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To my powerful ancestral grandfather Mannarlargenna – 
the warrior who danced to avoid the spears.


And to Luggenemenener, good woman, fine woman …









Copyright





This is a [image: ] Magabala Book


LEADING PUBLISHER OF ABORIGINAL AND


TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER STORYTELLERS.


CHANGING THE WORLD, ONE STORY AT A TIME.





First published 2025, reprinted 2025 x2


Magabala Books Aboriginal Corporation


1 Bagot Street, Broome, Western Australia


Website: www.magabala.com


Email: sales@magabala.com


Magabala Books is assisted by the Australian Government through Creative Australia, its principal arts investment and advisory body. The State of Western Australia has made an investment in this project through the Department of Local Government, Sport and Cultural Industries.


Magabala Books is Australia’s leading independent Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander publishing house. Magabala Books acknowledges the Traditional Owners of the Country on which we live and work. We recognise the unbroken connection to traditional lands, waters and cultures. Through what we publish, we honour all our Elders, peoples and stories, past, present and future.


Text © Patsy Cameron 2025


Patricia Cameron and Martin Flanagan assert their right to be known as the Authors of this work


All rights reserved. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part of this publication may be reproduced by any process whatsoever without the written permission of the publisher.


Packaged by Ballantyne Rawlins in collaboration with Magabala Books


ISBN: 978-1-922777-49-2


[image: ]











“It’s a story like weaving a basket, like twining string, using precious cultural stories interwoven with people’s emotions and experiences …”


PATSY CAMERON













AUTHOR’S NOTE



I spent 13 years writing a book with Aboriginal footballer Michael Long. I spent nearly as long trying to get him to read it. When it was being printed, he finally decided he had to read the book … frantic phone calls to the publisher followed.


The book took 13 years to write because Michael lived in Darwin and I lived in Melbourne and he doesn’t answer his phone. The day after I sent Michael the manuscript, he rang me — a rare thing. He’d read what I’d written and I gathered from his silence that he liked it. I asked him if it would be possible for him to give me some words that could go at the start of our book.


When Michael makes a statement of any seriousness, he goes looking for the words. It’s like he hunts meaning. These are the words he returned with:


“The way Martin writes, he’d be the person I’d want to write a book with. He’s got a connection with people, he goes deeper in trying to understand them. The way he takes a moment and uses it to go back in history is totally different from any other person I know. He’s connected to people and the land.”


In principle, I have written this book with Tasmanian Aboriginal Elder Patsy Cameron in the same way that I wrote the book with Michael Long but, in practice, it was different. I would drive up to Tomahawk in the far north-east of the island where Patsy lives, on her traditional Country, with her husband of 57 years Graham. I would interview her about the detail of her life and the history of her family or pursue some point from our most recent conversation. We would study historical documents pertaining to the treatment of her people, reading them together. I would invite her commentary on sections and record what she said.


Patsy regularly read the manuscript and had the final say on all cultural matters. This suited me because what I wanted was to see Trouwerner/Tasmania as she did. Her responses were like leads I followed up - they gave shape and direction to the book. I also tried very hard to record things exactly as she said them, the pace of her language as much as the words she used. I wanted to convey a sense of her calm. Patsy also took me out on Country to see the places stories occurred — we both believe stories are stronger in the places they come from. Then, after I’d taken the manuscript a stage further, she’d read it and off we’d go again. It’s the sort of dialogue that could have gone on forever.


Since she has a strong position on the issue of Tasmanian Aboriginal languages, I have also used Patsy’s words, her spellings, her terms. Patsy does not use palawa kani, the contemporary reconstruction of Tasmanian Aboriginal languages conducted under the control of the Tasmanian Aboriginal Corporation (the TAC).


There is also an issue with Mannalargenna’s origins. George Augustus Robinson listed Mannalargenna’s country as being from Saint Patricks Head south to Schouten Island — that is, in the Country of the Great Oyster Bay nation on Tasmania’s east coast, and this has been routinely repeated ever since. Patsy says it’s incorrect.


The first whitefella reference to Mannalargenna, by Captain James Kelly in 1816, places him in the far north-east, in the country of Patsy’s mob — those she calls the Coastal Plains people. The origins of Mannalargenna’s four daughters are given as being in the lands of the Coastal Plains people, and it is to that part of the island that Mannalargenna’s son Neerhepeererminer returned in November 1831 when he was frantically searching for his father.


