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To the memory of my son, Alfred Aaron Taylor (1974–2018)









Foreword


Cartwarra or what? is a welcome and timely book – a selection of the very best of Alf Taylor’s work, drawn from his considerable body of poetry and short fiction. It acknowledges his achievement as a major Indigenous writer. His work has made an inestimable contribution to the fields of Australian literature in general and Indigenous literature in particular and chronicles a particular generation at an important historical moment in global history.


He writes about the people and the places that he knows best. Many (though not all) of these stories and poems feature an Australian Aboriginal underclass, which is not by any means a homogeneous group of people, nor one defeated by a brutal extractive and exploitative colonial history which over so many generations has denigrated Indigenous people and harmed their bodies.


The characters that inhabit Taylor’s writing are variously dynamic, powerful, sad, adroit and loving. They struggle with the conditions into which the usurpation and occupation of their lands has delivered them – but with creativity and resilience, drawing on the considerable bodily and spiritual resources provided by their families, communities, ancestors and Country.


Taylor pays homage to a range of dignified and able people: tricksters, lovers, people struggling with addiction, itinerant rural workers and mothers. He salutes those who have survived against all odds. In the many levels of literary irony we see how Taylor takes on and creatively appropriates the lexicon and tropes of the Christian discourse of the civilising mission to figure the intersection of Indigenous agency with Christianity. The narrator in one poem declares, ‘Through the holy spirits of my ancestors/ Who guided me I have survived Mogumber’ (7).


Alf Taylor is a Yuat Nyoongar man and a member of the Stolen Generations. He grew up in the 1950s and 1960s in the Benedictine Monastery at New Norcia in Western Australia, and much of his work provides insight into the experience of generations of children brought up in these establishments. In Cartwarra we see this experience rendered in fiction and poetry; elsewhere, in memoir (Taylor, God, the Devil and Me). Cartwarra showcases both the suffering the children endured but also the sustaining friendship of the community of Indigenous boys and girls in which Taylor was immersed – their pranks and longings, torments and camaraderie. He is a consummate ironist and a skilful observer of human nature. You will find yourself chuckling along with Taylor even in the midst of terrible circumstances.


We see in these offerings (poetry and fiction alike) Taylor’s trademark humour – seeringly honest, fresh and arresting: scorching when it is directed satirically towards settler-colonisers; tender, compassionate and teasing when directed towards Indigenous people and community. Taylor is a master stylist; poetry and fiction alike are powered by his skilful use of Aboriginal English and the Nyoongar language. This affords us a rare and precious glimpse of the living language of Indigenous people and the ways in which it is deployed in contemporary Indigenous literature. Taylor is passionate about this language which was forbidden him and other Indigenous people incarcerated in missions and reserves as children and adults. Magabala has been able to foster the multilayered linguistic texture of Indigenous literature such as Taylor’s through the crucial support of Indigenous editors – for example that of the Nyoongar writer and editor Rosemary van den Berg, who edited Taylor’s collection of prose, Long Time Now.


Alf Taylor is a prolific and versatile writer with an important corpus of work. I am honoured to give a non-Indigenous perspective on his poetry and short fiction and to introduce this carefully curated collection of his most significant work in this field to date. His work appeals to many audiences and is read by diverse readers who bring to it a wide spectrum of experience and expectations. I have no doubt that within these pages all readers will find many things that surprise and challenge them. Taylor is a master storyteller who can spin a story with equal dexterity and allure across six lines of poetry or one hundred of prose. His writing dazzles with shifts of feeling and tone; its tectonics are simultaneously immense and so subtle as to be almost invisible. He touches you with his compassion, his bitter, analytical anger and his intelligence. Cartwarra is a multilayered, ambiguous and often affectionate Nyoongar word that roughly translates as ‘silly’ or ‘crazy’. You’ll well understand the power and reach of the word by the time you finish this book.


