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Queensland


A beer-soaked poster outside a Cairns bar:


‘Party Hard!
Free Entry if dressed in board shorts.
Soggy box and wet T-shirt competition
$500 to be won
Titillating games’


Avoiding the ubiquitous tourist hangouts, I seek out a regular working man’s bar-hotel distinct with lattice ironwork overhanging a wide wooden veranda. The bartender asks, ‘Howya goin?’ His hair is cut short on the top and sides, but is long and permed at the back. With fingers splayed like a comb, he flicks long curls off his shoulders and asks, ‘What’ll you have, mate?’


I order a floater, a meat pie drifting in a sea of pea mash, with a beer to wash it down. Waiting for the meal, I ruminate. For the first occasion in a long time, I don’t have any commitments, least of all romantic. I’ve given myself three months off to journey around Australia. Unlike tripping around Africa or Asia, traipsing around this continent has a tantalising extra dimension: for the rootless Western traveller still casting about for a place to call home, this continent is a valid option.


‘Good eye, mate,’ an Aussie says as he wobbles onto the adjacent bar stool.


‘Good eye,’ I answer. ‘How’ya going?’ I ask in the local patois, having picked up the lingo in two weeks travelling up the East Coast from Sydney.


‘No worries,’ he replies confidently despite the few drinks too many he has on board. He retains rugged good looks despite the likelihood of years of alcohol abuse. His square shoulders, lean frame, blue eyes and tatty, sweat-stained bush hat give him a decidedly authentic Ocker appearance. ‘Name is Smithy,’ he says, while reaching out a callused hand. ‘Done everything in my time: ringer, stockman, and jackaroo. Do just about anything I put my hand to.’


‘Where’re you from?’


‘Nowhere. Just keep moving.’ He sees me making notes. ‘You a writer?’


‘I keep detailed diaries of my trips,’ I reply. ‘Especially conversations.’


‘I’m a poet.’ He may be able to do just about anything, but he certainly doesn’t look like the average poet with his broken nose and tattooed forearms.


‘Recite one of your poems,’ I challenge.


‘Buy me a beer and I will.’ He sees me considering the option. ‘A Guinness,’ he says with the flair of a businessman on an expense account.


I order him a Guinness.


‘What kind of poem do you want to hear?’ he asks when the Guinness arrives and is securely wrapped within the protective confines of both fists.


‘Anything,’ I reply.


‘How about a love poem?’ he asks.


‘Sure.’


‘OK. This one is called ‘For Love’. He leans over the bar and puts his lips down to the glass and sips the Guinness. He stares into the middle distance with his rheumy blue eyes, and concentrates on recalling the poem. He sits upright again and looks at one of the women in the bar as if for inspiration and then recites from memory.


‘For Love.


I would climb the highest mountain,
I would swim a raging sea,
I would gladly go through the fires of hell,
If you would just say you love me.’


‘That’s really good. Any more?’


‘Buy me another beer and I’ll tell you a longer one, even better. About the Aborigines.’


I order another.


He finishes the first Guinness and recites easily enough when the second is firmly ensconced within his scarred hands:


‘The Australian.


In a land unique and shared by all,
They led a simple life,
Hunting to live instead of sport
With rarely a trace of strife.
And then one day big boats came
And were welcomed by these gentle folk.
These beautiful people were herded like cattle
And forced to wear the white man’s yoke.
Now living in missions not fit for dogs
Infested with sickness and bugs
These once proud people living in squalor
Dying from alcohol and drugs.
So don’t laugh and sneer and put them down;
Long ago their bubble was burst
While the white man gets richer the black man suffers.
Just ask yourself: Who was here first?’


‘Well put,’ I tell him, genuinely impressed.


He assails the second Guinness with a vengeance, downing half the glass at a single go as if he were afraid someone might swipe it away from him.


‘Who wrote those?’ I ask. This could be just a scam he has perfected to wangle beers out of tourists.


‘Me. Who else?’ This tough wrangler with the soul of a poet smiles and laughs at my obvious doubt. ‘Used to have heaps of them in my head.’ On the scraps of paper on which I have transcribed the poems, he signs his name: Smithy. ‘Be worth a fortune some day,’ he says with apparent conviction.


***


Studying the ads outside a real estate office so that the automatic sliding doors stay open, I feign oblivion to the satisfying cool current of air spilling by me into Cairn’s tropical heat and humidity. With a diligence instigated more by the artificial change in climate than any immediate need for housing, I read:


‘You can own your own home in Surfers Paradise with no deposit and only $2/week.’


Sounds good. Even I could afford two dollars a week. I examine the newspaper clippings pasted on the front window for further details. The caption of each article is highlighted in fluorescent yellow:


‘The Gold Coast population will rise by more than 50% in the next fifteen years.’