Critically, Mannalargenna warned Robinson in strong terms that they were in danger when they approached the country of the Great Oyster Bay people in October 1831. They were his traditional enemies. Finally, in 1835, when Mannalargenna showed his grief at being taken into exile as the vessel he was aboard passed Tebrakunna (Cape Portland), Robinson described it — correctly in Patsy’s view — as Mannalargenna’s country.


MARTIN FLANAGAN
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THE RIVER HAS THREE NAMES


i.


This is the first question I asked Patsy after we agreed to write a book together: “What’s your earliest memory? And where were you when you had it?”


A month later, she took me to Flinders Island. We drove to the tiny community of Lady Barron on the island’s southern face where Patsy grew up in the 1950s and 60s. Back then Lady Barron numbered about 50 people, most of whom she was related to through her mother, Dulcie Mansell. Lady Barron faces Franklin Sound, a large stretch of water populated by half a dozen smaller islands, the largest of which is Cape Barren Island.


We drove down a gravel road until we reached the small weatherboard house where she had lived as a child. On the opposite side of the road, a tall stretch of scrub acted like a stage curtain, hiding the vista that is Franklin Sound. Stopping, we stepped into the bush.


Walking through the bush with Patsy is like entering a crowded room when you’re a stranger and your companion seems to know everyone. She introduced me to a mauve native cherry. Holding one on her tongue, she exclaimed, “Beautiful!” She has a generous, happy presence in the bush. She showed me the stinking boronia used to mute headaches and clear sinuses, the kangaroo apple Aboriginal women used for contraception. We walked through manuka tea trees, willow wattles, ferns. Passing a blue gum pushing its head through the green roof of tangled foliage, she said, “When that gum was little, I was little.” That was when she learnt what she could and couldn’t eat, and to watch out for snakes and jack jumpers.


Pushing through the last fringe of bush, we looked down on pristine white sand, translucent green water and the white boulders blotched with orange lichen that she, her sister and two brothers used to jump from. Patsy’s grandfather Silas Mansell always said if things got tough, they could “live off the rocks”. He meant off the shellfish clustered around them — whelks, periwinkles, limpets, mutton fish (abalone), crayfish.


She says, “This was ours when I was a kid.” That’s her first memory. She calls it a good safe place, and says, “That’s what we tried to give our kids — a sense of safety and cultural nurturing. We’re a product of our history.”


[image: ]


An Aboriginal spirit called Kutikina protected Patsy as a child by being so very scary. “If you were naughty and went where you shouldn’t, like too deep in the water, we were told Kutikina would get us. We believed in him — oh God, yes. Mum believed in him, Grandfather Silas did. It was a story handed down.”


Here is an echo of that story from Yamatji country, Western Australia. Years ago, a Yamatji man told me about a spirit that used to scare him into good behaviour when he was a child. Its name even sounded like Kutikina.


I collect these stories. I’ll always remember Patsy telling me that in the 1970s she went to Santa Theresa mission in central Australia. An old Arrente man took her hand and stared at her, fascinated to meet one of his people from an island far to the south.
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Patsy calls Mannalargenna “Grandfather Mannalargenna”. Along with three of Patsy’s four “ancestral grandmothers”, Grandfather Mannalargenna belonged to the Coastal Plains people. Their country — basically, the far north-east corner of the island — went west to Pipers River, south to Saint Patricks head, and then across to the foothills of Ben Lomond. It’s a sizeable chunk of Tasmania, maybe an eighth. North of Patsy’s country are the Furneaux islands where she was born and grew up.


Mannalargenna Day is held the first Saturday of each December at Tebrakunna (Cape Portland). It was at Mannalargenna Day 2020 that I first met Kate Warner, and heard her give a speech and say things I never expected to hear from a Governor of Tasmania, remembering also that the Governor of Tasmania still represents the British Crown in the former penal colony. An historical exchange occurred. The Tasmanian media had been invited but none attended so the moment went unreported.


Patsy and Kate were born at opposite ends of Tasmania one year apart, with Patsy, the Elder, arriving in 1947. The news came to Lady Barron via the only woman who had a telephone. She rowed out to Fisher Island in Franklin Sound, where Patsy’s grandfather Silas Mansell was assisting a scientist researching the habits of mutton birds, also known as moonbirds and yolla. The next bird the scientist tagged he named Patricia. For 26 years, Patricia returned to that burrow. Patsy says, “I hope she’s still out there somewhere.”


