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To my friend Jim Bowler, and to Mungo Man,


42,000 years old, who found each other on the shore of Lake Mungo in 1974




Author’s Note


I have said in the past that, given the many brilliant Aboriginal writers presently at work, it would be gross fraternal impoliteness for a white fellow to horn in on Aboriginal tales. Yet I hope I am forgiven for writing about 42,000-year-old (or older) Australian ancestors. This is because the Palaeolithic humans from Lake Mungo speak of all our human ancestries, black or white – even though I believe the community at Lake Mungo lived a far more desirable existence than my own ancestors in Central Asia or Eastern Europe. Mungo Man, the novel’s Learned Man, is a treasure of three great surviving peoples, the three groups enumerated and, I hope, honoured in the book. But in a secondary sense, and though our leaders are as yet indifferent to him, he is a possession of all humans, a phenomenal treasure, a prophet for us all. I must thank again the amiable Professor Jim Bowler for his tolerance and vision, and a number of patient members of the New South Wales Department of Environment and Heritage who gave assistance with this book.


This book returns to the Horn of Africa, the scene of an earlier novel of mine, Towards Asmara. I wanted to assure anyone who by chance has read that earlier work that material from that long-ago book is not recycled here; that this tale makes use of journeys I made to Eritrea after 1989, the date of publication of Towards Asmara. The establishment of peace between Ethiopia and Eritrea in 2018 was good news for the noble citizens of both states. But Eritreans are still over-represented in the boatloads of hapless people fleeing across the Mediterranean to Europe.


I would like to insist on the fictional nature of all the characters of this book, and though some of them were instigated by real people, the novel is not a roman à clef. The character Ted Castwell, for example, bears resemblance to the late visionary Fred Hollows, but is entirely fictional within the limits of this novel, as are all other characters, including Shelby Apple himself.


The Book of Science and Antiquities offered my publishers significant editorial issues, given its two tales, parallel and yet individual. In resolving these, I owe much to my wonderful agent, Fiona Inglis, and to Nikki Christer, Meredith Curnow and Karen Reid at Penguin Random House. As for my wife, Judith, I did not ask you when we first met whether, amongst your other notable merits, you were a good editor, but it turns out that you were, thus impelling once more my abundant gratitude.
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THE BOOK OF SCIENCE AND ANTIQUITIES























Finding Learned







At the time of the discovery of the astonishingly ancient Learned Man, some decades back, my friend Peter Jorgensen, a scientist from Melbourne, was testing dried lake basins and their sediments for records of ancient rainfall oscillations. In modern times this area is marginal country in terms of rainfall, and the Learned Lakes are dry these days. They are not lakes in the European sense, not lakes that assert their lake-ness by brimming and thus accommodating the eye. However, the lakes did hold water in the day of Learned Man, and accommodated his eye.


Ironically, twentieth-century heavy rain had kept Jorgensen bound to the homestead of the old Lake Learned Station on that historic day of his discovery. When the rain did stop and a brightening landscape and a firmer surface presented itself, Jorgensen set off on a motorcycle to investigate the sediments of the long lunette or semicircle of sand dunes and hills which marked the former eastern shore of the lake. After he abandoned the motorcycle and trudged up the hill he walked over layers of the past, as exposed by millennia of winds and rain. He ascended from the 80,000-year-old sediment level to the 70,000-year-old layer and so on up to the 50,000-year-old sediments. He was now not far from where, five years earlier, he had discovered the remains of a young Homo sapiens woman he’d dubbed Learned Woman, who had until that day represented the human who had the oldest formal burial we had knowledge of. Before her flesh was burned off her bones it had been adorned with ochre which the sediments around the bones of the woman were full of. This ochre did not come from the lake area but from hundreds of miles away. It had been deliberately applied in reverence to her. Her remaining bones had been broken up and even partially ground for whatever cause by her people. But her skull was still intact to assert her humanity.


Dating methods were in their infancy when Learned Woman was found in the early 1970s and she was initially thought to have lived about 30,000 years ago. However, there had been technical advances in subsequent decades: from thermo luminescence dating to electron-spin dating, uranium-thorium, carbon 14, and so on. Don’t ask me to explain any of them, or how they were applied to her. But they ultimately proved that Learned Woman had lived forty to forty-two millennia ago.


The young palaeontologist who worked on Learned Woman’s remains and removed them to the Australian National University in suitcases was a friend of Jorgensen named Harry Spurling, who became well-known because of his work on Learned Woman.


Though of course Jorgensen had suspected there must be other ancient remains in the vicinity of Learned Woman, he was not looking for them as he strode up the slope, though he was willing to register them if they presented themselves. And thus he stopped when he saw what appeared to be a white disc shining through a mantle of clay and lightly cemented sand. Looking at it more closely, he saw that it was the side of a skull uncovered by the rain. Though Jorgensen did not know the skull’s gender on first sight, it would prove to be the remains of Learned Man.