‘58% of new jobs created in Australia were created in Queensland.’


‘We need 94 new houses each week.’


‘Queensland has the best investment scenario.’


A middle-aged man steps out of the air-conditioned office and instead of chastising me for emptying his office of the cool air he says, ‘Give me ten minutes of your time and I’ll show you how you can own your own property here for next to nothing.’ Despite my grease-stained shorts, crumpled T-shirt and seasoned sandals, he enthusiastically lures me into his spider’s web. ‘The Gold Coast is Australia’s number one tourist destination,’ he says quickly. ‘They’ve got Warner Brothers Movie World, Dreamworld, Tiger Island, Sea World, Wet’n’Wild Park, White Water Mountain, Cable Ski World. You can go scuba diving or bungee jumping.’ Ushered inside, the automated doors close behind us. ‘You can do anything there and it’s just an hour south of Brisbane’s international airport and…’


Enticing me with the offer of a free coffee, he deftly manoeuvres me to a computer and proceeds to dazzle me by completely changing the financial boundaries of my life situation. ‘OK, let’s say you’re earning fifty thousand taxable dollars a year and buy a property worth two hundred thousand.’ He pulls a chair beside me and taps numbers into the computer. ‘Now, we can create wealth for you by property investment and what we call negative gearing…’ He quickly glosses through his front-loaded commission, and monthly finance charges. Then we meticulously detail the total income, which includes the tenants’ monthly rental and annual tax savings from deductions allowed by the government. By pushing a few keys on the computer, pre-calculated figures compute total weekly outgoings of only two dollars weekly. ‘How’s that?’ he says as proudly as a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat. ‘Two dollars a week.’


‘I wouldn’t mind putting ten bucks aside each week and owning five of these places,’ I confess truthfully to the enthusiastic realtor. ‘But I’m not earning a taxable living in Australia, so negative gearing doesn’t help,’ I tell him politely. When he argues back, I give him a reality check, ‘Look, honestly, I hate to disappoint you, but I’m just a backpacker OK, and I’m returning to a crappy old backbackers lodge which costs a measly eleven dollars a night but that includes a free big dinner.’ I shrug helplessly. ‘I’m hardly in a position to negative gear my way to the top of the material world when I don’t even have a job never mind a taxable income.’ I push the chair back and reluctantly accept his business card with a bundle of brochures.


‘Imagine, in the same day you could enjoy surfing on golden beaches, bushwhacking in subtropical rainforests, cruising down ocean boulevards in a fun convertible, or a dinner cruise aboard a luxury yacht,’ he says, following me outside into the tropical heat, side-stepping crab-like beside me on the sidewalk. ‘The Queensland economy has grown by over twenty percent, matching the economic growth of the Asian Tiger economies. Regional job creation increases are up seventeen-and-a-half percent and Government projections predict this regional growth will continue to record levels.’ He stops walking but continues to spout off his marketing patter, yelling after me, ‘By 2041, Queensland is expected to have more people than the state of Victoria and a quarter of Australia’s population! Real estate prices are going to have to increase so it’s a safe investment with a high rate of return…’


Victoria was populated by the gold rush.


‘You’re missing your chance for an investment of a lifetime…’ he yells threateningly after me.


The gold boom ended with a crash too.


I continue along the Esplanade past cafés, ice cream parlours, tour operators and just as I stop in front of an art shop, I hear a scream and then see a woman fleeing two policemen on bicycles. She doesn’t stand a chance of outpacing them. They jump off their bikes, give chase on foot, and catch up to her. They grab her and she kicks out at them with her bare feet, shrieking, ‘I didn’t do anything you fucking cunts.’ They handcuff her. She is frail and skinny and they are big and bulky but she keeps kicking. One of the cops grabs her ankle from behind and pulls, tripping her up. With her hands cuffed behind her back she is unable to break her fall and lands with a loud crack on her cheekbone. They pin her down with their knees. She looks at me with deep-set, frightened eyes, blood pouring from her nose. ‘You fucking cunts, I’m going to rip your balls off and take them to heaven.’


‘How tight do you want these cuffs?’ the younger of the two policemen says to her. He is impatient and angry but conscious of the crowd of onlookers. The other policeman is older but seems more resigned. Young kids in baseball caps and skateboards tucked under their arms smirk at the spectacle. Four shocked tourists stand with mouths open as we witness the woman struggling under the weight of the two policemen’s knees pressed hard on her back between her handcuffed arms. One of them reaches for the radio on his belt and calls for support.