Patsy and Kate grew up having no idea of each other’s existence or history. Kate went to Collegiate, a Hobart private school for young Anglican women, and studied law at the University of Tasmania. She served as both dean and professor at the Tasmanian law school. Her special interest throughout her academic career was criminology.


From 2014 to 2021, she was Tasmania’s first female governor and was popular in a way none of her predecessors had ever been. Like the heroines of the Jane Austen novels she treasured in her teens, she is modest, down to earth and hard-working. Petite and grey-haired, the biggest thing about her is her smile, which is dazzling. In manner she’s restrained — her accent is clipped like a beautiful rose bush — but there’s an openness about her, a natural friendliness. She’s unafraid.


Kate and I are both from Tasmanian whitefella culture, but I am from the convict class. Kate is not. That’s a significant difference in a place like Tasmania. In 1847, the Irish political exile John Mitchell said the taboo that prohibited convict labourers in Van Diemen’s Land from speaking to their masters was the same as the taboo between slaves and their masters in the United States. Van Diemen’s Land — the island’s whitefella name from its half century as a dreaded British penal colony — is Tasmania’s alter ago. My major historical influences are from Van Diemen’s Land — my people were what were known in the 19th century as Vandemonians.


Another difference is that while Kate was born in Tasmania, both her parents were born in other Australian states. Six generations of my family are buried in the island. Kate and I have different levels of what Patsy calls “the residue” — stuff to do with memory and what the people who have gone before leave behind.


What Kate and I share is that, in the 1960s, we were both taught that Tasmanian Aboriginal people were extinct. I was taught it in a subject called Social Studies, where I was also taught things like the geography of Peru. The subject came and went in a single class. Zoomed past. I was at university before I heard a voice seriously challenge the idea that Tasmanian Aboriginal people were extinct, and, along with that, the idea that Truganini was not the so-called “Last of Her Race”. The challenge was made by an angry young man with frizzy hair and a lot to say named Michael Mansell.


Kate and I also share having law degrees. I had no great respect for “the law” when I started university in 1971. I thought it was an arrangement that benefited the rich and powerful. I finished my studies with an altered opinion. I learnt there are lawyers who actually take “the law” seriously, just as I was later to learn that there are journalists who take journalism seriously. Kate Warner takes the law seriously.
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The Tasmanian consciousness I acquired growing up had to do with absence. The seal colonies that once thrived in Bass Strait were gone, hunted to extinction. So was the thylacine. Whales were once sighted in the Derwent estuary — no more. I was of Irish convict descent — their stories, songs and dances had largely been lost. And then there was the matter of the people who were here when whitefellas arrived. For well over 100 years, they were routinely described as extinct.


“Extinct” is a powerful word for anyone who bothers to think about it. Something is gone forever from the world. Intelligent human beings around the planet grieve the loss. I grew up looking into the haunted eyes of Truganini, the so-called “Last of Her Race” …


From 1985 to 2020, I lived in Melbourne. I say Melbourne and not Victoria because the two are, in important ways, separate entities. Songman Shane Howard, who gave us “Solid Rock” and “Murri Time” plus lots of other great Australian songs, is from western Victoria. He says the history of western Victoria has more in common with Tasmanian history than Melbourne’s. Psychologically, Melbourne is a city state. It has its own history, its own sense of self, its own buzz.


One of my guiding principles when interpreting public events was given to me years ago by a woman journalist, who said, “You can treat high culture with contempt, but ignore popular culture at your peril.” Melbourne has a great popular culture — books, music, footy and politics can co-exist in a single conversation that is capable of transcending class, religion, and gender. Because sport, particularly football, is so big in Melbourne, its popular culture boasts a list of Aboriginal names — Doug Nicholls, Polly Farmer, Lionel Rose, Nicky Winmar, Michael Long, Buddy Franklin, Cyril Rioli. Singer Archie Roach is another whose name lives in the Melbourne psyche while Gary Foley would be one of its longest serving activists as well as being the co-star, with Bill Hunter, in my favourite Australian movie, Backroads, in which he plays Gary Foley, a brilliant angry young man. The major addition to the Melbourne list in recent times is political missile, Lidia Thorpe.