Late afternoon, and one of the ancients had chosen to resurrect himself! Even as it happened it had the flavour for my friend of a willed meeting on both sides. Indeed, Jorgensen would come to believe what a female elder of the Barkindji people later told him: ‘You did not find the Old Woman and the Old Man. They found you!’ Another elder observed, ‘The Old Man knew what he was doing. He showed himself to a man of science.’


[image: image]


I was already a documentary filmmaker of what could be called either note or notoriety when I met and became an admirer of Peter Jorgensen. I visited Lake Learned one year on a road trip and was captured by the vast dry lake of semi-desert lushness and encountered the tale of Learned Man and the man who had found him. Jorgensen explained he was a geomorphologist when I first contacted him. That is, he was a researcher of what the earth looked like once, in ice ages past, and of how the rain fell on it, the ice shaped it and long-gone waters occupied and honed it. Now, these are very technical issues and ones which stand aside from the question of humans and human action. We weren’t numerous then, and our species trod lightly upon the earth. We lacked the power and ambition to weigh upon it heavily. So the earth was still supreme when the rains Jorgensen was interested in fell. And Jorgensen, grandson of a Norwegian mariner who came ashore in Melbourne long ago for the sake of an Irish woman, was a student of the supreme earth as it then existed, within its carapace of atmospheres and its veins of current and wind.


I felt too, for reasons that will become apparent, that in trying to make my film on Learned Man, Jorgensen might think me a chancer. I’d been depicted in that way because of the controversy over a documentary I’d made with my late friend Andy Mortray. That had made me edgy enough to suspect I was mistrusted, which is why I was reluctant to ask my new acquaintance Jorgensen straight out, from the first hour of our filming at Lake Learned, whether it was all a matter of technical concepts for him; all a matter of the rainfall of, say, 43,757 Before the Present Era, and whether Learned Man was only of technical interest to him?


Not to offend him, I first asked him the question off camera.


‘Oh,’ he told me, ‘I’m a familiar of Learned. No question. There are three men I dream of, Shelby. They visit me when I’m asleep.’ The great scholar swallowed. ‘One is my drowned brother, Herk. He was strong, but sometimes I get nervous that he died to bequeath his strength to me.


‘The other is my father, whose life was marred by a wound he suffered at Pozières on the Somme.’


Already the geomorphologist had confessed to a greater human sensibility than I had expected.


‘The third,’ he said, ‘is of course Learned himself.’


‘So what does Learned Man tell you?’ I asked glibly.




‘Well, he says that to be human is to have business to attend to, to be on a quest. He was honoured, you see, by those who buried him, as if he had been on a quest on their behalf. His people recognised what he’d tried to do, whatever it was. He says to me that we say we want an easy life, but without a pilgrimage, a dangerous search, we don’t live a life worth having. He tells me something a bit creepier, too. He definitely says to me that being human is a test that kills us.’


‘That’s a rather despairing idea,’ I said, with the cinematographer’s everyday piety.


At this Peter Jorgensen smiled and said, ‘I don’t believe my friend Mr Learned failed his test. He was buried like a hero, the first burial of a hero we have. But he tells me that not only do we face tests but there’s something in us that welcomes them. That’s the way we were in the time of Learned Man, and it’s the way we are now. At least I can tell you that everything the human brain was then, it is now. If you and I are poets and questioners, he was too. He prodded at the universe the way we prod at it. He felt overwhelmed by it, but had the human urge to encompass it. He chased love with the same sacred and profane mix of motives we do. At the end of it, he was you, Shelby.’


And so Learned Man was, according to Jorgensen, not a phantasm on the edge of the imagination, or a tepid taint of humanity over ancient terrestrial facts, but a personage of the present.


I was delighted to hear all this.


Then Jorgensen lowered his voice. ‘On top of that, Shelby, there is a white opalite stone amongst Learned Man’s bones. What was it doing there? Maybe an emblem of authority. The stone comes from hundreds of miles away and is particular to Lightning Ridge up near the Queensland border.’


This was when I got the palaeontology bug and began to make the first of my documentaries about Jorgensen, Learned Man and Woman, and the lakes region.


Learned Man stayed with me, too, from the day I encountered him through Jorgensen, and in the end stayed with me longer than most things. He straddled time, and was the guessed-at past in an undiscovered future; the reconciling phenomenon between Australia’s geological antiquity and its societal juvenility. He hung suspended between the layers of our contradictions: Lake Learned had brimmed with water at the time Learned Man was there; it was his Mare Nostrum, his Mediterranean, his ministry, his dream and his kindly shore. What must it have been to be human then, when to be human was so marginal an experience, a world in which we were not yet the dominating force but had mere elbow room amongst a wealth of other species?
















