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Miranda Tapsell was born in Darwin and her people are the Larrakia. After finishing school, she was accepted to study at NIDA fulltime and since graduating has built a stellar career on stage, screen and television. After a starring role in the world-renowned film The Sapphires, Miranda received two Logie Awards for her role in Love Child. A career highlight saw Miranda cast as the new host of the perennial favourite children’s series, Play School. Recently, she has had roles on Channel 9’s Doctor Doctor and the ABC’s comedy Get Krack!n.


Miranda wrote, produced and starred in the box office hit Top End Wedding and has her own podcast on BuzzFeed, Pretty for an Aboriginal, with Nakkiah Lui, which rocks the traditional perceptions of Indigenous Australia and challenges rigid mindsets of what women of colour can and cannot do. Top End Girl is her first book.
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I wish to dedicate this book to my family.


This book is also for the loved ones I’ve had to say goodbye to before they had a chance to see the woman I have become. It’s because of their love and support that all my hard work paid off. I am thankful for the impact each one had on me and I miss them terribly.









Author’s note: While this is a mostly uplifting book about my very charmed life, it is important to me that readers know that you might learn some things that are confronting and upsetting. In my life I have always taken the good with the bad. I’d also like to warn Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander readers that there is reference to and images of people who have passed away. If anything you read distresses you, please reach out for help. There are some contact details at the back of the book that could assist you.


Love,


Miranda









PROLOGUE


IF YOU LEAVE ME NOW … YOU’LL MISS IT ALL


HELLO.


Who the hell co-writes, produces and acts in a film about a wedding in the same year they’re having their own wedding? Well … me.


One of my best friends, Alicia, who was going to be one of my bridesmaids, once said to me, ‘Miranda, you always pick the hardest path.’ We’ve known each other since we were five, so sometimes I have to admit she knows me better than I know myself.


Alicia and I met on the first day of year one at the school in Jabiru, a small mining town in Kakadu National Park up in the Northern Territory. When I found out we were both the newbies of the class, I immediately proclaimed we were best friends. I know, it’s terrible that I forced her to be my friend back then and all these years later my bridesmaid. I’m a monster.


But she is right. And now I am also writing a book about this crazy year, among other things. I never thought I’d write a film, let alone a book. So, I do make things challenging for myself. Inspirational memes often make me roll my eyes but I saw one on social media that said, ‘Good things happen to babes who hustle.’ Turns out I’m one hundred per cent that babe. The one who hustles constantly. Look at me trying to make things happen. A wedding. A film about a wedding. Now a book about a film about a wedding. I am very flattered if you have these pages in your hot little hands. Major brownie points go to you if you actually bought it. If someone has lent you the book and told you, ‘You have to read this!’ then they also rule.


I’m very touched when I meet people who have followed my career as an actor. I put my heart and soul into what I do, so it’s touching when I learn how much enjoyment people have gotten from my work—but it’s also humbling to be reminded that my acting career isn’t the centre of everyone’s universe.


‘You look familiar,’ is something I hear often, and people sometimes ask, ‘Have we met before? Have I seen you in something?’


When strangers figure out I’m not just the girl they knew from school but someone with a profile, they often beg me to tell them what they’ve seen me in. I give them a cheeky smile and say, ‘It’ll come back to you.’ I kind of like leaving them hanging and I don’t want to blow my own trumpet. It can be a shock to the old ego if someone asks for a photo with you after realising they haven’t watched anything you’ve done. But that’s all part of the hustle, baby.


I think the most embarrassing experience was when I finally decided to jog someone’s memory. A woman working in an opportunity store had asked me where she’d seen me before, and I admitted I was in a film called The Sapphires. She replied with a very levelling, ‘Oh right-o, I didn’t mean that—I thought you’d served me at Coles. So, you’re an actor, ay? That must be fun.’


Listen, I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with working at a supermarket. And the woman must have had a really compelling conversation with the actual person who served her at the checkout. I wonder what they covered in the short time her groceries were being scanned? It was obviously memorable. The truth is, I’m living my dream and even when I am mistaken for an old school friend or the checkout chick, I am thrilled that somehow my face has registered with them.


I love what I do and the life I am living. And it is not only my career that is giving me that sense of joy. I have also been living my own real-life rom-com. I am going to tell you all about that (and a man named James) as well. Sharing my story is important. I haven’t always been confident enough to hold my space in life or on the stage; to believe I could write a film, produce a film, step out from behind a role and risk making mistakes to hold the door open for others behind me, just as actors such as Aaron Pedersen, Deborah Mailman and Leah Purcell forged a path I could follow. I think it is true that you don’t aspire to be what you cannot see. I would like this book to show that you can push yourself to do things you never dreamed you would do. For that shy young woman who doesn’t fit the typical casting beliefs to put her talent on the line and make casting directors change their mind. For writers and producers and filmmakers to see the real place we now call Australia and the people who make up that picture. For this book to inspire others to chase what they want and to stay true to themselves in the process.