By contrast, in Tasmania, most conversations about Aboriginal people will be about Michael Mansell. I would guess that the next-best-known Aboriginal name amongst all classes and in all places on the island is Truganini, the Last of Her Race, as tragic a story as human tragedy provides. It’s a different discourse, a different mood.


Melbourne produced the Marngrook Footy Show, a black cultural space whitefellas were welcomed into and, in my experience, always wanted to return to. Why? Because it was fun. I never encountered anything like that in Tasmania. On the other hand, every Tasmanian of my generation knew the story of Truganini. I was in Melbourne years before I heard a whitefella tell a single Aboriginal story from the Country on which Melbourne stands.


My point is that Tasmania and Melbourne have different psyches. There are similar variations all over Australia. This book is a variation from a woman Elder in north-east Tasmania who deserves to be known outside Tasmania.
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Van Diemen’s Land, founded in 1803, is Georgian. Melbourne is Victorian. These two ages — the Georgian and the Victorian — are as unalike as conformist 1950s America is from that same country 10 years later post-Woodstock. Most contemporary discussions about the differences between the Georgian and Victorian Ages are about architecture and buildings, but the differences also exist in the moral and intellectual architecture of the two ages.


When Van Diemen’s Land was established, the British Empire was awash with profits from the filthiest business on Earth — the slave trade. What transformed Britain over the next three decades — and, in so doing, helped to launch the Victorian Age — was the historic victory of the anti-slave-trade movement. This unleashed an enthusiasm for social and moral progress which fused into something called Victorian morality, basically the political correctness of the day.


In 1851, when the district of Port Philip chose to call itself the colony of Victoria, it was signalling to the world that it wasn’t like the sordid Georgian penal colonies of Van Diemen’s Land and New South Wales. Victoria would run on clean human energy. What followed soon enough was the belief that Victorians were superior human beings.


In 1856, when the transportation of convicts to Van Diemen’s Land ceased, the good citizens of Van Diemen’s Land sought to buy themselves some Victorian respectability by changing the island’s name to Tasmania. It was no coincidence that, also in 1856, Louisa Anne Meredith’s book, My Home in Tasmania, was published in London.


Louisa Anne was a talented woman credited among other things with saving the black swan on the east coast of Tasmania. She was also extremely anxious for respectable people in England to understand that the respectable people of Tasmania were the same as them in every way.


Word had filtered back to the Mother Country that Van Diemen’s Land was a place where disturbingly dark things happened — there were stories of sodomy being endemic among the male convicts, of convicts cannibalising other convicts while attempting to escape. Then there was the matter of the island’s Indigenous population who were said to be extinct. In November 1830, the British Secretary of State, Sir George Murray, warned the Governor of Van Diemen’s Land, George Arthur, that “the extinction of the Native-race could not fail to leave an indelible stain upon the Character of the British Government”. Van Diemen’s Land was like a crime scene no-one wanted to be seen near. The island’s aristocracy thought they were the English aristocracy until they got to England and found Van Diemen’s Land’s reputation was like dogshit on their shoes that followed them into every room they entered.


I cannot help but hear the voice of Margaret Thatcher when I read passages of Louisa Anne Meredith’s, like the following: “The unfounded assertions which have been made and believed in England for some years respecting the moral and social condition of this colony [Van Diemen’s Land] are most astonishing … they are for the most part, cruelly, scandalously false … I verily begin to think there is some peculiarity in the atmosphere around Van Diemen’s Land, which is averse to the transmission of truth, for somehow or other all accounts carried home partake of the same distorted or wholly imaginative character.”


She can’t believe the Van Diemen’s Land system of assigning convicts to landowners as free labour had been described as “white slavery”. It should be borne in mind, she says, “who and what the early ‘settlers’ were. They were neither pirates nor robbers … but British farmers and country gentlemen, not usually considered a desperately ferocious and blood-thirsty class …”


As for the island’s so-called Black War, the matter “is so greatly misunderstood in England; where, as I well know, the white people are most erroneously believed to have been the aggressors.”