Learned Arguments







When he first encountered the remains he called Learned Man, Peter Jorgensen made note of the location and summonsed Harry Spurling and another leading palaeontologist. Spurling and his colleague excavated the site and took the remains back to a laboratory in Canberra for testing. Henceforth, the bones became the archaeologists’ business, since Jorgensen was not one of their company.


As clearly as Jorgensen sensed that Learned Man might have something revolutionary and explosive to say, so too did the leading palaeontologist, Harry Spurling, who studied Learned Man as he had studied beforehand the female skeleton of shattered bones Jorgensen had found in the sand dunes.


Dating by radiocarbon testing in the 1970s was chancy. What Harry Spurling discovered with the skull of Learned Man, as earlier with that of Learned Woman, was that the measurement of its thickness indicated they were both Homo sapiens, if an archaic version. None of this surprised Jorgensen, who had long believed Learned a brother of his, having decided the issue not on scientific grounds but for profound reasons of the heart, as Pascal had defined the heart when he said, ‘The heart has its reasons, which reason cannot grasp.’


Meanwhile, from studying Learned Man and other research, Spurling became renowned for questioning the ‘replacement’ theory so commonly held by scientists. This theory posited that in Africa, and wherever Homo sapiens went from there, they replaced all other human strains. They did not make the other human species disappear by interbreeding with them. They were not their lovers on the savannahs of the past, but may have been their murderers, an uncomfortable but realistic possibility. Thus, according to the replacement theory, by the time Learned Man’s ancestors reached Australia, they were the only human species.


Harry Spurling, on the other hand, was charmed by the elegant bones of Learned Woman, the young wife who had been cremated and whose fractured bones he chiselled forth with a dental drill from the ochred sand that adhered to them. And from her, and then from assembling Learned Man, Spurling decided on a new theory – that if Homo sapiens had not spread out of Africa until around 200,000 years before, there wasn’t time for them to have turned up where Learned Man and Learned Woman were encountered by Jorgensen. That, he declared, was one problem with the replacement theory and its idea of one mother, the Mitochondrial Eve from Africa, the woman whose line survived daughter by daughter by daughter – who made the modern human, her mitochondria snuggled in the cells of all her descendants. The woman who gave birth to Learned Man could not be a daughter of that one African mother, said Spurling, because there hadn’t been time for Learned’s mother to have got to Lake Learned if she came from the African Eve.


So, said Spurling, the story must be that modern Homo sapiens had developed in parallel in a number of places on earth, interbreeding with other human species on the way. Harry Spurling once said to me, ‘The replacement men and women say modern humans replaced Neanderthals without interbreeding. That’s what I don’t get. No interbreeding. Does that sound like the humans you know, Shelby?’


By then my first documentary on Learned Man had been screened on television to some acclaim via the normal route of the ABC, BBC, PBS, and I found myself attending archaeology and palaeontology conferences, where people would ask me about Jorgensen and Spurling.


Though I knew Jorgensen had great affection for Spurling, nonetheless he had warned me, ‘Don’t spend too much film on Harry. I can tell you he’s wrong.’


‘How can you tell?’ I asked him.


He didn’t give me a scientific answer, but rather, ‘Learned Man didn’t go whoring after hominid women on the way to making us what we are. His ancestors entered a continent empty of other humans. Imagine this, because it’s what my friend Spurling imagines. Two different kinds of people came down from different places and settled near Lake Learned. One was from Java and was made up of hominids, and another had its roots in China, and were on their way to becoming us. The two parties were encamped and they began to crossbreed.’ At this point he laughed indulgently. ‘That’s how Homo Sapiens got to Australia, in Spurling’s view.’


Then he hastened to say, ‘I’ve got nothing against Harry. I recall him asking for a moment’s silence in honour of the first Australian after we excavated Learned Man. And he let only the wind speak then. His heart’s in the right place.’


Harry Spurling’s theory would indeed come to be disproved by advances in genetic science. He took it well; and Jorgensen was not vainglorious when his fraternal instincts about Learned Man were proved right. Learned, it would be proved in time, was the child of our kind of humans, and no other hominids were in the vast Australia his ancestors had entered, and which he no doubt took for granted as the ordained place for him.
















Learned Revised







By the time I made the second Learned film, we knew how long ago old Learned Man really had lived – a cool 42,000 years! And the three tribes whose land abutted Lake Learned knew that the remains of Learned Man and Learned Woman were treasures which had been taken from them. A number of Aboriginal elders from the towns of Mildura, Balranald and Ivanhoe – speaking under the Anglo names their forebears had picked up from nineteenth-century sheep stations or missions – had made reasonable complaint that they had not been consulted by Jorgensen or Spurling or anyone else over the removal of their ancient forebears. It was the sort of mistake scholars had traditionally made, and Jorgensen was repentant but motivated to come to an arrangement with the elders, that there would be no more removals of their dead unless by permission.