Within minutes a paddy wagon arrives and four more policemen emerge. They are so huge their inflated biceps are busting out of their shirtsleeves. I wouldn’t want to be in the position of messing around with any one of them let alone all six. They pick up the woman and dump her kicking and screaming in the cage at the back of the vehicle. Then they drive off and the whole frightening episode is over and the streets of Cairns are sanitised for the tourists again.


She might be an axe murderer for all I know, but my sensibilities are offended by the obvious display of overwhelming force.


I ask the sales assistant who has stepped out from the Aboriginal art store, ‘What was that all about?’


‘Ah, the Abos in Cans,’ she pronounces Cairns ‘Cans’ with a nasal twang as if her nostrils were welded shut. ‘They beg from the tourists and if they don’t get a cigarette or money they can get abusive so the police take them away in a divvy van.’


Although they represent less than one percent of the Australian population, Australia’s indigenous people loom disproportionately large in my perspective of this continent. I don’t believe I am alone. For many of us visitors to this continent, Australia and its Aborginal people are almost synonymous. Not only neatly packaged and extensively marketed abroad through their art and music, they are advertised as the oldest living culture in the world, isolated for some forty, fifty, or maybe even sixty thousand years. That fact alone would be enough to attract me to Australia, to witness first-hand a people whose culture goes so far into pre-history it makes the origins of Christianity seem contemporary. But with almost a month under my belt in Australia, albeit only in Sydney and the East Coast, I’ve yet to meet an Aboriginal. It’s almost as if the Australia I imagined didn’t exist.


I am in awe of the original Australians, an ancient and dignified race in my imagination. My preconceptions about the original inhabitants of Australia derive from the marketing myths portrayed by the tourism industry and the few books, documentaries and films I’ve seen. To witness a woman treated this way is a rude introduction to the reality of modern Aboriginal life.


My original intention, full of extravagant ideas hatched safely at home, was to buy a small plane and fly around Australia, a continent that has captivated me ever since reading Bruce Chatwin’s book Songlines about the weird Australian wildlife and how its native people survived in their harsh environment. I had flown my own aircraft in East Africa for five years during my mid-twenties. The memories of flying, the freedom it entailed, are still ingrained in my mind. Australia, from the photographs I’d seen, reminds me so much of Africa, and flying about the empty interior of the continent seemed the best way to see it. But two weeks comfortably ensconced in Sydney, clearly the most liveable large city I’ve ever visited, and pursuing the practicalities of finding and buying a plane and then selling it again, demonstrated that the notion would be both time-consuming and expensive. Reluctantly, I dropped the idea.


Instead, I took the opposite tack, the course of least resistance. I took the backpackers bus from Sydney to Cairns and sat back and relaxed. It was too easy and too tempting to refuse. I didn’t even have to make my own way to the bus station in Sydney; the Alternative Coach Network for the Like Minded Independent Traveller would molly coddle me right from the beginning and pick me up. It was hardly the romantic ambition of flying into isolated corners of Australia in a small plane, but it did entice me out of cosmopolitan Sydney with minimal effort.


With a busload of Europeans and North Americans, most in their late teens and early twenties, we were spoon-fed Aussie experiences at backpacker enclaves, overnighting at cattle stations, sheep farms, derelict gold mines, and beach resorts, all the way up the East Coast. Two weeks later, Cairns was the end of the line. The backpackers’ bus would take an excited, newly arrived crew of Like Minded Independent Travellers back down the coast to Sydney.


Not good at group travel at the best of times, and looking for a way to slip out of the backpacker world, I flip through the newspaper’s accommodation section and find a house advertised for rent on a weekly basis. A short phone call later, I check out of the backpackers. Trevor, my host, is so eager to rent a room that he generously offers to pluck me out of the backpackers’ enclave before I change my mind.


Ten minutes later, sitting in his van, we stop at the intersection of a wide back street in the old residential section of Cairns to let an Aboriginal woman cross the road. ‘I’ve been in Australia almost four weeks now,’ I observe, ‘and that’s almost the second Aborigine I’ve come across. The first was yesterday being chased by a couple of cops down the Esplanade.’


‘Aboriginal people, not Aborigines,’ Trevor corrects. ‘And even the term Aboriginal is contentious. It’s the same thing as calling your Sioux, Cherokee, and Navaho: “Indians”.’


‘I’m not American.’


‘Well, same thing applies to the Canadian Natives then. What were they, Iroquois, Mohawks?’


‘I, um, don’t know.’


‘Exactly.’ We accelerate out of the intersection.


‘So, what do I say if I don’t know the names of an individual Aboriginal clan?’ I ask.


‘Don’t worry, neither do I. Most of us don’t.’