Louisa Anne Meredith arrived in Van Diemen’s Land in 1840 when the war was over. She admits to having never met an Aboriginal person. She believes everything her husband — called by her, Mr Meredith — tells her. Mr Meredith apparently doesn’t tell her that his brother George traded Tasmanian Aboriginal women abducted from the island’s east coast, until the husband of one of the women murdered him.
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The Cambridge Dictionary defines the word “invasion” as “an occasion when an army or country uses force to enter and take control of another country”. By this definition, the island now commonly called Tasmania was invaded by the British in 1803.


The town in which I passed my childhood, Longford, started in 1813. The area around Longford was known as Little England because it had dressed itself up to look like England with hawthorn hedges and oak trees and a sandstone Anglican church as its centrepiece. With convict labour, the vast hunting grounds of the Paninniher people were turned into estates with Georgian mansions. It is said the convicts were buried in an unmarked trench on the Anglican church’s northern side. The town had its own convict prison and its streets were named after William IV, defender of the slave trade, and 18th century English military hero, the Duke of Marlborough.


Longford is on Tasmania’s longest flowing river, named the South Esk by whitefellas, after a river in Scotland. Patsy tells me the river has three Aboriginal names. It begins in the far north-east and passes south behind the Ben Lomond ranges. Its first name, Mangana Lienta, comes from its early stages and translates, in Patsy’s words, to “head river, big river, bungunna river”.


The river is “she”. “She comes out of the Ben Lomond ranges into the Fingal Valley, a beautiful meandering river. When she gets to Perth and Longford, she dances through the landscape. Moorronnoe translates in my mind as the dancing river. Its next name as it goes through the Gorge, Pleepertoommelar-toomme, translates as fast-flowing.” Patsy says, “It’s really significant we maintain those three names.”


We talk about the difference between names that are about relationship and names that are about ownership.


“Aboriginal people acknowledged the nuance of places like rivers and in so doing, recognised their significance by giving them different names. They recorded the meaning of the river, the mood of the river, how the river responds to the landscape.”


Patsy says rivers are sacred. “They are the living essence of country and the natural boundaries between clans.”
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As a kid, calling the place I grew up in ‘Little England’ made some sense because it looked like England did in books. But at another level I knew I wasn’t in England. Tasmania has a creature as mythical as the unicorn, one that no-one sees but which, to this day, people claim to see all over Australia. It’s usually called the Tasmanian Tiger. It wasn’t a tiger. It was part dog, part kangaroo, a marsupial that had been eliminated from the mainland by the dingo. In the north-west of the island, it was called loarinnah.


Patsy has a master’s degree and an honorary doctorate. One of our first conversations was about which books I had relied upon in arriving at my view of Tasmanian history. We agreed first on the importance of the diaries of George Augustus Robinson (1791–1866). She also had Ling Roth’s The Aborigines of Tasmania in her library, first published in London in 1890. The spelling of loarinnah I used previously comes from Ling Roth.
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If you met Patsy in a village in Italy, you’d think she was a nonna, a woman in her mid-70s with a crop of grandkids. She has a high, happy laugh, although I didn’t hear that until I knew her better. My first impression was of her steadiness, her calm.


“What do you want from me?” she said.


I replied, “I want to know some Tasmanian stories of the land.”


I’d spent the 35 years away from Tasmania trying to learn how to read the Australian landscape. Archie Roach’s wife and musical partner, Ruby Hunter, once said to me, “When you know the stories for a place, you feel the land.” I wanted to feel the land of Tasmania. If you feel the land, you’re less alone. I particularly wanted stories for Launceston, where I now live, and Great Oyster Bay, where I’ve had a shack for 20 years.


Patsy arose from her kitchen table and located Ling Roth’s The Aborigines of Tasmania in a small but overflowing library she keeps on the other side of the room. Returning to her seat, she flicked through Ling Roth, found and read me three stories.


The first was to do with the Gorge, Launceston’s special place. Mysterious, semi-hidden, it breaches the wall of the glacial valley that shapes Launceston. Within it is a more open area known as “the Basin”, which was made at some point to look like a 1960s theme park, but the Gorge still has enough of its original character to cast a spell. This is where the river that has three names becomes Pleepertoommelartoomme — fast-flowing. In flood, the Gorge roars.


The story Patsy read me was written by John West, a person of interest in the history of Van Diemen’s Land. A pastor and newspaper editor, he was leader of the campaign to end the transportation of convicts to Van Diemen’s Land. West lived in Launceston from 1842 to 1852. He describes an event in 1847 when an Aboriginal man and boy were returned to Van Diemen’s Land after being exiled at Wybalenna on Flinders Island. Having sailed up the Tamar River, the Aboriginal man asked to be first taken to the Gorge. West describes what happens next and, in doing so, provides an insight into the Gorge’s cultural power.