I covered this compact as part of the second documentary.


Amongst other matters, I wondered about speech in Learned’s day. The organisation of his burial seemed to have demanded that speech existed between the people who buried him. Though one brave commentator had granted ancient humans the capacity, as distinct from the communicating sounds of other apes 100,000 years before the present, there were those who cast doubt on the idea of speech being as ancient as the time of Learned Man.


Jorgensen and I were out in the sand dunes of the lake’s lunette again, the light fading on the site of Learned’s Palaeolithic Manhattan, on the lake’s rumour of fullness, on the memory of the beasts of his time, and on the long, low undulations of the place, when he said to me, ‘None of what was done at the burial was done by a pack of well-meaning primates with howls and groans.’


‘They could talk all right, believe me,’ reiterated Jorgensen, like a grandchild defending the grandparents from charges of incoherence or stupidity.


I was a man holding a camera and aged almost seventy when he said this, and it was a matter of wonderment to me to hear such a claim. At this stage of history Learned Man and Learned Woman were still waiting, on museum shelves, by permission of the elders for the time being, between layers of expectation and indifference, and always with the expectation they would come home in the end.


At the time of the second documentary, Jorgensen still considered all the other manifestations of ancient civilisation, whether mummified or present in identifiable bone or flesh fragments, as mere contestants, with Learned Man supreme upon his tower of age. For he, Peter Jorgensen, had confronted the most ancient of the ancient, something almost too good for a display case; something, he argued, worthy – if the elders permitted it when they brought Learned home – of a cenotaph, a world focus; a place of interpretation, wonder, reconciliation and pilgrimage.


Indeed, Jorgensen believed that the three language groups whose country converges on Lake Learned were waiting courteously for a management plan to be made final for Learned’s return to his dry ghost of a lake. And if they wanted Learned Man to be reburied secretly in the Lake Learned lunette, and the reburial site to remain secret from the world, they were entitled to do that. ‘A treasure greater than Ramses waits on the shelf at the National Museum!’ Jorgensen expatiated. ‘And the traditional owners certainly know it. But because we, the others, are only dimly interested, just to protect him from the indignity of shelf-life the elders might give up on us and bury him secretly. And I wouldn’t bloody blame them.’


But he believed they wanted more than that. So that was also part of the business of the second documentary, as well as the idea that Learned could heal the country’s history.


‘What’s been our predominant attitude?’ Jorgensen would say with genuine pain in his eyes. ‘Disrespect. Worse than gunpowder. In fact, the two are connected. At every turn, we disrespected the old people. We called the country ‘No Man’s Land’, terra nullius. And that was the legal fiction that allowed us to take a continent. And when they claimed land, we laughed, and when the court overturned terra nullius and decided the country was really theirs, we went stark bloody crazy, as if we had been invaded.’


But Learned was Jorgensen’s cure. ‘He’ll calm our souls, teach us respect a busload at a time. Learned Man will heal us. He’ll undermine our contempt. He’ll alter the history we carry in our heads.’




Learned Man, manifested, would be a memorial, too, for all his children who in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were killed for persisting in the belief that the land was theirs – for the thousands of Aboriginals who had died by high-muzzle velocity rifles while defending or standing on their country. Learned Man, with the mass and majesty of his years, could also carry their commemoration. And though my dreams were not as invaded by Learned Man as Jorgensen’s, I too listened to the elders’ idea that, as one of them, Clarence Millet, put it, ‘Learned Man went out in the world to let whites learn something very big.’ And this would be best appreciated if his country became a place of visitation for all of us, run by the elders, by their permission. This was a version no one in government had ever offered the elders. Jorgensen was determined that one day someone in power would.


Meanwhile, Jorgensen and I began years of letter-writing to politicians of every stripe to support Learned Man’s children in their quest for the return of Learned Man to his original home, and to do it with whatever seriousness of purpose they allowed.
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Another thing about Learned Man. His teeth were worn but in decent condition, so his missing upper incisor seemed something ritual, as it was in later Aboriginals.


With his good, if worn, teeth, he ate the flesh of the giant fauna of his day, and the flesh of what we call Murray cod, as well as the varieties of shellfish and wild poultry.


He was a man who lived on the lunette of the lake a little like a householder, and who travelled for the same reasons we do: romance and education, pilgrimage and trade.
















Oh My Hero







Oh my Hero, I devote this account of my latter days to you, so that you understand how well I love you and love the earth, and know my duty to them, to all the Heroes, to all the beasts and to all the people.


