Harkin as guest editor. The theme is ‘Domestic’. I submit a poem about my grandmother and the menial work she did, whose story is the throughline of ‘But You Don’t Look Aboriginal’.

         On Christmas Eve, I’m eating dumplings with my partner when I get Cordite’s email that my poem’s been chosen by Harkin, whose lecture inspired the poem.

         I’m overwhelmed and I promise to read the poem out to my Uncle, but the busyness of the season eclipses my pride at being published. I don’t even have time to scratch my arse, let alone talk to my Uncle who is a ghost about a poem I wrote about his mum who was an even bigger ghost for him and who has been nothing but a ghost to me.

         2019

         I’ve been flown into New York City to take part in a performance exploring Black Deaths in Custody, and the effects that flow on through these abject horrors. The metronome of the performance is timed by some 147 flashes, one for each person who has died in custody over the last decade, though many more have died since the RCIADIC recommendations were handed down in 1991.

         I don’t feel good about being here but I can’t put my finger on why until afterwards. Throughout the performance, I think about all that I and my family have been through, and are still going through, and I’m so sad, but I feel my Uncle with me, so I am comforted too.

         After it’s done, as those of us responsible for the work talk about our experiences, I learn that none of the others have been locked up or lost people to state murder, nor are any of their people in prison. Nobody has done any activism or advocacy for abolition. I am upset that none of the families of the people who are represented by this work were consulted, and none of the money generated from this performance will go to them. I am ashamed that I didn’t do my due diligence and find all this out beforehand.

         I need time alone. It was a huge job, and the lead-up was intense and busy and social so I need solitude to recentre myself. I don’t have anyone to debrief with properly, anyway. My family is still directly oppressed by carceral systems – whose effects I’ve lived and breathed and researched and taught – and nobody here really understands that so there’s not much to say. I feel alone, like a tourist among other tourists.

         It is now two days after the performance. I’m having a big cry in the shower and I want to go home. I’m vulnerable and open, and present with the past, and all the big and heavy feelings that are swirling around inside me. I’ve been crying all day – big ugly crying, sick and sore and rundown crying, laid low and overwhelmed with all the study and personal stuff I’ve neglected the last few weeks to do this job. This is the crying that comes when you’ve been holding it in because everyone around you wants to be held, but nobody wants to hold you even though you need to be held most of all.

         And as I do when I’m feeling sad and sore, instead of wishing I could talk with my Uncle, I just do. I have a yarn with Uncle Kev about everything – all the big feelings bubbling up around my failings, which feeds into talk about my writing (because I feel like a fucking failure at it), and then, I remember my poem that’s about to be published. I start to big-note a little about it, bigging myself up after feeling so sad. I tell my Uncle that this will be the first published poem in our family.

         Ya big fucken liar, he whispers to me. I did it first.

         And then I remember (or rather, he’s reminded me) that he wrote a poem and had it published in the Koori Mail back in the day.

         I piss-bolt from the shower to my room and computer, and search Uncle Kev’s name + ‘Koori Mail’, and an entry comes up in the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) archive of the paper!

         I enter the site but get lost inside. There’s far too many issues. I select to search the editions from 1997 to 1999, those years he lived with us. I pick an issue from 1999 at random.

         There, my Uncle’s poem is in it! I bawl my eyes out reading it, this poem about his mum, my grandmother ghost, who I wrote about in my poem that’s soon to be published.

         But my Uncle doesn’t let me rest because I then get the feeling that he might have written more poems, but I’m not sure how many, so lucky for me then I remember that I have access to the AustLit database, because my article was republished there last year – the piece about my grandmother and about our family’s history of being thieved from each other, which is what my Uncle wrote about too.

         I search Uncle Kev’s name on the AustLit database. There are twelve poems, all published in the Koori Mail from 1997 to 1999. A whole body of work, an archive of culture, all in front of me. This is an immense gift and blessing to find these poems twenty years after he wrote them, and all those years after I started missing him, and now we are both in the AustLit archive together.

         My Uncle’s work is recorded for all to see in black and white, replete with issues and page numbers. Some are published under a nom de plume, but the angels at BlackWords have catalogued with care, and I find all the issues of the Koori Mail with his work in them and download each paper.

         More crying as I read his words and hear his voice. I transcribe each poem. I decide that one day I’ll engage with my Uncle’s work through my own poetry, to write reflections on his poems, responses to them – a new medium for the still-flowing dialogue between us.

         I also decide I want to write about this whole story, too, at some stage, but I don’t know how yet. Through fiction? Or essay? A mixture of both? How to write this story without oversharing? How to tell my story without intruding on the stories of others? I just don’t know yet, but I do know I don’t want this read and judged by people who will read my worldview and beliefs as myth and superstition. I’ll write this when the right opportunity comes up, when it can be read by people who’ll treat my story with care. I trust that, one day, the right way to enter this into the archive will show itself to me.