I have moments in my life that have challenged me, where others have tried to define me because of where I am from, the colour of my skin, my values, my gender and my physical appearance. Growing up, it was performing that made me feel really empowered. Knowing what I wanted out of my life, even if it was working in an industry full of uncertainty, I had a new appreciation of who I saw in the mirror. This new sense of purpose became a form of armour as I stepped into the adult world. It began to bother me less if people implied, even if they were joking, that me being short, Aboriginal and female was some kind of a detriment to who I was. While this in no way changes the way policy or law continue to affect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, I finally had a reason to get out of bed. It was a good start. I realised after drama school that staying true to the essence of what makes you unique is how people can end up casting you. While I can’t change bigger social issues as an actor, I found that performing was a way of subverting the negative perceptions people had placed on people like me. It’s no small thing that women, particularly young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women, have felt validated because of seeing someone who looks, thinks and feels the way they do.


My parents always encouraged me to stay true to who I am, and to hold fast to the fact that being Aboriginal is something to be proud of.


And so, to all those young Black kids reading this who think they don’t fit, who are made to feel ashamed of who they inherently are, please know that this Aboriginal woman has been where you are, and I know how far you can go. Believe in yourself.


So, settle in and let’s begin. No refunds!









CHAPTER ONE


NOT A SUGAR PLUM


EVER SINCE I WAS THIRTEEN YEARS OLD ALL I WANTED to do was perform. It was an unusual dream for a kid from the Northern Territory to have. It’s not that people didn’t have hopes or aspirations where I grew up, it’s just that what I wanted for my life was a world away from what people knew and loved about the ‘Top End’.


Many Australians visualise Darwin and the Top End in the way Americans might describe the ‘Deep South’ in the United States—that it’s hot, full of ignorant rednecks, absolutely nothing happens there and our biggest claim to fame is the fact we have the alligator’s cousin, the crocodile, roaming our streets. That isn’t the case but the local paper, the NT News, doesn’t help debunk the myth. For those who haven’t read anything from the NT News, the front page often boasts headlines like—‘Why I Stuck a Cracker Up My Clacker’, ‘They Stole My Dog While I Was on the Bog’, ‘Horny Ghost Haunts House’ and my personal favourite: ‘Best Man Left Bleeding After Being Hit in the Head with Flying Dildo’. Yes, the paper can exist in a bubble from the rest of the world and I’d be lying if I said that element of the NT wasn’t there! But their headlines don’t always define the way I grew up living there. It was and still is incredibly multicultural, with many tenth-generation Chinese and Greek families living in Darwin. Because it is so close to South-East Asia we have many Filipino, Malaysian, Indonesian and Timorese families in Darwin and this is represented through the diverse mouth-watering cuisines at the local markets.


So, while there is definitely that side of home, I am a proud Larrakia and Tiwi woman born and bred on the land that is now called Darwin. Darwin and its surrounding areas continue to be the ancestral lands of my great-grandmother, Dedja Batcho. Nana Dedja was the daughter of a Larrakia woman and a Malay fisherman. Dedja was taken by force from her family to the Kahlin Compound, a mission for ‘half-caste’ children. Similar to ‘Indian Removal’ policies throughout North America, Australian Aboriginal children were routinely removed from their families and put into institutions to be assimilated into the coloniser’s culture.


Nana Dedja was one of the many Aboriginal women who were trained at one of these institutions to be domestic servants for White people. After ‘training’, Dedja went out into the workforce. One of her relationships was with my great-grandfather, a Tiwi artist called Stanislaus Puruntatameri; they had three children—Lucy, Yula and Keith—and then separated and both remarried. She had fallen in and out of love many times, but had managed to keep her children together. My maternal grandmother, Lucy, grew up with her siblings—Victor Williams, Bertie Batcho, Lindy Quall, Keith Batcho, Yula Williams, Mary Raymond and Rona Alley. I hope I don’t upset family members for not mentioning other names on my family tree but, the problem is, I’m related to half the Northern Territory. I used to wonder why Nana Lucy and my mother used to be so pedantic about the cleanliness of the house. It’s because in my mother’s time they lived in Aboriginal housing and their homes were constantly inspected by authorities. It was also one of the main reasons children were wrenched out of homes. The cleanliness of your house was what kept authorities away from your family.