I am thinking pleasantly of the wrestling that comes at the start of the cold season, when we occupy equal days of moon and sun, the days when the half of everything yearns for the half of everything else, when ice sings to light, and when there should be efforts made at wholeness. So we come to the equal day–night wrestling, and its banquet. First off, on our side of the camp we have already had seven sets of wrestlers face each other, skin group contesting with skin group, all splendid boys. That’s the thing about these young men, they don’t know they are perfect. Initiated into adulthood this winter, they have the dewiness of their new knowledge, and they’ll try anything, and don’t even know they shouldn’t. That’s how we come to my sister’s son, one of the Short-faced Bounder people to which I belong – the lovely people, lovely at least to each other, the smilers and singers and lovers of the tall Bounder.


My sister’s son is in some ways a hard young man to watch. He is rather like my Son Unnameable, though a little shorter. My nephew has fought the young men of the four clans who make up our side of the people, is the champion of our half. Indeed, he’s rangy and quick like my sister’s husband used to be before a curse struck him speechless and brought him down. And O but he is as well set as anyone living, except for one old wound in his calf that has weakened the tendon. Yet we are all pleased to have our half of the people’s wrestling spirits in Redder’s hands.


He is a young man just short of marriage whose beloved, as far as we know, is still the Lake country itself. A wrestler should have a wide zeal for life and all companionship, and not as yet for any particular woman. A woman is going to follow in a visible way soon, I would say, particularly now that women from the other four clans will get such a good look at him today. After the wrestling and the celebration meal, girls will dance for the wrestlers and console them for all the tearing of flesh and hair-pulling and strained sinew. But before the banquet, and first, he must contest for our half of our world, to make a claim of enduring strength for us and, my Hero, for you, and so to mediate an evenness and completeness for all the Lake peoples.


I love wrestling as much as I love any sport. Clearly now I am set aside for other tasks, and my shoulder is home to a recent and painful constriction that would inhibit reaching for a ball, the great bladder of the dome nose. But I, being of taller form and more solid than my nephew, used to wrestle at this time of the year on the edge of this same shore. I used to strive to reconcile the earth’s halves to each other by reconciling my opponents’ backs to the dust, and having them in turn reconcile mine. It was easy then. In other words, I had a few victories, which meant I was given commensurate duties, since the rule is there should be time for enjoyment, but not a lot for vanity. A young man is flattered when it happens. He does not understand in full that the world is a world of kindly obligation. Without the obligations, no man would know who he was.


So, if you prevail you are given tasks. It’s the way we live in these latter days, since the Heroes left the earth to us. There was once an earlier playful time when men and women lived as heedlessly as children, but that couldn’t be sustained.


In any case, as often at the end of the time of heat, the Lake’s shore has receded too far, and Redder is the sort of sprig designed by high influences to attract the wraiths with his contest, and restore things with a decent full pelt of replenishing rains.


I am a man of great good fortune, and that is why I sing to you of these things. We are all a very lucky people, our crowd, as long as things go well and cycles are reliable, and our young wrestlers draw favour. Now I admit we would wrestle anyhow, but we have a command to do it from you, Our Brother of the Clouds, and from all the other Heroes.




We know where this command came from: the great perentie who lost too many of his kin to ritual war and who chanted in grief to the Father of Heroes and had him appear as a giant, terrifying snake. And this great, fluent snake of heavenly derivation and ancestral probity, said simply, ‘Watch the bounders!’ And watching them, the lizard saw how those tall beasts fought, grooming, then chasing, engaging, sitting back on their tails and kicking at each other with powerful hind legs, causing the other’s fur to be gouged forth but then, at close quarters, taking each other in a head-grasp. And once a buck bounder was thrown to the ground, the victor adopted a casual pose, relenting of all vainglory, and the loser gave up and at once vacated the wrestling ground. And hence, wrestling rather than blood was recommended for all our people!


Yesterday my brother-in-law Sandy brought in a butchered long-faced bounder his team had caught. It was seven arms high, a splendid buck, a creature to sing about. When I saw them carrying the butchered haunch – for no man can carry the unbutchered meat – I and all the people of our shoreline were reminded again that between the Lake and the earth, and the plains running away to our Morningside, we are beautifully provided for. Fish and perentie, roots and seeds and fruit, and the giant beings who provide the mercy of meat.


So those who muttered during the hot months when the water was taken up and the Lake shore extended by spear-lengths upon spear-lengths upon further spear-lengths, are now pacified by the size of the reward of meat. The meat of the giant creature is being slowly cooked at the edge of the wrestling and game ground, at the place set aside for ovens. It lies covered with clay and is baking away in layers of aromatic leaves and the bark of the shred-tree. My wife Girly is there, a judge of how the cooking progresses and when it will be ready. Younger women – my daughter Shrill amongst them, a wonderful netmaker, but today a helper to the older women – are cooking tubers and seed-bread in shallower fires on the side. And despite the onshore sunrise breeze, all the people can smell the slow-cooking flavours, as the older women earnestly plug the steam from the oven with hard clay slabs carried between sticks. Despite the onshore sunrise breeze, we can smell it all. The people are graced by this foretaste of the wrestling and the banquet.