         In the meantime, I read my Uncle’s poems over and over. I study his subjects and tones and techniques. I trace the evolution of his style over the two years he wrote them: they go from deep grief and lament about everything our family has lost to government interference, to fiery and wild, almost hip-hop delivery, to imaginative journeys of revenge, transcendence and Dreaming.

         I’m obsessed with these twelve poems as individual pieces, and as a body of work. I am a beginner poet, as my Uncle was when he started, too. And I begin to learn about poetry experientially, the way he did, by writing more and reading more and feeling out what looks and sounds right.

         Soon, my first piece of poetry is published in Cordite5 – but it’s not the first published poem in my family, as I’ve been reminded.

         Then, my first short story is longlisted for a prize. This story draws on my Uncle’s last months, and the lives of family members after prison.6 I am ecstatic for about two hours, until I find out my brother has taken his own life.

         I write my brother’s eulogy. It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever written and I don’t ever want to write anything like that again.

         The day after my brother’s funeral, my story moves up to the shortlist. It’s very hard to know what to feel about either of these things for a very long time.

         2020

         I am so fucking broke. I’m a postgrad in a pandemic, without a scholarship or institutional support. I enter every writing prize I am eligible for; I slam a hat down inside every ring I see.

         I win a prize for poetry and another for a story, so I’m not so broke anymore, then my novel is shortlisted for another award. My Uncle is in all of these stories. More of my work is published, and I feel like a real writer now.

         My Uncle’s words about relational thinking come to me as I write an essay about cli-fi. I cite him, so his words are entered into the archive. Then I give a lecture in which I talk about my journey as a writer, so of course I talk about how my Uncle and brother shaped my love of stories. I also vow that

         
            I’ll never be one to write straight memoir. I dislike the spotlight too much to wanna stand under it naked in public […] and I just don’t have many stories that are solely mine. Most of my good stories I share with others, which makes these stories not just mine to tell […] and I have too much respect for the people in my life to spread their secrets across a page for the attention of strangers, or for money or accolades.7

         

         My talk is broadcast, recorded and uploaded to the internet, and now my own relational thoughts and ethical affirmations are in the archive, forever.

         Throughout everything, my family attempt to break the welfare-to-prison pipeline’s relentless stranglehold on us; we fight to keep our young people out of one institution, and we fight to keep our older people out of another one.

         2021

         I do not have time to write this essay. The deadline’s the day after my thesis is due, but here we are! It’s hard not to steal a little time to add to it most days, because it is a joy to archive my relationship with my Uncle, within which is threaded my journey into writing.

         I write this to remember my Uncle Kev and to remind myself that, when I submit this thesis and this essay, I’ll have time to myself again, time I can spend with my Uncle’s precious poems, to sit with them and study them, and maybe write my own poems in dialogue with his, to keep on communing with the old fella through a brand-new archive – one growing from the rotting corpse of state control, and stretching into liberation, love, integrity and our own sovereign imaginings.

         I write to remember that an archive is a culture of memory.

         And I write to remember to keep tending my own memories, and my relationships with loved ones who have passed, who are all still with me whether I talk to them or not. And I write to remember that it’s good to talk and it’s good to write but it’s important to be open and listen, too, because there’s still so much that our dearly departed want us to remember.

         
            1 Marrie was improvising on a definition of ‘Indianness’ by American historian W. T. Hagan – who, in turn, was responding to Winnebago tribal leader Reuben Snake’s definitions. See Fourmile, Henrietta, ‘Who Owns the Past?: Aborigines as Captives of the Archives’, Aboriginal History, vol. 13, no. 1, 1989, p. 7.

            2 Named for the 1984 Judas Priest album Defenders of the Faith, which my Uncle, my brother and I all love/d.

            3 For more on this process and on Archival-Poetics, see Harkin, Natalie, ‘Weaving Blankets of Story and Hearts of Gold: An Archival-Poetics Praxis’, Cordite Poetry Review, no. 101, 2021, http://cordite.org.au/essays/weaving-blankets-hearts-of-gold/

            4 Kilner, Kerry (ed.), Growing Up Indigenous in Australia, AustLit, St Lucia, 2018.

            5 Saunders, Mykaela, ‘Grandmother Ghosts’, Cordite Poetry Review, no. 89, 2019, http://cordite.org.au/poetry/domestic/grandmother-ghosts/

            6 This story was read by those family members and published with their blessings.

            7 Piss and Vinegar, an Autotheory, Writing & Concepts Lecture Series, Linden Gallery, 2020, https://vimeo.com/481179873

         

         All my gratitude to the Koori Mail for being for us and about us for so long – you’ve meant so much to mob everywhere. And to the archivist angels at AIATSIS and at BlackWords – it was your careful work that delivered my beloved Uncle’s poems to me, and I can’t thank you enough for this precious gift.
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