‘OK, so I haven’t seen any Aboriginal people,’ I correct myself.


‘You didn’t see any on the way up here?’ he asks.


‘Not really; you know, I think I might have seen them in the distance kind of thing, through the bus window, but not really close up.’


‘Never went to Redfern in Sydney?’


‘Nope.’


‘Lots of them live in the ghettos in Sydney and most cities. But you’re right in the sense that it shows how effectively the British settlers wiped them out. How long are you going to be in Australia?’


‘Two more months.’


‘Plenty of time,’ Trevor tells me, stopping at traffic lights. ‘But if you want to meet them nowadays, you’ve got to go beyond the black stump.’


‘Beyond the black stump?’ I repeat looking around. The streets here are so wide, and so empty.


‘Yeah. Back of Bourke. Into the Never Never. Back of Beyond… You know, the Outback.’


‘Ah right, the Outback.’


‘If you want to meet some Aboriginals easily, right now, take the train up to Kuranda for the day and come back this evening. It’s not far, and certainly not beyond the black stump as anyone from Cairns will tell you, but it’s different from what you’ve experienced so far.’ He looks at his watch. ‘In fact, if we hurry, you could catch the train.’ He drops me off at his home to quickly unload my pack. As he drives to the nearby station he continues on the theme. Once he’s on a roll, Trevor doesn’t stop.


A human rights lawyer, he is also a born orator. He gives me a quick background of Australia’s population. ‘Two hundred years ago convicts were considered genetically predisposed to be law-breakers and there was no way to rehabilitate them. Prisons were so full they used hulks of ships to hold the overflow. It wasn’t a leap of faith figuring out that the best thing to do was send these genetic deviants to an uninhabited corner of the world and be rid of them permanently. Some prisoners they sent to the colonies in America. More of them, as we all know, were sent here. When the criminals, the scum of Britain arrived here, they beat up on the original Australians, viewed as being even lower down the chain of human development, and maybe not even human. Some Australian Aboriginals were killed as specimens and their skulls sent back to England to be studied by curious scientists.’


A little old lady scurries across the road. ‘When the settlers and squatters first arrived,’ Trevor continues, giving the old woman a wide berth but not bothering to stop, ‘the Aboriginal warriors had the upper hand. They could escape easily into the bush; they were so good at evading the settlers they even used to bare their bums at the whites to taunt them, until European diseases, poisoning, firearms and probably most effectively, the Native Police killed ’em off.’


‘Native Police?’


‘Aboriginal troops mounted on horseback, led by white officers; they knew their own people’s ways and were lethal in tracking them down in the bush.’ His dissertation is interrupted by our arrival at the station. Trevor pulls into the massive building and asks, ‘You dive?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Take you out diving on the Great Barrier Reef tomorrow if you want. I’ll book us a couple of places on one of the better dive boats.’


‘Great.’ Australians have this extraordinary propensity to make friends instantly. I wave at him and quickly buy a ticket and board the train. Despite the huge size of the train station built into the backside of a modern shopping mall, there are only a handful of train arrivals and departures a week, a reminder that Cairns is still at the outer reaches of mainstream Australia.


The historic old Kuranda train threads though rainforest and skirts steep-sided hills and cliffs. It’s a dramatic ride. Deliberately not wearing a timepiece, I guess it must be about an hour before I disembark at Kuranda. Trevor was right. Unlike Cairns, so many of Australia’s original people wander around the sidewalks that they easily outnumber the whites. These circumstances might seem irrelevant to a white Australian given the dwindling minority of the Aboriginal population, but as a foreigner, it’s as if at long last I’m in the Australia I had unrealistically imagined, but wanted to see. I wander in and out of the numerous Aboriginal art shops, chatting to the Aboriginals running them.


Today is Thursday, payday. Trevor told me if I wanted to get an idea of what it is like here, the best place to go is the bar.


The gloomy bar at the top end of the settlement is full of equally dark men and women. I walk in not at all sure about what I am doing. Apart from the bartenders, I am the only white. Many of the clients are clearly already drunk. Despite finding myself thoroughly intimidated, there is a convivial atmosphere. I walk as coolly as I can to the bar counter and stand next to a heavy-set man.


Three thin-lipped unsmiling white female bartenders work efficiently enough, taking money, handing over drinks. The man next to me catches their attention and orders a round of beers for the two of us. We clink glasses together; he doesn’t take his eyes off me as we drink, then he thumps his mug on the table. ‘Ralph,’ he says, offering me his hand.


‘Andrew.’ We shake hands. His grip is firm.