She read me three stories in all. What I hadn’t encountered before in Tasmania was the spirit in which she read them. To the Tasmanian Aboriginal story during the early years of colonial rule, a story that I had only previously heard as dark and impossibly tragic, she brought moments of brightness and excitement. As a moment of revelation, it was like hearing Archie Roach for the first time.
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1989, Victorian Arts Centre. Paul Kelly concert. His band is yet to play, lots of excited chatter, an audience of over 1,000 people. A black man shuffles on to stage. It’s Archie Roach but no-one knows his name. They think he’s American and keep talking. He starts singing and, slowly at first, but then in a rush the audience is silent. Everybody is listening to this voice that seems to have centuries of years of living in it. He’s singing about Aboriginal kids being taken away. What he’s saying is true, shockingly true, but it’s also the way he’s saying it, like his song contains the whole tragedy of human existence but beyond that is the light of compassion. Only great artists get to go where Archie Roach went.


I believe I wrote the first article in the mainstream press about Archie. I called him the Voice of Uluru. Thirty years later I read the Uluru Statement from the Heart and thought, yeah, it’s the same big spirit at work. The same spirit I met in Pat Dodson, Uncle Banjo Clarke, Joy Wandin Murphy, Michael Long and lots of other Indigenous people. Patsy has that spirit too.
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Patsy’s grandfather Silas Mansell — Grandfather Silas — lived in a little house at Lady Barron that was put together with bits and pieces from other dwellings. His wife, Kate Lowery, was a tough little white woman from further round the bay. “She was a light-framed woman of about five feet nothing.” Patsy says Nana was proud of Silas and his dark good looks. “When they were courting, her sister said, ‘Kate, if you marry that black man, you’re going to have black children,’ and Nana said, ‘I’ll marry who I want and have children with him.’ ” Nana argued with the police when they came to inquire, at a farmer’s direction, about a missing sheep. Silas had worked for the farmer, Nana said. The farmer should know what sort of a man Silas was! Nana was so angry she grabbed the policeman by the brass button on his uniform.


Silas and Nana had five children. They never bought “shop meat”, instead living off the land; mutton birds, duck, geese, wallaby, scale fish, crayfish, abalone, swan eggs. Patsy’s mother Dulcie never went to church and left school at a young age to help raise her siblings because her mother was unwell. Dulcie Mansell grew up living off the land, believing Indigenous ways “could be relied on”.


Grandfather Silas said that if things got tough, they could live off the rocks. They couldn’t now. They’ve been fished out. That first day we were together on country, Patsy took me to what she called Uncle Peter Mansell’s well. He dug it, just above the high-water mark, for Nana. To make some money, Nana washed fishermen’s clothes. She would carry two kerosene tins full of water on a yoke around her neck from the well back to the house.


We arrived to find someone had kicked in the well’s sand walls — the well lay drained and useless. I saw a shadow pass over Patsy’s face. When she spoke, she said, “We grieve for history — for the people who were important to us and the people who came after them who don’t know what they’re doing.”


Later she said, “Nana would be terribly hurt that something made for her would be destroyed by someone who didn’t appreciate the importance of that little well. The water that ran down Vinegar Hill and through white sand was beautiful, sweet water. It was tannin-coloured but it was good water. This little well helped gather the quantity of water she needed to do the washing.”


Her people called themselves “the islanders”. The white people who had come and taken land on the island, particularly since World War II when it was opened to returned soldiers, were “the outsiders”. She didn’t know the word “discrimination”, but she knew that her people didn’t get land grants, even the returned soldiers among them, and that the bar in the Whitemark pub had special areas for blacks and whites, and that the old people were scared of the police and “the welfare”. She was home the day the woman with two small children camped nearby in a tent made of sewn-up flour bags ran through the door screaming, “Dulcie, they’ve taken my children!”


Patsy didn’t know the word Aborigine growing up. “But I knew it was them and us.”
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Patsy’s mother was one of the best ‘stringers’ on the island — one of the best practitioners of the traditional art, handed down from the Tyereelore, of making shell necklaces. Dulcie Greeno’s work is displayed in museums around Australia and in other countries.