It didn’t matter what mix you were—if you were an Aboriginal child born of an interracial relationship, like my great-grandmother Dedja, you were considered less Aboriginal, which meant you were a step closer to whiteness. While these Government policies were amended in each State and Territory, the overall agenda was to breed out whatever ‘Aboriginality’ was left. We have a handful of crazy settlers who attempt to deny in the media that this ever happened, despite the fact many men and women who experienced this trauma in their childhood are still alive today. Many conservative journalists and politicians still hold the belief that it was for the Aboriginal children’s benefit, but it’s only been since 2007 that the Australian Government has acknowledged that the displacement has left many Aboriginal families longing for family and country. It’s sad to say that every Aboriginal person has been affected by this to some degree. Intergenerational trauma is a very real thing and the impact ripples on. It’s even sadder that while the policy has since been removed, Aboriginal children are still being taken from families, and caring relatives are being overlooked by the foster-care system.


I get my Larrakia and Tiwi blood from my mother. My mum was, and still is, a staunch Aboriginal woman who loves her family fiercely. I get my predominantly Irish Roman Catholic heritage from my father. Dad is extremely affectionate and has a very good sense of humour, even if his jokes can be stereotypically Dad-like. I’m incredibly close to my parents. At home I’ve never had to choose between my mother’s Aboriginality or my father’s European ancestry. I have never had anything but love and care from both sides of my family. My biracial background doesn’t dilute my lived experience or diminish my connection to my land.


Growing up around my mother’s family and community meant being Aboriginal was never something to be ashamed of. Both my parents completely normalised this for me. They say it takes a village to raise a child, and that was certainly my experience. My grandparents, uncles and Aunties always stepped in to babysit when my parents needed them to. My cousins were often at my house. My mother would take me out to land-claim meetings, the Larrakia having one of the longest ongoing land claims in Australia. Larrakia country covers most of the Darwin region. Many of the pictures of me as a baby were taken on a tarpaulin or a swag out bush when my family were camping or fishing.


For me, my family, my country and my history are what define me. And the safety my parents gave me in my childhood to express myself fearlessly and to understand where I’d come from is what I believe helped fuel my desire to perform.


Even though I moved south to pursue a career in acting, the Territory has never left me. It’s home. The place I go to when I want to feel whole again. The people, the pace, the food, the colours, the tranquillity—they are everything I need to replenish myself so I can step back up to take on life’s challenges. When I go home to Darwin it forces me to reflect on who I am and what I want. As thrilling as my life is in the ‘big smoke’ of Melbourne, I can sometimes lose my way. The noise and bustle can overwhelm, and it can be particularly discombobulating when I’m travelling constantly between Melbourne and Sydney, where the bulk of the major film and television productions tend to be made.


For me, remembering who I am and where I have come from is very important and it helps me stay true to myself. Though my name may sound like a character out of a Charles Dickens novel, I’m a Larrakia Tiwi woman. I don’t claim to be from an African diaspora, but like Torres Strait Islanders, Fijians, Papuans, New Caledonians and Solomon Islanders and many other Indigenous groups across Melanesia, I identify as coming from a Black diaspora.


As a kid I had picture books of Dreaming stories. I was given an African-American Cabbage Patch doll—called Sasha—who was the same colour as my mum. I nursed, cuddled and held her on my hip the same way my Nana and Aunties held babies in the family. All of this helped me understand myself. Understand that I was complicated and that there is beauty in that complexity. Stories helped me separate valuable life wisdom from something thoughtless that came out of someone’s mouth.


I learned way back at a primary school disco—when my obsession with the Spice Girls forced me to recognise that people impose expectations because of skin colour (no, I don’t want to wear the leopard print and stick my tongue out and be Scary Spice, I want a pink flowery dress and glitter hairspray, just like Baby)—that I was not going to conform to other people’s limitations or expectations.


I grew up with hardworking, self-assured parents. My dad worked in local Government and my mum worked at ATSIC, a Government department related to Aboriginal affairs, before becoming an Aboriginal Education Officer at both my primary and secondary schools. While my parents might not have chosen a creative path, they always appreciated art and it was because of them that I enjoyed stories.


When I was young my dad read to me before bed, often with funny voices so that he would know I was paying attention to the words. My favourite was his attempt at a French accent, which I found delightfully terrible. He didn’t need the voices, because I would be quick to correct him when he went off script because, even though I couldn’t yet read, I knew my favourite books by heart. He would pretend to fall asleep, snoring loudly until I squealed with glee, ‘Wake up, Dad!’ and he would wake up in mock-surprise. This was well before Jeff from The Wiggles pretended to have narcolepsy. I’m sure Jeff stole the idea from my dad. Dad would chuckle when I told him off for sleeping on the job. Bless him, acting is not one of his strengths. Quite often my unimpressed mum would burst into the room and remind Dad that his already lively and opinionated daughter didn’t need to be more riled up before bed.