‘Where you from?’ he asks, raising his half-emptied glass. His face is partially hidden by a well-worn Aussie hat pressing down a halo of frizzy hair. A thick moustache dripping beer suds reaches down to the bottom of his chin. He tilts his hat back so that he can look me directly in the eye when he speaks.


‘Canada,’ I reply to keep things simple although I don’t feel Canadian at all and haven’t lived there for over a decade. It isn’t so simple nowadays to reply honestly and simply to the question, ‘Where you from?’ You mean, where was I born or where do I live now or where do I consider my home?


‘I’ve been to Canada three times,’ Ralph informs me, putting his beer down on the bar and wiping the froth off his moustache. ‘With the Tjapukai dance group.’ He takes a shine to me, perhaps because I am Canadian.


I ask questions about his people and he politely answers my interminable queries. ‘Tell me a story about the mob in your country,’ he asks eventually, sipping his beer.


I tell him, ‘Well, as you know, Canada is similar to Australia being a big country colonised by white settlers from Britain, and the indigenous people, the North American Natives, were robbed of their land much the same way the Australian Aboriginals have been here.’


He ignores my rhetoric and cuts to the heart of the matter. ‘Do you have Native Indian friends in Canada?’


I come here earnestly seeking out Aboriginal friends in Australia, but in my own country, I never bothered doing that with Canadian Natives. I reply, ‘It isn’t easy. They live on reservations and don’t live in white areas so much.’ But it’s a good point Ralph makes, and in a way, he has seen right through me. My excuses for not having any Indian friends aren’t any different for many urban whites living here in Australia.


‘You know what’s strange in Canada?’ he asks. I shake my head. ‘The streets; even in big cities like Vancouver, the streets are narrower than in Cans.’ He says Cairns, ‘Cans’, like everyone else in Cairns. If everyone in Sydney can say ‘Seed-knee’ instead of Sydney, there’s no reason why people in Cairns can’t say ‘Cans’.


‘You know what I find strange here?’ I ask, thankful he’s let me off the hook, and changed the topic of conversation.


He shakes his head.


‘Your streets; they’re so wide.’


He laughs and raises his beer and we clunk glasses again. ‘Cultural differences,’ he says.


‘You still work for Tjapukai?’ I ask, pulling a folded brochure of the Aboriginal theme park out of my pocket. My pockets are full of brochures. A whole rainforest must be decimated every day to provide the pulp for all the tourist brochures available.


‘I don’t dance so much now, I train the others, but that’s me on the brochure. I teach tourists how to throw boomerangs, or throw a spear with a woomera.’


‘A woomera?’


‘Yeah. It’s like a rocket launcher. Gives you more power when you throw the spear by giving extra leverage. We were pretty smart, eh.’ On a napkin he draws a diagram for me showing how the woomera is held in the same hand with the spear. As the shaft of the spear is thrown, the end, fitted into a notch in the woomera stick, is catapulted with even more power, as the woomera is swung in an arch after the spear.


Someone comes up to him and asks him for money. He hands over a banknote. ‘That’s my son.’ He points out the door with his chin to a woman lying passed out on the pavement using an empty wine carton as a pillow. ‘And that’s his mother. He’s going to take her home,’ he says, matter-of-fact.


We watch as the son helps his mother to her feet and guides her away.


‘My ancestors knew the aerodynamics of a helicopter thousands of years ago. It’s a rotating wing, same principle as the boomerang.’ He points his forefinger into the air and spins it around like a helicopter blade as he makes a whooshing sound. ‘Know what we call a boomerang that won’t fly?’ I shake my head. ‘A stick.’ He laughs at his own joke although he must repeat it a dozen times a day. ‘Used to be a stockman. Tough life that, but it taught me a lot. Sorry my kids won’t get a chance to work as stockmen and get out into the bush and toughen up a bit.’


Apparently well respected by his peers, Ralph stands at the bar very sure of himself. We alternate buying each other a round. Several men and women help themselves to a packet of cigarettes in his pocket, as if these are not his so much as a communal resource to which they are entitled. Now that I am in the bar, and after a couple of beers, it doesn’t seem nearly as intimidating as it did from the outside looking in. Everyone is friendly. A couple of times a glass of beer is generously offered with an outstretched hand from someone that I have yet to meet. The hospitality and friendliness is remarkable and I feel ashamed I had considered giving the bar a miss just because it was full of people whose skin colour was darker than mine.


Two tourists peer inside the dim bar and are dissuaded from entering.