Since acquiring a commercial value, however, the shells too have become scarce. Patsy takes me to one of her secret places and wades in, wearing a trout fisherman’s rubber leggings. It’s not a warm day, and she’s in there for a long time. Eventually I join her, cold water up to my waist. She has a happy presence in the sea like she does in the bush. She’s bending over, sorting through the kelp, looking for the tiny iridescent creations. She’s handling the strips of kelp like she’s unplaiting a child’s hair, saying, “Come here little darlings, I’ll put you to sleep and you’ll wake up looking exquisite.”
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In one of her early speeches as governor, Kate Warner described herself as “intensely Tasmanian”. When she went overseas, particularly to Oxford and Cambridge universities, it wasn’t that she felt Australian. She felt Tasmanian.


“I think it’s partly because it’s an island. We’re Tasmania, Australia is another place really. It’s such a varied little island. It has wonderful mountains — one of the most magical days of my life was walking the Tarn Shelf circuit at Mount Field National Park. Everything was white and icy, ice was hanging from trees, the sun was shining, I’d never seen anything like that. I’ve been to beautiful places around the world but I never get that feeling I get here.”


Her New Norfolk home runs to the very edge of Tasmania’s mightiest river, the Derwent. Its icy current is deep and strong. She has swum across it several times. “Our side of the river is European — willows, farmland, garden. The other side is bush. I love that contrast between the settled side of the Derwent and the wild side.”


Coming home to Tasmania, she loves getting off the plane and being confronted “by our fresh cool air and not one of those tubes you have to walk down …”


She follows Tasmanian events closely and is a keen student of Tasmanian literature. She remembers as a child reading Tangara, the children’s book by Nan Chauncy, an English woman who came to live in Tasmania. “It’s the story of a young girl who befriends an Aboriginal girl who lived near her home in a remote and hidden gully west of Ross in the foothills of the Western Tiers.” But while Tangara engaged her imagination she also believed that Tasmanian Aboriginal people were extinct.


She believed they were extinct like she believed the street running past her front door was called Davey Street. “I don’t remember exactly how old I was when I was told Tasmanian Aborigines were extinct. The myth was just something I grew up with.”
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I learnt the truth about Tasmanian history one night in the back streets of West Hobart when I was about 20. I was with two blokes I played footy with. We’d been drinking. One of my companions was a medical student called Bung, pronounced Boong. I was yelling to Bung/Boong who was a couple of streetlights away when a group of dark-skinned young men burst out of the house in front of which I was standing yelling “Boong”, they thought to them. A young man came for me, fists clenched, in deadly earnest. I looked into his eyes and saw he had gone to war. I shat myself, but I also remember thinking he looked a lot like Aboriginal world bantamweight champion Lionel Rose. I was a big Lionel Rose fan.
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Precisely because I didn’t have any relationships with Indigenous people growing up in Tasmania, during my 35 years away I took every opportunity to spend time with Indigenous people. In the city, in the bush, overseas.


My first major experience was in 1987. At the suggestion of Syd Jackson, Carlton Football Club’s Noongar star from the 1970s, I went to Yuendumu on the Warlpiri tribal lands to see what was then called the Black Olympics. Thirty-two traditional communities were coming for a football carnival, but six didn’t make it because the Pitjantjara were initiating their young men, and where the dreaming paths crossed roads, the roads closed. I was told the kadatji man, the traditional lawman, was with them. I do not pretend to be an expert in what the words “kadatji man” actually mean but I do know that early in the first quarter when the word went through the crowd that the kadatji man was among the spectators, the human population of Yuendumu — footballers, umpires, spectators — vanished.


A series of dramas of that order happened to me in three days at Yuendumu. It was where I felt the force of what Aboriginal people call the Law like a slap across the face. Afterwards I sensed a whole cosmos of thought and belief, invisible but everywhere I looked.


Twenty-five years later, I went back to Yuendumu with Liam Jurrah and Jimmy Stynes. Liam was an initiated Warlpiri man who understood English but rarely spoke it when he arrived at the Melbourne Football Club in 2007. Liam Jurrah is the Albert Namatjira of Australian football in that he got impossibly positioned between black and white cultures — but before his career imploded he won the AFL Mark of the Year, literally leaping over a pack to catch the ball. As he fell head-first to the earth, an awe-struck commentator cried, JUURRRAAAAAAAHHHH!!!!!, sounding his name to the stars.