Anne Brewster


University of New South Wales










Didgeridoo and Clapsticks





As a child


In a mission


I heard the sounds


So far away


Sounds of the


Didgeridoo and clapsticks


Together


Rustling the tips


Of my mind


As I dream


I see


The red and white


Ochre figures


Dance before me


With the


Stamping of feet


On the ground


Slowly the dust


Rises


By a warm


Glowing firelight


I want


This dream


To stay


With me


All night


Not the


Morning


Prayers, school


Jesus


And floggings


I want


But the


Beautiful sounds


Of the


Didgeridoo and clapsticks


Forever


In my heart


And soul













Mother’s Hand





Alone and so cold


That was


Way back then


Dampness of tears


Hurting his eyes


Thoughts


Of a child


As he


Dare not cry


For the touch


Of his mother’s


Hand


So far away


He couldn’t


Understand


Rules


Of justice


That separated


The Lad


From the touch


Of His mother’s


Hand













The Mission





After prayers at night I go to bed


lying awake with memories in my head.


I can still see my mother kneeling on the ground


sobbing, Don’t take my child, I want him around,


When the Native Welfare came and took me away.


Even now at times I still cry inwards and say


I belong to a tribe, honest and just,


not a religion, we live by a must.


Not in a mission, but I’d rather be


hugging my mother, sitting on her warm bended knees.


For one day I’d like to tell the world


how the missionaries put my brain in a whirl.


I tried my best to play along with their rules


praying and praying and going to school.


Being a blackfella was my only tool,


doing things for Jesus and keeping my cool.


I know one day I’ll be free,


free from religion and free from rules.


Free to make up my own mind and free to be cool


but I know the damage has already been done


as I see myself lying drunk in the hot morning sun.













Sing the Songs





Come sing the songs


You’ve heard as a child


Don’t be afraid


The British brought


Good Christian hymns and values


To our shores


Get rid of the evil practices


That have been with us Blackfellers


For thousands of years


And listen to the British


As they sing


Of the wonder … of Jesus


They gave us Jesus


In exchange


For the land


They gave us Jesus


In exchange


For their churches


They gave us Jesus


In exchange


For missions


They gave us Jesus


In exchange


For grog


They gave us Jesus


In exchange


For reserves


They gave us Jesus


In exchange


For prisons


They gave us Jesus


In exchange


For water hole poison


I try to remember


The hymns


I learnt in the mission


I try to forget


I try to sing the songs


You’ll always remember


God save our gracious Queen


God save our noble Queen


God save our Queen


Or words


To that fuckin’ effect.













Mogumber, I Survived





To the memory of Reverend Sealin Garlett







Mogumber, Mogumber, my young life as a child in my young life


You had total control


Mogumber, you were so very cold


Back in the days of old


So cold, my tears felt like a river of pain


Rules and regulations spinning inside my head


Even in my young life, sometimes, I wished that I was dead


My sole purpose was to survive


Now thinking back – survive I did


Through the powers of my ancestors, who guided me


Through all of the atrocity, degradation and humiliation


Of Mogumber


I survived and survive – I did


I lived through those cruel conditions


In my younger days of Mogumber’s living Hell


But deep in my young heart I could tell


That the 1905 Act


To all the Aboriginal people, it wasn’t gonna sell


And indeed, it wasn’t gonna keep us forever


In Mogumber’s living Hell


Now I look over and around you


Not in fear or pain


I feel at peace with you now Mogumber


But my young life I can’t erase


Through the holy spirits of my ancestors


Who guided me I have survived Mogumber


And survive – I did













Wildflower Girl



Grandma Polly could see the concern on her daughter’s face and could see that her daughter was playing dice with the devil. But how could she stop her? Ada told her mother that she was taking her two children to the wildflower show and that she wouldn’t be long away, and as usual Queenie would be the first to give her a bunch of precious flowers. Ada’s only thought was the excitement of Queenie for the wildflowers. Grandma Polly nodded as she was told, in a not sure act of bravado, that Ada would keep a lookout for the troopers or the policemen, or ‘boogie men’ as they were referred to by the tribe. Ada hugged her mother, and her mother sensed that this girl is flirting with an evil that is not too far from our boundaries.