Ralph says, ‘See those two tourists come in and go out again? They have no idea what we are all about. They just see black faces. Even our government officials see us just as black faces. Once we had some Government of Queensland people come up from Brisbane.’ He puts his mug down again and wipes his moustache with his shirtsleeve. ‘Big corroboree.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Meeting. Wanted to discuss land issues with us. All our top blokes were at the meeting, same as all the Queensland Government people. The Minister talked for two hours. Then he says, “Well, I’ve been talking for a while; you people probably want some time to discuss the issues I’ve raised.” We didn’t need to do that. We had been discussing the issues as they were brought up. We communicate with our eyes, our faces, and movements of our hands, fingers, and thumbs. We already knew our answers to issues he brought up because we decided each question as he raised them.’ He laughs at the memory. ‘White people think we’re telepathic. Maybe we are.’ He shrugs and looks at his watch. ‘If I really was telepathic, I’d be rich, but I can never figure out which horse is going to win…’ He laughs. ‘But us Aussies will bet on anything,’ Ralph informs me, buying us yet another round. ‘National pastime is betting, eh. Bet on two flies on the wall to see which one stays there longest.’


White Australians say that the Aboriginals cannot hold their liquor; that they never had alcohol before the white men came, and that they have not had the time for their genes to adapt so their bodies can process alcohol the same way whites can. Alcohol goes straight to their heads and can very quickly destroy them. I have no idea if that is true, but sitting on the other side of me is an empirical case in point. Although probably quite young, she is also so drunk she is barely able to sit upright. The older man adjacent has to support her although he could very well go down for the count first.


By contrast, on the other side of Ralph is a woman standing alone, waiting to buy a drink. I met her briefly at a community-owned art shop. She impressed me with how ambitious she is for their art business to succeed and her eloquence on Aboriginality. Ralph excuses himself to place a bet on the horses. The woman turns around and recognises me, and we are discussing the merits of their art when a man approaches her from behind.


‘Hello stranger,’ he says to her aggressively. ‘Haven’t seen you for a while.’ She does not turn around to face him. ‘You bloody whore,’ he adds with a vengeance. Her face reflects her embarrassment. He is clearly wound up for a fight and hurls more verbal abuse at her, raising his voice, gesticulating violently. ‘You think you’re fucking smart don’t ya? Fucking smart ass.’ The two white bartenders come over to keep watch over him. He continues to swear at her, raising his voice. ‘Think you’re too fucking good for me don’t ya?’ His eyes are bloodshot, full of anger as he stands behind her, looking as if he is about to punch her. Everyone in the bar turns to see what the commotion is about. I wonder if I have precipitated this tirade by talking to her.


The pub manager tells him. ‘That’s it. You’re cut off from any more alcohol. You’re drunk.’


Ralph returns and calmly says to me, ‘That’s her husband. You’ll be right, I’ll look after you.’ During the ugly scene, which I feel somehow responsible for, Ralph’s reassurances are welcome. The woman moves away from her husband to avoid his tirade. He follows her, yelling abuse, and it seems as if everyone in the bar, while resuming whatever they were doing, is ready to step in if he hits her.


A few minutes’ later two policemen walk in, immaculate in their starched and ironed uniforms. They are so big they look like over-blown caricatures of themselves. Compared to the ragtag clientele, they are formidable, and armed. Two more policemen stand outside the door keeping an eye on the entrance. The bar is noticeably quieter; half the clientele seem to have melted into the floorboards or walls.


Ralph says angrily, ‘They wouldn’t mess with me.’


‘Why would they?’ I ask, surprised. We haven’t done anything wrong.


‘Because I’d make too much fuss; they can take me if they got a reason but not otherwise. Nobody messes with me, no one makes me out to be a mug.’ He relaxes again when the two cops leave empty-handed.


The whole episode is too much for the unfortunate looking woman on the other side of me. She slides off the barstool and lies on the floor in a crumpled heap, no one having noticed. Not even the older man next to her with whom she spent most of the evening bothers to shift her.


For every beer I buy Ralph, he insists on buying a round back. I’m feeling the effects of this largess when I realise it’s time to leave if I want to catch the train back to Cairns.


Ralph escorts me outside. He seems genuinely sorry to see me go. ‘Next time you come back, come over to my place. Got my own house now,’ he says proudly. He yells after me as I walk unsteadily down the street. ‘Look me up next time you’re here. My last name is O’Reilly.’ He holds his forearm up to show me the dark colour of his skin and laughs. ‘Someone must have left us O’Reillys out in the sun too long. Someday we’ll go back to Ireland and meet our white family.’


***


Taking the day off to go diving, Trevor listens as I tell him about seeing the woman chased down the Esplanade by the police on bicycles. He turns down the music in the van as he sets off from his typical Queenslander home raised on posts so that air can circulate and cool the house.