When Liam Jurrah and Jimmy Stynes went to Yuendumu together, Jimmy was dying. Everyone knew but Jimmy wouldn’t admit it. Jimmy’s is one of the great Australian football stories. Coming from Ireland, learning the game, making the mistake that cost Melbourne the 1987 preliminary final, fleeing the country, coming back and winning the Brownlow Medal. Jimmy’s uncle fought with IRA mastermind Michael Collins against the British presence in Ireland during that country’s war of independence. Originally, Melbourne Football Club was a creation of the British colonial establishment. In the early 2000s, when for the umpteenth time the historic club nearly went under, Jimmy returned to save it.


As president, Jimmy promised to visit the place from which every Melbourne player came. Jimmy had no doubt that where you come from matters. He came from Ireland and spoke Irish. After Jimmy took an AFL team to Ireland for a Combined Rules series against the Gaelic Athletic Association, he told me the Indigenous players in the Australian team were the ones who “got Ireland best”. He told me how Andrew McLeod felt a presence from the past in an old Irish castle. I later asked McLeod about the story and he confirmed it.


Getting to Yuendumu means driving five hours north-west of Alice Springs through desert heat. The Warlpiri people knew Jimmy was dying. They also knew he had come to show respect to Liam and, through Liam, to them and their Country. In their faces, I saw their care and concern for him. And so, for maybe three hours after Jimmy arrived, I was in a remote Aboriginal community that was at peace like the world is supposed to be at Xmas.


In the 90s, I was among those accused of promoting “the black armband view of Australian history”. The idea is that people seeking a closer relationship with Indigenous Australia only do so out of guilt. But I wasn’t acting out of guilt. I wasn’t because none of the great Aboriginal elders I met ever expected it of me. To quote Patsy, “Once the past is acknowledged, the guilt stays in the past.”
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Grandfather Silas was born in 1895. As a 15-year-old, he went sealing with his father, stiff-legged Ted Mansell, in a whaleboat, one of the last times it was done, the Bass Strait seals having been hunted almost to extinction. It took them five days to sail from the eastern straits to King Island. Silas was recognised for his skill as a sailor, later piloting the police boat around the smaller islands. He also salvaged from Bass Strait’s many wrecks.


Patsy says, “A lot of material was recycled around the islands. Big cast iron pots were used for boiling blubber were re-used on the mutton bird islands. Mum had one in her yard where the dark water hid her goldfish from scavenging birds.”


Grandfather Silas said mutton bird oil was the best medicine, and walked around with no shoes. The only time he wore shoes was when he went to Whitemark, which had the status of being the island’s capital. Silas would go hunting and collect wattle bark and make a potion for tanning wallaby skins. “He’d use yakka gum for burning under the 44-gallon drum.” She recalls the pungent smell of burning yakka gum. “He made cray pots. He’d go way down the bush near Logan’s Lagoon to get the right tall tea tree saplings to put under the steamer to twist into cray pots. Nana would go with him, and the cat and the dog would go with them. It was miles from where they found the saplings to where he made the pots.”


Driving round the island, we pass an empty paddock Patsy calls the forest. Not a tree in sight. Grandfather Silas said there was a eucalypt forest here and a man named Smith ring-barked the lot and chopped them down. She regrets now she didn’t ask Silas more questions. The Irish call oral histories passed in this way “learning at the knee”. Patsy was an eager learner, both at the knee and in the classroom.
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Through Grandfather Silas, Patsy is descended from four Tyereelore, a word meaning island woman or island wife. Patsy describes them as “Aboriginal women who came across from Tasmania with white men or were exchanged as wives”. They are commonly depicted as slaves, a stereotype Patsy objects to with the full force of her being. “These were vibrant young women, strong and powerful.” They had tattoos that were unique, cicatrices down either side of their backbone. They had a sisterhood, calling one another “honey”. “And they had agency,” says Patsy. “The coast and the sea and the rookeries were their domain.”


Grandfather Silas talked about Pollerelberner from Little Swanport on the east coast — Silas called her Old Black Judy. She married Englishman Edward Sydney Mansell. Their son Thomas Sydney Mansell was Silas’s grandfather. “Grandfather Silas talked about them as family.”
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