I have been sluggish today, but now I am awake. As I draw near the wrestling field, the wrestling council are there smoking the ground already, rendering it clean and dissuading mischievous spirits with stinging smoke and prohibitive songs. They do their feather-racer dance, advancing over the ground with the all-cleansing fumes rising around them and the smouldering branches in hand. This smoke, too, is an exciting promise of large events. The sun is full now above great tendrils of white cloud. No one is cursed today, though I feel small curses in my shoulder and slight traces of my early weariness. Everyone’s face seems lit. Women walk by me and my gaze is drawn by their passage to the fire and the senior women, including Girly – a better talker than me – are chortling, and with plenty to say. These women have gone double foraging over the last few days in order to leave this morning free to servicing the oven.


I see Girly’s large eyes swing and attach to me. She is an enchanter. Her eyes are deeper than the earth and promise to take a person to the outer edge of things. Sometimes when I sleep with her she releases me amongst unpredicted stars. That is her. This loud woman. How I like loud women, though they are loud in fury too, and when they bang at your ankles angrily with the digging stick that was given to women for the delving of earth and the punishment of men. It is better for a man not to carry scars on his ankles or other men will call him eagle-bitten. Some men carry the insult for phase upon phase of seasons. Always pecked by their eagle. ‘Haw, haw, haw!’ cry the other men, who delight to see when a man’s scars are re-opened by his woman. The eagle has been at him again.


Girly is my second wife. My wife when I was young, She Unnameable, did not look at me in the way of Girly. A more placid soul with a slower smile, she would sit back on her haunches, her stick slack in her hand. No eagle. A less hungry, companionable bird.


My daughter Shrill, the weaver of nets, is now attending to yams in a side fire. I see her assiduous shoulders, well-muscled by her work.
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When I emerged from my mother’s womb a visitor appeared where my mother and I lay wrapped in fur by a fire, and he bent down singing and found my small foot amongst the skins. Then, almost without my mother knowing, as if plucking a small root from the earth, he dislocated my little toe. I screamed of course and he departed, but no one tried to reset the little toe, since it was meant to suit me for some future office. My toe remains thus to this day. I have always been treated with respect by people who read my tracks and who know that in my human habiliments I am not simply a man with a malformed foot, but also to be feared only when the law entered me. That dislocated toe was a message that I had been picked up as a weapon of the law and that I would be directed to protect it. That it will be still dislocated when I pass skywards and am lain in the dunes.


Thus I know, for instance, where the awful fluid from the dead man is stored, the fluid in which the long bone of maintenance and restoration and punishment must be steeped. But now, going to the wrestling ground in my normal clothing, the gracious fur and the leather clout, I am simply another fellow walking in the dunes, not on any other enterprise than to relate to the elements of the day and to my fellows. This seems a day appointed to mere breathing and no complex duty. The sanctifying smoke and the first rumour of the succulence of the bounder haunch suggest exactly that.


The people of the clans are now gathering in from all sides. I love the ever-shriller chatter of the women, which is of a higher order even than the chatter of the birds but comes from the same source. The birds’ task is to sharpen the dusk to a point of sound, the pink-wings and the curved-beaks who are so strident and the loud-mouthed honey-eaters and all the rest, of whom the rosy hook-beaks are the greatest honers of the point of their song. Meanwhile the task of women is to sharpen the day to a point, which they are doing now amidst the smell of meat and the cleansing smoke.


I am grateful today for my kindly skins, the fur on my shoulders and chest and on my loins. My shoulder hurts, but I can walk as if it doesn’t. The dunes I climb are washed with red and yellow and grey and blue, and the sand pillars the wind makes stand up solid around us. I know they say, the people of the many clans, that I am as tall as one of those piles of formed clay and earth, and am sometimes to be mistaken for one. People tell me I take on that form though I am not aware that I do. I will not be suspected of it on a plain, joyful day like today.


I see the man named Clawback walking with children skipping around him, three and three, and they’re laughing and he pretends to be a wily spirit, first ignoring them and then chasing them. The children skitter, arching their backs to avoid his grasping hands. Clawback is a teaser and a man with a quick tongue, likeable to all, familiar to all. He is, however, also a violator of blood and, it seems, to be marked in the place of the law to die. He does not know that, nor do the children or the women at the fire under whose warm influence many of them have slipped off their furs. Like every man besotted with a woman, Clawback believes his passions are not legible. He still thinks that his transgressions with a forbidden woman of the Earless Lizard clan are unknown. But they have been perceived and weighed upon by the aged men. Even some of the women at the fire might have discussed them. He does not know that the killing bone is meant to go down the base of his handsome laughing throat. Being who I am, of deformed foot, I know how much it is to be regretted that so often the great violators are the best loved of the people and the ones who light up the faces of people.