He reminisces, ‘When I was a student I bought a camper van and drove around Australia. Painted a map of Australia on the side of the van, and marked the dates as I progressed around the country. In the middle of the map I painted an Aboriginal flag. I got so many damn dents in my van, especially on the flag, that I finally gave up and painted out the flag. It was a nice gesture of solidarity on my behalf, but the van was too valuable to get the shit kicked out of it.’ He parks his new van in a huge parking lot and we walk through the glittering new shopping complex beside the marina.


The interior of the shopping mall could be anywhere in the Western world. A band, its musicians dressed in identical cowboy outfits: plaid shirts, pointy boots and Stetsons, croon Country and Western songs. We stop to listen. Trevor snorts, ‘After two centuries of being stuffed by the British, Australian Aboriginal society has been replaced by the culture of Western cowboys.’


We listen to the end of the cowboy song before I ask, ‘So what’s the answer to the problems the Aboriginal people face?’ As advised, I’m careful to use ‘Aboriginal people’ instead of ‘Aborigines’. Seems a bit of a mouthful. I didn’t think there was anything pejorative about the word Aborigine. In fact, the connotation, if anything, for me at least, had been something positive.


‘A lot of them will tell you it’s a matter of land rights.’ An Aboriginal man stops in front of us to watch the cowboy singers. Barefoot, he looks out of place in this white, middle class setting. A clown hands out balloons filled with helium to the kids. ‘Just to give you an example,’ Trevor pursues, ‘the local mob around here had a network of pathways through the rainforest interior that you saw yesterday when you took the train to Kuranda. They didn’t fence off their land; there was no need to. They migrated with the seasons, taking advantage of what was plentiful. After he’d sailed up the East Coast and reached the tip of the York Peninsula in 1770, Captain Cook declared Australia a British territory. Took possession of the continent, just like that. Stands there and says, “I declare this British territory!” There was no treaty with Australia’s indigenous people. It didn’t matter that there were people already living here.’


The band takes a break.


‘I imagine most white Australians have a different perspective of their history.’ We head outside.


‘Of course they do,’ Trevor replies, shielding his eyes from the bright sun, and repeating himself, ‘But the fact of the matter is, the Aboriginals were the prior owners of Australia and were deprived of their land by European settlement.’


We continue walking along the boardwalk where dozens of boats are about to leave for the Barrier Reef. ‘Wasn’t that illegal?’ I ask naively. ‘I mean, if there were people here already…’


‘Of course it was illegal.’ Trevor explains, ‘European powers expanded their empires three ways: by conquest, cession, or occupation of land that was deemed terra nullius. Terra nullius literally means land of no one, and there wasn’t much uninhabited land left anywhere in the world two centuries ago. Because Australia’s original inhabitants appeared to have no apparent form of social organisation or system of law or “ownership” of land, the continent was conveniently deemed terra nullius.’


‘Why’d they even bother with that formality?’


‘Because, had the British recognised any indigenous population, contemporary English law at that time would have awkwardly provided for the continuation of native law; a lot less advantageous to the white squatters who moved inland and took whatever land they wanted.’


‘But it wasn’t terra nullius.’


‘Of course not.’ We continue walking, Trevor passionate about the issues he raises. The riverfront is lined with an assortment of tour boats, many of them huge catamarans, about to take thousands of tourists out to the Great Barrier Reef. He stops to look at the water and digresses. ‘They caught a salty here not so long ago.’


‘You mean a sea crocodile?’ I ask incredulously.


‘Yeah.’


Shit. In the middle of Cairns.


Excited as I am to dive, I am equally fascinated by the history behind Australia’s habitation. I tell Trevor, ‘I’ve started reading up on all this land issue stuff and it’s complicated. Sometimes I think I understand it, and then I realise I don’t.’


‘Look, even us lawyers have trouble trying to figure out who has the right to land in Australia,’ he tells me. ‘In fact, it’s next to impossible, the legalities are so complex I bet less than ten per cent of the Australian population could tell you what it’s all about.’ He adds, ‘Unfortunately, there’s no evidence that granting land title has improved the living conditions and lifestyles of the Aboriginal people.’


‘But I thought you said it was all about land issues.’


‘They’ve got to raise their self-esteem too, got to have a sense of pride in their identity.’


I follow him to the gangplank of a dive boat. ‘But how?’


He stops and shrugs. ‘I don’t know. One idea would be to take the Union Jack out of the Australian flag and put the Aboriginal one there, instead. A gesture like that would help.’


