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Prologue

 

 

The bleached bones behind the cold glass abruptly took his breath away. She lacked air and couldn't believe her eyes. Suddenly, her breathing quickened as she realized the horrifying nature of her contemplation: her own grandmother's skeleton, exposed in this vast room, seemed to bear down on her, overwhelming her. The intense light, penetrating through the large windows of the main pavilion, blinds her. She staggered, nearly falling, determined with all her strength not to lean on the gleaming window. Her head was spinning. A lump in her throat hindered her from swallowing. She looked up with difficulty. She forced herself to inhale deeply. Progressively. Painfully. And the sensations rushed back to her, grounding her in reality. First, her vision, misted with tears.

She fixed the engraving on the side of the thick glass, with the portrait of the one she had loved so much. The macabre exposure of her bones almost made her vomit. Then, she deciphered in English – the language she began to hate with all the strength of her eight years old – the scientific, anatomical, factual description of the one who was now the heroine of her heart: Truganini. A courageous woman, beaten, judged, exiled, condemned to end her life in a world different from her own, withering away. And, once dead, her body was finally butchered and then displayed there, in a glass cage amidst the deafening din of the crowd that came and went in the indecent light.

That noise was unbearable. The girl plugged her ears. It was too much. All these well-dressed gentlemen and ladies, all these whites, who stopped to study the shins, the phalanges, the gleaming skull of her grandmother. Haggard, she caught a fleeting glimpse of her own reflection in the window. Indeed, she was as black as the deceased, as dark as her people—her decimated clan, displayed in all these cabinets of curiosities. Suddenly, she couldn't bear it anymore. She screamed, voicing her rage and revolt at the indifference of the people around her. Didn't they realize it was wrong? How unfair was it?!

Her cry stopped the stream of visitors. The frou-frou of the long dresses paused briefly. Faces turned. Indignant eyebrows rose. 

"Ah, you were there!" thundered the guttural voice of James Dandrigde, her guardian emerging from the motionless crowd. 

The man's powerful hand fell on the girl's frail shoulder. She struggled, in vain, wanting to spend a few more seconds in front of the bare skeleton that looked like nothing. Barely concealing his exasperation, James pulled the girl by the arm, as outraged and accusatory glances mixed with the child's shouts and cries of anger. Eventually, she found herself on the grand white staircase of the building that had been specially constructed in Melbourne for this one-of-a-kind occasion in the world. She no longer heard James' remonstrances, no longer felt his fetid breath that overwhelmed her nostrils, no longer flinched under the slaps that fell on her black skin and her little dress of white. She could no longer feel the excruciating pain in her shoulder, nor her crushed hand. 

She looked up, gazing at the poster hanging above the imposing entrance to the 1880 colonial exhibition. With her heart overflowing with a revolt she still struggled to comprehend, she felt her free fist clench and then rise in a gesture of vengeance toward the window displaying the bones of the last woman of her clan. She uttered, in her mother tongue, these few words: "One day I will avenge my clan. My clan of the forgotten island."

Showering her with remonstrances she could no longer hear, James pulled her towards the house, almost tearing off her arm. Weeping silently, the girl held tightly in her other hand the only memory she had left of her adoptive mother and her forever vanished clan: her shell necklace.




1. 
Lowinné


The girl progressed attentively under the relentless sun of the southern hemisphere. Practically naked – only a loincloth of emu feathers covered her waist – she was not afraid of the rays that hit her shoulders and back. In fact, she didn't mind. Her dark skin was her best defense against the scorching rays, even though she now glistened with sweat. “It’s so hot!” she noticed, realizing that the sun wasn’t beating down as intensely during wildflower season. Instead, it was during the next season, the one of butterflies, that he gained strength, reaching its peak during the eel season. 

