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Throughout history humans have looked to the night 



sky to help explain their existence, but the conclusions peoples draw from the 


same sky can be remarkably different. European astronomy uses constellations 


of stars to tell a story, but sometimes Aboriginal Australia uses the darkness 


between the stars. Dark Emu is a shape in the dark areas between the stars of 


the Milky Way. 


It’s a different way of seeing.


NOTE TO READERS


Young Dark Emu


 is taken from the book Dark Emu, written for 


older readers. It includes many quotes from people in the past. At times, words 


are used to describe Aboriginal people that are now considered inappropriate.


Young Dark Emu includes extracts from many original nineteenth-century 



colonial diaries. Because of this, spellings vary between quoted documents.


OPPOSITE: FROM EMU DREAMING: AN INTRODUCTION TO AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL 



ASTRONOMY, RAY AND CILLA NORRIS, 2014. PHOTOGRAPH BY BARNABY NORRIS
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WHEN THE BRITISH officers 



and convicts of the First Fleet arrived in 


Australia in 1788, their aim was to claim the 


land as their own.


They considered it their duty to expand 


the British Empire. They were confident in 


their assumption that they had the ‘right’ to 


occupy the ‘empty land’.


It is clear from the journals of early settlers 


and explorers that few came to Australia  



to marvel at a new civilisation – they had 


come to replace it. They planned to clear 


land, grow crops, farm, build houses, make 


towns and cities, and establish law and 


order as they recognised it. In their rush  



for possession of land, they turned their  



eyes away from the obvious signs of the  



civilisation that already existed.


As European explorers and settlers 


moved across Australia in search of land to 


claim, they made records and kept diaries, 


and drew and painted what they saw. These 


journals and drawings have been the basis 


for the accepted view of Australia’s history. 


However, when we look at these records 


carefully, we can see Australia as it was  



prior to colonisation. The journals show that, 


for many thousands of years, Aboriginal 


people had been working together across 


the country to farm and care for the land. 


INTRODUCTION
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It was a very inconvenient truth that 


Indigenous Australians lived in permanent 


structures and in large communities, built 


dams and wells, planted and irrigated and 


harvested seed, and preserved and stored 


the surplus. In fact, Aboriginal people had 


been shaping their land for thousands of 


years.


None of this fits with the long-held view 


that Aboriginal Australians lived a roaming 


nomadic life as hunter-gatherers, surviving 


day to day solely by collecting fruits and 


seeds and hunting animals.


ABOVE: FROM THE SKETCHBOOK SCENES FROM ABORIGINAL LIFE BY KWAT KWAT ARTIST TOMMY MCRAE, 1862



In  Young Dark Emu – A Truer History, 



I give examples of firsthand accounts, 


including diaries and illustrations, from 


early settlers and explorers. These are only 


a few of the many descriptions in these 


diaries. And we can only imagine the other 


Aboriginal villages and farmlands and 


enterprises across this vast continent that 


were never recorded. 


These eyewitness accounts tell us how 


Aboriginal people lived and ask you to 


consider a different view of how Australia 


was before the British arrived. 


They offer a truer history.
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ONCE THEIR SENTENCE had 



been served, many convicts chose to remain 


in the colony and acquire land. Owning land 


was something they could never have done 


if they had returned to England. 


In the new colony, administrators and 


soldiers made themselves rich by buying 


and selling land. When free settlers began 


to arrive, they too were greedy for land and 


quickly acquired any that was available. 


With all available government land allo-



cated, the newcomers turned to outlying 


districts beyond the ranges and coves 


of Sydney. They took with them plenty of 


weapons and men to use them. 


In the earliest days of the colony, 


Aboriginal people tried to draw the British 


into the codes of behaviour they expected 


from ‘visitors’. But the colonisers had no 


intention of respecting Aboriginal law and 
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