I lived in a traditional household, and it was expected of my parents by their families that while both my parents worked, the main childrearing would be done by Mum. That was just the time it was. This doesn’t mean I didn’t have a great relationship with my dad (and still have). But because he worked so much, reading before bed was our time together.


I think I’m a little bit like my dad when it comes to work. I’m really in my element when I am busy. When I’m working I know exactly what I need to do. Anything outside of that, I need prompting and help.


When I wanted to know who I was and better understand the people around me, I turned to books, movies and television. I’ve always struggled to brush off what others thought of me. I just cared too much. I remember when I was twelve and I realised I didn’t have the same growth spurt as the other girls. As Alicia and most of the other girls in my class began to stretch out, I knew it wasn’t going to happen for me. Thankfully there were a few other kids who were in the same position as me, but it was still something I was deeply insecure about. One of the more popular girls in the class had said to me, ‘You know, if you were just a little taller, guys would really go for you.’ For the record, there was no malice in the way she said this. But rather than taking the comment with a grain of salt, I believed it to be true—that I would be taken more seriously or seen as beautiful if I were taller. Boys in my class had picked this up as a sore point, so they would tease me about it.


I went to school with most of the same people from year one to year nine. Before I go on I should add, most of the boys in my class were super mischievous. To paint a picture of what utter shitheads they could be, I will share a story of the time we learned the Indonesian word for ‘flower’ in year seven. To be fair, we really should have been learning Kunwinjku instead, since we were all on the land of the Mirarr, but that’s the Australian education system babyyyyyyyy! Even if he wasn’t in a position to teach us Kunwinjku, our pengajar should have been across the fact that the word for ‘flower’ in Bahasa is ‘bunga’, which just so happens to also be the Kunwinjku word for ‘penis’. Once he had written ‘bunga’ up on the board and told the class to ‘repeat after me’, the boys erupted into laughter, shouting to each other, ‘Hey look, that’s you on the board there!’ ‘Shut up, that’s you, dickhead!’ Our pengajar turned bright red and roared, ‘What is so funny?’ which only made them laugh harder. Look, I have to admit that story is quite funny, but I can imagine teaching our class must have been a nightmare.


Mum and Dad both come from huge families, so they were better at letting things like my concern about my height slide. What didn’t help was that relatives would always make me go back-to-back with my cousins and then say, ‘Miranda, you haven’t grown at all!’ And I hadn’t. Despite this, neither of my parents could understand why I would build up such a complex over it.


Dad was one of twelve, Mum the eldest of eight. With such a big extended family, you’d think I’d have a thicker skin. My cousins were so used to taunting one another, naturally I was always the next target. I was an only child so, even though I was told not to react, I didn’t always handle it well and, like my dad, I have an awful poker face, so everyone knew exactly how I felt. I had to learn how to deal with those taunts, share my toys and my parents’ attention. They weren’t easy lessons.


Still, I’m grateful to have so many cousins. I remember at age five asking my mum when I was going to get a little brother or sister, and her sitting me on her lap and saying, ‘I’m really sorry, but Mummy can’t give you that.’


I later found out it had been a long road for her to fall pregnant with me. There were many complications during labour, and she had almost died. My friend Benjamin Law (who wrote the wonderful book The Family Law that is now a television series) calls up his mother every birthday to thank her for all the pain she went through to give birth to him. I really need to take up this tradition. My mother is an incredibly generous mother and Aunty. It’s clear that her sometimes stern ways come from a place of love. That said, I was envious of the way my friends and cousins could distract their parents from their own disobedience by saying, ‘But what about [insert sibling’s name here]? They did [insert offence here]!’ I had no one to deflect to. I could never get away with skipping school or not handing in homework, because my mother would be on my back straightaway. No mercy.


But because of the home I grew up in, one that gave me the safety to be myself, I was also empowered to stand up for myself. My parents kept a diary of all the funny things I said to them as a kid. My dad told me that one day when I was four years old I walked into the dining room and he said to me, ‘Good morning, my golden girl,’ and I told him straight out, ‘I’m not a golden girl, I’m a Black girl.’ So, that was that.