There was a time on earth when people were so few and manners so unrestrained that the Heroes of heaven did not need to enact law as exactly as they have in this latter age. That world would have suited a playful sinner like Clawback. Yet, in the world as it is now, such people vanish like clouds and are – afterwards – not spoken of.


Soon it seems all the people are at the contest ground. I look away towards Morningside. There are pleasing banks of silver-green honey bush, waist-high, stretching off towards stands of river trees, red and grey and very high, which mark the course of the wandering streams that flow into our lake. I have not yet reached the contest ground myself when I see a party of men coming out of those far trees, as if they have just crossed the water, wading through the morning skin of ice on the surface. They are now walking in the long grass towards us. Though they are still so far off, a person might see they are carrying burdens, and weapons, both old and freshly acquired. I know at once it is Baldy’s party returning from their long mission to the Higher Waters. They have the look of men, even at this moment, perhaps especially now, who’ve been through many meetings and transactions off in that direction, of those who are weary but conscious of carrying news which will enlarge our world, even as they seek us again. The smell of the people’s meat on the breeze from the Lake draws Baldy and his men in towards their home.


In the meantime, the wrestling matches are proclaimed to be ready to start by an old councillor, who seems unconscious to the approach of the party. As the champions of our clans draw closer I can see they are cunningly marked in white clay. It is grand to see them – impeccable young men, delineated by the tension of their muscles, empowered by spirit paint and beside themselves with intent. The Otherside clan’s upholders are at the other end of the ground and are given leanness and spirit by their yellow clay. They have assumed some of the strength and everywhere-ness of ghosts. They clap their hands and in a yellow mist their spirits moved.


Even when I had my first wife, Girly used to run in to tease and howl at me. The mockery of seduction. No one is better at it than her. Some of the neighbour girls of ours with fancies of their own to marry into the Otherside now run in hallooing in delicious scorn, hoping to win the benefactions of ancestors and implant themselves enchantingly in the memory of the Otherside wrestlers. And though the real contest has not yet begun, already the wives and children of the members of the Baldy party are breaking away from the feast and running, hooting, to greet the returning men.


The wrestling councillor, in his great hat of council, goes on instructing his wrestlers. And the young wrestlers listen, now and then stamping and raising impatient dust. Soon, at a moment the old man and they know chiefly from having so often magicked themselves into the role of wrestlers, wearing the pigments fit for their gifts, they will separate out into four different two-men contests. The two sides of earth and lake must bind, white to yellow, and in their grappling is delight and healing. I see Girly in her group of women, walking amongst others, a light-boned woman herself. It is pleasant to see her shape amongst the massed shoulders.


I am now older than most of these women. My own shoulder tells me I am older. But I delight more in the simple sight of a young woman’s shoulder slipping the limits of pelts than when I was young. Once, I could not find the seconds of rest to relish such simple sights in the tumble of my present wishes and tasks. Now that I can so relish plain things I believe I am being prepared for my journey by the powers of the air and the old councillors sitting together at the midpoint of the wrestling ground. The first journey is solemn though usual, yet I have never before had such a potent sense of pending journeys to be made in earth and sky, in body and in spirit.


The wrestling councillor has still not been distracted by the remote appearance of Baldy and the others. He finishes his instructions and at the sound of a clap the young men, the white and the yellow, enmesh themselves in each other, making fretful unions of muscle. The women shrill as the men’s first sweat cuts small runnels in the decorative clay of their wrestling bodies.


It is already happening then, the wedding of powerful shoulders, and legs grinding in the dust to find hoist. They are magnificent legs, legs to sing of, as some of the women do, rejoicing in the power of those legs on the up-thrusting earth which represent a future for the Lake people.


The councillor has already drawn a chart of the wrestling ground and now he keeps a count of the falls, for he understands wrestling and its numbers. He marks the wrestlers’ falls with chalk on a tablet of bark as the eight contestants contend for us all.


The count is important in so far as it reflects the future health and numbers of the eight clans. So no one can say that the old man is indifferent to the arrival of Baldy and his party. In these circumstances everyone has his duty. But the sad thing is that Baldy and his returning party will not be permitted to lie with their wives until tonight, since they did not know that the wrestling ceremony, the balancing of the earth by young, striving limbs, was due for the morning of their homecoming. They have been gone many days, many times three and many times four, travelling towards the Morningside and the Upper Waters, returning the long way Nightwards to us.