Almost half of my life I have spent either growing up in developing countries, or working in developing countries for the United Nations, bilateral aid agencies, or non-governmental aid organisations, a career I found at the same time fascinating, fulfilling and frustrating. In the end I quit working trying to help others and started doing things for myself. It didn’t seem to me there was any easy solution to helping people to help themselves. There was an inherent contradiction to the paradigm anyway. Foreign aid to assist Third World nations become self-reliant inevitably had the opposite effect. The same problem exists with the Aboriginal people and it’s difficult to know what is the best policy for them but to me, their history seems particularly tragic. First hunted down like vermin, then forced onto missions and reservations to protect them from the settlers, and then this century coerced to assimilate into white society. Now with the rise in awareness of indigenous people’s rights all over the world, there is an Aboriginal-inspired movement towards self-determination and even the spectre of a separate nation, of two Australias.


But the possibility of self-determination becomes clouded when defining who is an Aboriginal person. Before arriving here I had thought of them as being a homogeneous group. I realise now that they are as disparate as African tribes, the First Nations Americans, or European nations, with different languages, customs and personality traits. Many are no longer full-blooded and statistics show more than fifty per cent of Aboriginal Australians marry people with no Aboriginal ancestors. If the trend continues, or more likely accelerates, within a few generations most Australians will have Aboriginal forebears somewhere in their family tree, which would make nonsense of a separate nation.


A crewmember looking suspiciously like Mel Gibson yells at us from the deck. ‘You two coming on board or not? We’re waiting for you.’


Trevor turns to me. ‘You don’t have to talk about this on the boat, but I’ll give you some books to read when we get back.’


We are the last clients to board. The mood instigated by our heavy conversation dissipates with the irrepressible humour of the boat crew.


‘Any Americans here?’ the captain asks as we set out. Someone raises his hand. ‘Well it’s obvious you’ve never dived in Australia before and we might not let you now either.’


‘What do you mean? I’ve got my diving certificate,’ the American replies defensively.


‘Get the bungee chord and tie it to his ankles,’ the captain tells his crew.


‘Bungee cord?’ he asks. ‘On a dive boat?’ The American doesn’t get the joke.


One thing I have learnt already: Aussies love to take the piss out of everyone and everything, including themselves.


The captain explains. ‘Ever since that dive boat lost those two Americans during a dive in 1997, we make sure if we have any Americans on board, we secure them to a bungee cord, just in case they get any ideas about abandoning us.’ The crew and dive instructors laugh more than we do. ‘Just joking folks. Now that we have the introductions over with, our safety course.’ The boat leaves the dock in the company of dozens of other boats of varying size and description, all commuting into the Great Barrier Reef. It looks like rush-hour traffic.


A crewmember puts a life jacket over his head and ties it around his waist and tells us formally: ‘Three warnings if there is something wrong with this vessel. First warning, if you find water up to your knees, be suspicious. Second warning, if you hear the captain yell, “Get off!” you should be more suspicious. Third and final warning: if you see the seven crew members in the dinghy three hundred metres behind you, be highly suspicious that the Queensland Government is about to reclassify this vessel as a submarine with the floating qualities of a mooring block. In other words, abandon ship.’ He looks around. ‘Clear?’ He takes the life vest off. ‘Good. Now on to more important things, like, if you want a drink, just put a tick beside your name on this list. Whatever you want, drinks, food, underwater camera, sunscreen, boyfriend for the night, just tick it off. We’ve also got an underwater video filmmaker on board, and if you want a video of yourselves diving off the Great Barrier Reef, tick him off now so he knows who to make a star and who not to. And by the way, when that bottle of sunscreen says it’s waterproof, they mean the container, not the sunscreen. After you’ve been diving, put the sunscreen back on again.’


Behind us on shore, two white-breasted sea eagles sit conspicuously in a tree. ‘Those birds mate for life,’ one of the crew says after pointing them out. ‘Bit unusual for us Australians.’


Within minutes of setting out we see some two dozen river dolphins, then two green turtles and the dark shadow of a manta ray. The captain informs us, ‘Our first stop will be a shallow dive off a mid-shelf reef. Then we’ll head further out to a ribbon reef, or outer reef.’ He gives his daily spiel. ‘The reason we’re lucky enough to have the Great Barrier Reef is because we have perfect conditions of salinity, temperature, and sunshine. Only three places on the planet have fringe reefs: here, Thailand and Columbia. The living reefs are protected from the sunshine by mucus, which acts as a sunscreen. Yep, that’s right, just like you, reefs are living animals. If the conditions are not perfect, the coral can get sunburned too. It’s called bleaching. Speaking of which, when you see coral in souvenir shops, don’t buy it. They’re animals that have been soaked in chlorine to make them white, and then painted to make them look pretty. Dead coral without the bleaching or the tinting looks brown and yucky. Bit like us when we are dead and left hanging around for a while. Buying coral that has been dyed a pretty colour is like… like buying a stuffed puppy.’
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