Poor bloke never got a break. Here’s an extract from his journal from another day:




16.11.1992


At breakfast, Miranda wanted to know the name of the box she was sitting on (she sits on a box to give her height at the table so she can eat easily). I said, ‘That’s Tupperware, my sugar plum,’ to which she replied in an abrasive tone, ‘Not Sugar Plum! Am I a fruit?’ I said no, she wasn’t a fruit, so that settled that; but I couldn’t stop laughing at myself. She rebutted a sexist remark very well, even if I meant it as a form of affection.





Not a sugar plum. Not a golden girl. A Black woman from day dot.


Not only does it feel completely normal for me to say I’m Aboriginal, it is something I like about myself and is something that can never be separated from who I fundamentally am.









CHAPTER TWO


NO PLAN B


WHEN I WAS FIVE, MY DAD GOT A JOB AS TOWN CLERK at Jabiru Town Council (it’s now West Arnhem Regional Council), which crushed my dreams of becoming a ballerina. When we moved from Darwin, I discovered Jabiru didn’t care for ballet. I, in turn, didn’t care for the ancient rock formations, the breathtaking waterfalls or the majestic wildlife that lived across the ever-expanding floodplains. I wanted the pink tutu, pointy shoes and nothing else. My mum had tried to make the move more appealing by mentioning the tap-dance group that got together after school. I was so offended that my mother would even attempt to sign me up, I walked off in a huff, disgusted at the thought that this backwater had tap-dance classes but not ballet. My dreams of becoming a ballerina had been destroyed.


Maybe to distract me from my tutu obsession, my parents began a Friday-night tradition of riding our bikes up to the local video shop and picking a movie to watch together. (I’ll take this moment to humbly brag that I have now surpassed their knowledge of Hollywood actors and the films they’ve been in. Some now call me MTDb.) I absorbed their interest in art—paintings, songs, books, films, television shows and plays—which naturally morphed into my putting shows on in the lounge room. I remember choreographing and dancing to the song ‘Friend Like Me’ from Disney’s Aladdin for my grandfather’s birthday. My parents, cousins and Nana were all sitting watching, and I remember the little thrill as I brought out my stereo and pressed play. I was really proud to perform for him after I had spent all afternoon on the routine. I had never understood this feeling until then—that buzz you get when you’re about to perform. I hadn’t dressed up, because it was all about having an audience. I know, such an only child.


The love of performing was only heightened when I’d visit my cousins in Sydney. Aunty Linda still has tapes of me and her sons, my cousins Guy and Nicholas, using their video recorder to film not only the important news of the week, but the people we thought were going to save us from evil. When I was a reporter, I played a scorpion expert. Because that’s what everyone wants to know about every week: what scorpions are up to. Power Rangers were big at the time, and Guy and Nick were both dressed as them. I can’t remember how they had managed to break into my character’s house, but once they had, I kicked both their arses.


At my Aunty Jenny and Uncle Bob’s house, there was an amazing dress-ups box. It was my cousin Olivia, who was my age, who made me want to do ballet because she was going to classes. I loved wearing her pink tutu. Olivia and my cousin Louise and I would make up dance routines to our favourite songs.


I was thirteen when the actor Aaron Pedersen came to my school in Jabiru. Aaron was one of the stars of the Australian TV show Water Rats, which was huge in the nineties. It was a show about police solving crimes on the water. It was years ahead of its time. Aaron was in Jabiru to conduct a drama workshop with us kids. Here was someone telling me I could change who I was through acting. Who showed me how to walk and talk differently. To become someone else. I loved it.


At some moment in that workshop I realised … this was Aaron’s job. It’s not that I wasn’t aware of home-grown films and television. I absolutely adored Strictly Ballroom, Muriel’s Wedding and Priscilla, Queen of the Desert. But meeting Aaron Pedersen made the idea of becoming a performer in Australia possible for me. Like I said earlier, you don’t aspire to be what you cannot see. Aaron made me see. I could actually be paid for all of the things I enjoyed doing at home—dressing up and putting on funny voices. Except rather than do it badly in my lounge room, it could become a craft. I couldn’t change being short or being Aboriginal, and I didn’t want to, but through taking on the role of someone else, maybe I wouldn’t have to.


While I grew up being proud of everything I am, one of the big reasons I embraced acting was that I knew that being Aboriginal seemed to bother a lot of non-Indigenous people around me. Performing reminded me that I didn’t have to deny any aspect of myself. I had found an outlet, not only a way to articulate who I was but how to care for myself when I did so. In saying this, finding my voice didn’t happen overnight. It’s definitely a process, one that I want to evolve and grow over time.