The wrestling continues mightily. Yellow backs are pounded into the dust, then white backs. A pleasing and promising toil, seamless limbs in the most earnest contest, regular, to be expected yet still marvellous, the union and the splitting of the earth, the embrace, then the halves hurling each other to the dirt. The women are now shrilling like one creature. Girly, a woman who likes display, stands up, free of her skins now, her breasts painted white, howling a bird-like chant to recognise and celebrate the contest. I can see the scars of mourning slashes on her long ribs and beneath her breasts. She is so proud of these scars she inflicted on herself when her mother died, and her uncle, and our Son Unnameable. The scars are a warrant, visible to God and man, that she grieved them fully and dutifully and still in some way possessed them. Occasionally she turns Morningward to check on the progress of the returning party. She liked Baldy when they were young.


I like to fancy I can read the land, but Girly is a remarkable assessor of all things within the circle of her view. Within the circle of my view, Clawback and the children are still playing the game of them pestering him and then squealing at his mock rage and reachings-out. I look across the wrestling field to the place where the Earless Lizard women, streaks of yellow on their breasts, are standing – where only the oldest still sit. There, following Clawback’s movements and clowneries with limpid eyes, is the broad-faced girl of great beauty forbidden to him. I know the sombre man, Crow, for whom the girl is intended. Yet Clawback wrongly gave her his poisonous consolations, endearments that blight us at our source, the source where man meets woman to make the world.
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Clawback was a member of my own hunting squad. Younger men like him often distinguish themselves with close passes at the beasts, and Clawback was brave enough though he generally played the role of the joker who enacted the hunting as a comedy afterwards. Unless someone was killed, as was my Son Unnameable when we went on an ordained hunt for the thumbed slicer, the one that is a test of every skill and every sharpness of eye and spirit. Even Clawback could not make a joke of the slicer, since when it pounds in at you it takes away the choice of hunting or running. The hunters must remain, singing mercy and driving our spears into the armpits, and flinching and hiding behind our blinkings as we wait for someone in our party to have the thread of his life ripped from his throat, or else to find and pierce the heart of that grand killing creature. Not many jokes from Clawback on those days.


On normal days, however, hunting allows relentless jest. And as Clawback dances amongst the children, the eyes of that girl from across the ground still follow him with her criminal adoration. Honey is her name, and she glints like nectar. I feel a stir of sorrow for her and for Clawback. But more for her. She is young, and Clawback knows better. Men of my clan can marry and have affections for women of the Small Lightning clan which is Girly’s own clan. That is the mercy of things, and any other arrangement clogs and drowns the mercy. One could feel one’s own vain pity though for the girl casting her eyes in Clawback’s direction. The only way she could be cured of it is by marriage. Marriage is the great cure for forlornness and hapless dreams. But Clawback’s Parrot clan cannot have women from the Small Lightning crowd, nor from the Earless Lizard clan either.


I notice that my nephew Redder, who has had a number of wins, has just been thrown by a young man from the Tan Hawks who is far broader-shouldered but squatter than Redder, and fit to throw Redder once he grew tired, as now, after many successful assaults on the yellows. The wrestling continues because tiredness is intended by the wrestling councillor and is prized for its capacity to even the earth out, and give both sides of the people, each side with its four striving clans, a proper ratio of triumph. And the women get shrill as they see young men who have been thrown earlier in the contests now becoming the equals of the wrestlers from the other side. It is only when things are equal, when the shouting of old men and women advising the exhausted not to let them down or praising those with remaining strength for not doing so has reached a point of equivalence, that it will all end. Only the councillor, a noted wrestler himself from the old days, can tell when the earth’s hunger for the even and the composed will be satisfied. But that will take hours yet.


Meanwhile, Baldy and his party draw nearer still to the wrestling ground. Old men claw their way up to full height to greet them. I notice even from this distance that though Baldy looks sombre and tired, his eyes are unresting and alive and they are searching. When he sees my figure – I am still alone on the fringe of the clan – he raises both arms, irrespective of any plans his wife might have, and makes a slow gesture that says he has plenty to tell me. But the time for it is not now, in this turmoil of return and wrestling and cooking.


I watch as my nephew is thrown again. Redder accepts it but when he rises I see in his eyes a bleak desire for more strength or else the close of the contest. The wrestlers will change opponents soon and his next opponent might enable him to find an equalising vigour. Meanwhile, Girly and a group of women, hallooing, have now drifted from the wrestling and surrounded Baldy and the other men who by now have reunited with their women, children, aunts, uncles. Clawback leads his trail of children into the midst of the reunion and makes it more playful still. Through all this, Baldy’s eyes remain bleakly on mine, I remain in place like a man interested in the contest, for Redder’s sake.
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