Before leaving the camp three hours earlier, Lowinné had taken care to cover herself with gray clay by dipping her fingers in the large coolamon that remained in the shade for this purpose. The light markings were thus distinguished everywhere on her limbs, face and breasts, like the white spots that termites made on the dark red soil of the immense territory where her people lived. She carried another coolamon on her head, using it to store what she collected as she moved forward. Within the woven herb container, a handful of nuts, coo-yie berries that she gathered only when they turned red, and kutjeras skewered on thin pikes bore witness to the success of her collection.

The gatherer moved through the tall grass barefoot, gripping her burrowing staff firmly on her right shoulder. The sturdy piece of carved wood, nearly as long as her leg, had a pointed and extremely hard lower end. The opposite bulging end enabled her to grasp the tool firmly with one hand and grip the handle with the other. This allowed her to concentrate all her strength when she needed to break the surface of the dry ground, push it in, and energetically dig for the hidden food beneath the soil by vigorously turning it. From a distance, she appeared to wander without purpose, yet she was perfectly aware of her destination—to retrieve the tubers she had excavated a few months prior from the same location near a stream. Moreover, she quickly saw the pretty yellow flowers at the bend of the path. She smiled.

“There they are! I'm going to gather some to cook tonight for my sisters and our father”, she whispered to herself, feeling a sense of inner joy. “But some of them should be left”, she repeated to herself, reflexively, recalling what she had been taught as a child—a lesson imparted to all the children of the clans. Most murnongs had already been picked by their peers during the previous season of bird nesting. But she was sure to find a few and be able to leave what was necessary to ensure their survival. Nature never let her down: tubers and seeds would sprout and grow silently in her absence. All she needed to do was let it be, avoiding overuse or interrupting its cycle. 

Her clan had been nomadic for generations on a vast loop that stretched from the Earth at the end of the world, in the south, through the rather narrow isthmus that still connected it to the vast continent to the north. The stages of this yearly journey spanning several hundred kilometers enabled her people to live, hunt, perform rituals, and also tend to their various cultivation sites without the need to stay permanently in one location. They traveled this route following the cycle of the six seasons of nature, accompanying it to be an integral part of it. The camps were abandoned and then rehabilitated at each passage of the group.

Concentrated, the nomadic farmer pulled out several tubers with her digging stick, washed them in the water of the stream and put them in her woven bag of plant fibers that was on her shoulder.

Lowinné was rather lonely and her two older sisters did not fail to constantly reproach her for her reserved attitude. However, she liked to go alone in the bush, unlike the other women of the Nyu clan who remained together to chat while gathering roots, berries and larvae. These discussions bored her deeply most of the time and she invented any excuse to go elsewhere when her patience reached the limit. Lowinné was aware of her reputation as a "strange woman", but she did not mind what was said about her.

What truly mattered to her was finding tranquility in nature, allowing herself to contemplate the rhythm of her steps in peaceful reflection. Feeling the wind in her long, curly hair and among the leaves of the trees, listening to the creaking of eucalyptus trunks, the chirping of insects, the melodies of multicolored birds, and the rustle of a bush as a wallaby, startled by her presence, darted away. She loved to feel the energy of living beings, water and stones pulsating all around her. Yes, she loved to feel the kurunba that accompanied her wherever she went, that animated everything, breathing life into her. Everything her father had shown her, taught her without revealing everything, captivated her.

For Lowinné, solitude was a refuge, a space-time of tranquility far from the members of the clan whom she certainly needed to survive, but whose intrigues and baseness often weighed on her. And then, alone, she could at leisure take the time to think of her lover, the handsome Tughanah. For several days now, his own clan, the Noni, had joined hers to traverse the final stretches of their extensive yearly journey south. They had discreetly celebrated their reunion with passionate kisses whose memory still made her vibrate. She had almost fainted with joy and fear when he tenderly embraced her and she felt his enthusiasm and muscular body. But they both knew it was too early to go any further. The promise they had shared in the depths of their hearts needed to be spoken before all the clans at the edge of the world, enabling them to truly live as a couple.
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