My adolescence had been a real test of courage. I remember being fourteen and being asked by a boy in my class, ‘So, Miranda, why do you say you’re Aboriginal?’ This was a strange question to me, because it was completely normal to call myself that. It was what my family wanted me to call myself. But there was only one other boy in the class who had a non-Indigenous dad like me. The rest of the Black kids in my year had two Aboriginal parents. So, I was a point of interest. I struggled to find the language to deconstruct the way I had grown up, the way I saw the world around me. I shrugged and said, ‘Because I am.’ But this guy needed an answer. ‘But your dad’s White,’ the boy pointed out. ‘Why don’t you say that you’re part-Aboriginal?’ Honestly, we were doing pottery. I couldn’t understand why he would want to have a conversation about the affect of colonisation over moulding clay. I simply told him it was derogatory, but he still didn’t understand—why was it derogatory to embrace my father’s heritage as much as my mother’s, since I love them both equally? I was not, and still am not, a damn cake mix. I am not a percentage.


This inquisition really got to me. I told my parents when I got home, and it happened to coincide with a speech I had to prepare for English, with the very unfortunate and not-well-thought-out name of ‘Oral Assessment’. Teachers … I know how hard you work, but please don’t call an assignment for fourteen-year-olds an ‘Oral Assessment’.


When it came to preparing my speech for English class, I wasn’t really equipped to illustrate how the true history of this land informs the lives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. Thankfully, my parents filled in a lot of gaps. In fact, when I wanted to understand why our Prime Minister at the time, John Howard, wanted to claim Terra Nullius, it was Mum who said, ‘He’s trying to tell us that Aboriginal people were never here before the English.’ It was the most political I had ever seen my mum. As grateful as I was that my parents had kept an open dialogue through books and general conversation, it was something I was also hoping to learn at school. Sure, I was taught pockets of history, but the remainder of the time I was learning about Ancient Egypt and Medieval England. As fascinating as both these histories are, I was burning to know about our own. When we got to choose what we wanted to write about in our Social Studies class, I decided to research Eddie Mabo and the Native Title Act. Since I wasn’t going to learn about it from the teacher, I decided to find out for myself. I remember my year-five teacher a few years earlier teaching us about Australia’s neighbours, where we touched on the cultures that came from Indonesia, Papua New Guinea and New Zealand. I know there’s a lot more but we covered a lot from those three countries, and it was because of this that at that time I decided to do a Social Studies project on the Maori of New Zealand. Because, again, it was another ancient culture that we weren’t going to learn about and I knew that while their culture was inherently different, their experience with colonisation was similar to ours. I remember my friend pointing out that I always picked out ‘Indigenous things’ but I wanted something to take out into adult life. I mean, wasn’t that what school was supposed to prepare me for?


I know I’m not alone in this experience; a lot of people in my generation have left school without knowing about the history of this country that existed before Captain Cook arrived. But having my ancestors’ lives completely erased from the history I was taught made me more vulnerable when I was asked to give up my blackness and just be Australian. The whole way Australia is set up is still designed for me to do that. But even if I did deny being Aboriginal, or say that I was ‘half’, my family would still be in exactly the same place. The gap in health and education would still exist. Some non-Indigenous people would ask me where my dark relatives came from.


Thank God my English teacher Ms Vandermark was deeply committed to educating us all on the history of Kakadu. I remember learning in her class about the Macassans, who traded trepang (sea slug) with the Yolngu across Eastern Arnhem Land, but also of Truganini in Tasmania and other Aboriginal rebels. Ms Vandermark did an incredible job given how isolated we were and how broken the education system is.


Knowing how unruly the boys were, knowing that the education system had left kids like me behind, I wanted to get up in front of the class in English and say what I never got to say to the boy in art class. I remember my dad staying up with me until 1am to help me break down why being part-, half-, quarter- or any-other-fraction-Aboriginal was wrong to say to any kid like me.


By the time I got up in front of the class, I was fired up. I had something to say and I was going to say it. I challenged the class on why I was expected to choose between my parents’ identities but the White kids who had two White parents were saved from this labour. I asked why they didn’t have to decipher what kind of White they were. Of course, the boys didn’t want to be told this and by the end of my presentation I was booed and taunted. I thought that I would only have to cop it that day and they would sleep it off, but the bullying got worse. Over the next days and weeks my chair was pulled from under me, my hair was tugged and I was called awful names like ‘gin-bag’ and ‘nigger’.


Just sitting there and taking it would have made me hate myself even more. I didn’t want to go to school anymore. I stood up for myself as best I could but the constant arguing finally got to the point where the year coordinator called me and some of the boys into a meeting to sort it out. At the end of it we still disagreed with one another, but this was the teacher’s way of telling all of us to rein it in. The boys stopped hassling me because they didn’t want to deal with another meeting.