‘You’d better hurry,’ she said, trying to make light of it. That evil always seemed not too far away when the Ngadu people seemed to be happy. Ada looked at Queenie, who was desperately in a rush to move. Not forgetting her love for her Grandma, she called out, ‘Love you, Grandma Polly.’


Polly waved as she watched her daughter and her two grandchildren heading for the wildflowers. She gave a sad smile as she saw Queenie ducking and weaving amongst the bush, with her mother and brother trying to hurry along behind.


Looking back for her mother, Queenie had to giggle, because Mum was a fair way back, trying to coax Jack who, to be quite honest, was not excited about the galaxy of flowers that awaited. He would rather have gone out and looked for bush tucker, Queenie thought.


But Grandma Polly was transfixed on the movements of Ada and her two children.


She mumbled, almost in silence, ‘If anything happened to the children we’d have to blame Mother Nature for luring Queenie in.’


Innocent of the genocidal wave that was slowly drowning her people, Queenie ran through the bush in exhilarating happiness, letting her fingers flick the leaves of the young saplings as she whizzed by. Running into the cleared area, she gasped. Standing silently, still, mesmerised and in her wildflower land, she thought of Grandma Polly telling her of the beauty that appears every year about springtime. Polly would often tell all the children that they must be good Ngadu children and, once a year, if the children behaved really well, Mother Nature would send the rain down in the winter and, come the spring, the wildflowers would appear for the good Ngadu kids. And looking at what lay before her eyes, she thought, ‘We must have all been good kids.’


She looked longingly over her wondrous wildflowers and knew that she had to pick enough for all the families, but not pick too much. If we pick too much or trample these pretty flowers, Grandma Polly and also Mum will rouse. Mother Nature will not let the rain fall on our Ngadu land, and there will be no display of her kindness to the Ngadu people. Looking over her beautiful wildflowers, she thought of the stories she had heard last night around a campfire, snuggled against her little sisters and listening to the elders talk, sing and play the didjeridoo. Sometimes she heard the stories being told but sometimes the elders would talk with great concern in their voices, especially when they spoke of the children in the Ngadu tongue. Words like ‘hide’ … ‘children’ … ‘British Government’ … ‘no more you will see them’.


This would often confuse young Queenie, when sleep was about to engulf her. She would always think, before drifting off into her wildflower land, ‘As long as I’ve got my mother, my brother and all my family and the flowers that await me I am happy.’


Ada with Jack came out of the bush and laughed at her daughter spinning around, arms outstretched either side of her, in front of the wildflowers. Mother and daughter looked over the magical carpet of flowers and little Queenie imagined that they were all laughing and smiling at her as they danced to the tune of a slight breeze. They had Queenie in a world so far away from the theft of little Aboriginal children from their Mums and Dads to make these little black kids like little white kids in this country they called ‘Australia’. All Queenie wanted was to be around her family and around the bush.


‘Hey, my big girl, looks like they knew you was comin’.’


Queenie ran to her mother, who let Jack slide down from her hip and stand on the ground. Ada put her arms around her daughter’s shoulders and looked at the beautiful flowers.


Ada thought that all the seasons had been good to the Ngadu people and she knew of the hot summer they just had, the cold chilly winds that come in from Esperance, followed by the cold winter rains, which made us forever have the fires burning, and the beautiful spring weather through which the bush gave us these wildflowers.


Then gently pushing Queenie onto her back, Ada said, ‘All those purty flowers are waitin’ for you girl.’ Queenie walked softly at first and was afraid to trample on those ‘purty flowers’, as her mother called them.


As long as Queenie could remember, her mother and the rest of the mothers, and even Grandma Polly, would take all the children out to the wildflowers and turn a day into a festival. Dampers would be made out in the bush. Kangaroo meat would be taken out and cooked on the hot coals. And whatever bush tucker they found in the bush they all shared: lizards, goannas, bardies and whatever bush fruit was around; in spring they were never short of the bush fruit that grew around the Fraser Ranges.