I’m telling this story because in my early teens I really struggled to articulate who I was, and whenever I tried to explain I would end up feeling like I had alienated myself from the people around me. My parents and friends just wanted me to turn the other cheek. So, when we moved out of Jabiru and back to Darwin, I decided to try out their advice. I made friendships with many considerate people at Darwin High School. There were lots of compassionate and intelligent students at the school. But the suburbs surrounding that school didn’t have a lot of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families living in them, so there weren’t many Black students attending that school. I was one of the few. My grandmother had moved into the area before it had become gentrified, and we were now living in that house. At school, I was made to feel like my Aboriginality was a burden on everyone else, so, like a lot of sixteen year olds, I acknowledged everything else but my cultural connection to my traditional lands, just to fit in. This was despite the fact that my grandmother had been born under a tree where the high school now stands.


The everyday racism that me and my family experienced in the Northern Territory doesn’t look like angry people carrying torches, pitchforks and white blankets. Whenever I spoke from an honest place about the way I saw things, I was more often than not met with a lot of hostility or denial. It was at high school where I realised that I would be regularly considering the feelings of a non-Indigenous person if they were made to acknowledge race.


Also, despite my mother being a remarkably strong woman, she was quite selective when she chose to be outspoken. Even though she was very understanding, she was of the belief that keeping my head down and focusing on my school work was the best way to deal with some of the micro-aggressions I faced at school. It was how a lot of the women in my mother’s family survived. While self-care is so important, I didn’t always agree with just letting things slide—where could I place my frustration and resentment when I felt othered? I needed an outlet when I was misunderstood.


There is a spark in me that has always been determined that I will be more than the limitations people placed on me for being a short, Aboriginal girl. I didn’t think being short, being Aboriginal or being a girl was ever an issue for me, but when people were reminded that I was all three, it would become an issue for them. It was bigger than me, too. I was often made to choose between my dad’s identity and my mother’s, my mother’s being a larger threat.


Listening to Aaron Pedersen, an Arrernte–Arabana man, ignited that spark. Acting sounded like the best job in the world and I couldn’t picture myself doing anything else. I guess that’s pretty decisive for a thirteen year old, but I’ve always loathed having to do things I don’t want to do. If I ever protested about completing chores or homework on a hated subject, my parents would bleakly point out that most of adult life consisted of having to do things you didn’t want to do. If that were the case, I thought, then I would resent being a grown-up a whole lot less if I chose a career where I was excited to wake up and go to work.


I can’t remember when exactly I told my mum that I wanted to be an actor, but my parents never stopped me from chasing that as a career. Mum started collecting issues of Deadly Vibe magazine for me. Often handed out in schools, this magazine was a part of Vibe Australia, a Black-run media outlet. It went out to the wider Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community, namely school kids. There were articles about eating a healthy, balanced diet and the importance of going to school every day. It was about empowering kids and sharing stories about Indigenous creatives. It is where I learned about Deborah Mailman and Leah Purcell. Seeing experienced, professional actors making a name for themselves in the mainstream media planted the idea that my home and my community would still be there if I left; it made it a less scary thing to contemplate. I knew I could always come back to country.


To be a really great actor you have to be given the permission to do it by others. My parents were a big reason for my bravery. I’m grateful that incessantly asking to be granted this freedom of expression has paid off. It doesn’t always for performers in the industry, so it is important to me that whenever I’m given an opportunity, I take it with both hands and run with it.


Before we had moved back to Darwin, my mum happened to come across a pamphlet for the National Institute of Dramatic Art (NIDA), the prestigious Australian institution that boasts alumni such as Cate Blanchett and Hugo Weaving. They toured their short courses nation-wide to all the capital cities in Australia, and Mum signed me up for one in Darwin during my school holidays. The teacher was Wendy Strehlow, a kind woman who had also graduated from NIDA and gone on to a successful acting career. Every day for the week, we would start by doing a salute to the sun. It was the first time I ever did yoga. During these workshops I realised that while acting was still a lot of fun and you could use your imagination, it was no longer a hobby for the people who made a life out of it. I saw that there is a discipline behind an actor’s instincts.


My mum could see that I was in to this acting caper in a big way, so she signed me up for more classes in Sydney—after we had Christmas with my dad’s side of the family in Engadine in the Shire. Dad had to go back to work in the Northern Territory in the new year but Mum and I stayed with my Aunty, who, like my mum, was also called Barbara, so I could attend NIDA’s summer school. This was when I got a real taste of what life would be like as a performer. Not just because of what we were learning in class, but the fact that preparing for a performance becomes all-consuming. I would be woken up by my mother at 6am and we would be on a train, then a bus for the roughly two-and-a-half-hour trip to NIDA. By the time I’d get back to my Aunty Barb’s again, I was told to shower, eat, then go to bed. My mum would not let me stay up to watch TV, even if it was school holidays. So, I’m a drama nerd because of her.


Later that year, I had my first ever audition for a film. Open casting calls were being held for the role of Molly in Rabbit-Proof Fence. Phillip Noyce, the director of Clear and Present Danger, Dead Calm and The Bone Collector, was making a film adaptation of Doris Pilkington Garimara’s book. The production was doing an Australia-wide search, and had come to Darwin to hold auditions. The story followed the escape of Doris’s mother, Molly, from Moore River Native Settlement. Just like my great-grandmother Dedja, Molly was taken from her mother’s arms to be assimilated into Western society, so the story resonated with me and I wanted the part of Molly so much.


It wasn’t much of an audition per se, it was basically an interview in front of a camera. I was so nervous. I talked about where I came from and who my family were. When I was asked if I spoke any of my ancestors’ language, I was honest and told them no. It saddened me that I couldn’t express myself in this way and that it was something that had been out of my control. The last speaker of the Larrakia language had passed away in the early 1970s and took the language with his spirit. Obviously there are traditional words we know, especially when we talk about plants and animals, but this isn’t something that can be spoken fluently. As much as I wanted the role, something told me that I wasn’t right for the part. Then I received a letter in the mail saying that unfortunately I was not chosen for the part of Molly. Even though I knew I wasn’t right for it, I was devastated, but my mother wouldn’t let me feel sorry for myself. She reminded me that this would happen a lot if I really wanted to become a professional actor, and I couldn’t give up at the first rejection. The film came out the following year. A ‘Making Of’ documentary was on TV in the lead-up to the release of the movie, and watching it I saw that Everlyn Sampi was just so right as Molly. She was a natural. Not only did the camera love her, this Bardi woman was clearly cast because of the inner strength she carried. That’s when I came to the realisation that a rejection didn’t mean I couldn’t be a good actor, but the essence I could bring to a role might not always be the right fit. I could continue to evolve as a performer, but the way we are cast can be completely subjective. So, I didn’t get the role but I fell more in love with the idea of acting.


I was fifteen when we moved back to Darwin from Jabiru. The high school in Jabiru only went up to year ten. Most of the miners who lived in the town sent their kids off to boarding school for the last two years of their education, but my mum was keen to be back with family on country. By this point I really, really wanted to move down to Sydney and attend a performing-arts school such as The McDonald College or Newtown High School of the Performing Arts. I practically begged my mother to allow me to be a child star, but she refused. I was going to have a normal childhood and graduate from a normal high school whether I wanted to or not.


It wasn’t a bad decision. Darwin High School has an extensive Dance and Drama faculty and I signed up for all of it. The entire population of Jabiru had been about 1100 people, give or take, and this was about the number of students at Darwin High. It felt exciting and vibrant and I was ready to push myself. This was the sea change I had been hoping for. I was diving right in with acting as my focus, so after each school day finished I would go to Corrugated Iron Youth Arts, an incredible local youth theatre company.


Jeremy Rice was my main tutor at Corrugated Iron and he was the one who told me that to be a good actor you need to absorb everything—watch films and plays, read everything. Jeremy made it clear that it was more than just chilling on the couch, and that I should be actively interpreting the way in which a story was structured. At this point I had no idea how to write plays or screenplays. But understanding what stories stayed with me and why was a good starting point. It was the best advice and I found it easy to embrace.


Because Jeremy was a NIDA alumni he recognised my passion for the craft and knew that an audition piece was important, so he taught me Juliet’s soliloquy from Romeo and Juliet. It was the biggest challenge I’d ever had as a performer up until then, but having the soliloquy in my back pocket became a big asset for future auditions. Also, I was obsessed with Claire Danes and that angel costume in Baz Luhrmann’s film, so Jeremy also gave me the belief that I could play this role. My Drama teacher at Darwin High School, Sally Crawford, told me about the Bell Shakespeare company, a premier theatre company based in Sydney. Established by actor/director John Bell, the company brought Shakespeare plays and other classics to regional areas, including Darwin. Because I fly so much for work now, I can easily forget how big the country is. When I Google nerdy facts such as ‘How many European countries fit into Australia’, I’m reminded just how ridiculously big it is. The sheer size of the continent makes it incredibly difficult for those living outside Sydney and Melbourne to be exposed to theatre of Bell Shakespeare’s calibre. It is incredibly ambitious of Bell Shakespeare to tour actors to these isolated parts of the country, but it is what the company is renowned for.
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