And on this particular day, thought Queenie, It’s only me, my brother and my mother. This, she thought, is the first time that we are alone. I wonder what kept the other families away? Never mind, she told herself, I will pick the flowers for all the families. I wish the other kids were here with me.


Ada walked back to the bush and found a hollow log to sit on and was quite at ease with herself. From here she could watch Queenie picking all her flowers and could see Jack looking for bobtails. She knew that in this warm weather there’d be a lot of young bobtails out, and the family loved roasted bobtails.


With the excitement of Queenie, who seemed quite happy just picking her flowers, she had to laugh at her son Jack who was trying to kill a bobtail.


I’d better go and help him, Ada thought. Either that bobtail is gunna bite him on the toe or he’s gunna hit himself on the toe with that stick he’s trying to flatten the bobtail with.


Ada quickly got up from the log and walked to Jack, who in his frustration couldn’t understand why he couldn’t kill his favourite meal. Ada had to laugh at him because she had just seen one tasty meal get away before her very eyes. Picking Jack up and hugging him, she said, ‘Never mind, bub, we’ll get it later. I’m sure there’s a lot more bush tucker here.’


Looking around, she saw a quandong tree laden with its fruit, its skin quite red. It might be ready to eat. She carried Jack to the tree and could see that his eyes had lit up on seeing the quandong tree and the bobtail was the furthest thing from his mind. She was glad that the young children were taught at a young age that the bush will look after you as long as you look after the bush, and not to light fires when not the right season and to bury the bones of the animals back in the ground. It is good for the soil.


Putting Jack down, she reached up and grabbed a quandong and peeled its soft red skin from the nut and had a taste. ‘Hmmm, not quite ripe but good enough to eat.’


She took a taste of a few more before getting a handful and giving them to Jack. She knew he would make short work of the quandongs, and the round nuts he would keep to play marbles with the other kids. These kids have got their own shop right out here in the bush and it doesn’t cost them any money. She laughed, looking at Jack who had a big smile on his face while chomping on his quandongs.


She stepped out from the bush to look for Queenie amongst her wildflowers but there was no sign of her. She froze in disbelief. She was there a minute ago, she thought, and began to shout frantically.


‘Queenie, Queenie. Mummy want you, bullay look out for boogie man on horses.’


She saw her daughter run out from the bushes holding onto her flowers with a big smile on her face. ‘Queenie, come back to us. Run quick,’ trying to control her voice, looking for her son who was poking a stick into an ants’ nest a few yards away. She called to him urgently, ‘Jack, run to Mummy.’


At that precise moment, Ada heard the hoofbeats upon her red soil. She froze instinctively, looking for Jack who was running towards her, his face full of fear. Then, she turned to look at Queenie who also realised something was going to happen. Fear overtook her whole body as she ran as fast as she could to her mother.


Ada was close to the hollow log she’d been sitting on and called to Jack in a controlled voice, ‘Jack, run to Mummy and get in this hollow log coz policeman comin’,’ holding her arms out for him to run to.


Grabbing him and hiding him in the hollow log, she turned to see Queenie running towards them and she screamed as the troopers on horseback were suddenly upon her and Queenie. But what caught her eye was how the hooves had churned up so much red dust. There were three policemen on horseback but, with so much red dust around, Ada thought there were twenty horses or more because all she could see were the horses’ chests and one white policeman’s face on his horse. The rest of the legs were covered in red dust, and Ada could still see Queenie running towards her with her hands outstretched in front of her, flowers in each one.


For a split second, Ada thought that Queenie was going to be galloped on and screamed frantically as the horses veered away from Queenie and she was lost in the churned-up dust. ‘Where are you, Queenie?’ she screamed amidst the swirling redness. Ada froze to the point of near collapse as she saw Queenie step out of the thick swirling dust to give her a bunch of wildflowers. Mother and daughter let out an agonising scream. It all happened within a split second of fierce movement. But to Ada it would come to seem a slow-motion replay in her mind. Ada had just barely touched the flowers when her daughter was snatched from the ground, and the troopers held her tightly. Queenie screamed and screamed for her mother.
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