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EDITORIAL


Jonathan Green


MANY THINGS PLAY on the mind of the new editor at an old magazine. Top priority: don’t let the thing perish on your watch.


And here we are with a new edition of Meanjin, the last of its 81st year, and the last of my editorship. The good news is that there will be another edition next March, this one prepared by the magazine’s new—twelfth—editor, Esther Anatolitis.


So Meanjin survives, and the most critical performance marker of this now former editor’s time in the job is met.


It has been an anxious privilege to steer this old and delicate vessel. This is my 28th edition and in those thousands of pages lie millions of thoughtful, carefully crafted words, from writers old and new. The great joy of editorship is to publish new voices and to see that talent flourish. The great joy of editing Meanjin is to be received with enthusiasm by writers from across the board of experience and prestige: the reputation of the magazine remains high, as does, I believe, the quality of its offering.


We live in a very different world to the one founding editor Clem Christesen confronted with that slim volume of Queensland poetry in December 1940. But in its way Meanjin’s mission, as outlined in its first editorial, remains: ‘at a time of war and transition, we still strive to “talk poetry”. For we believe it is our duty to do so.’


Indeed it is. •





UP FRONT


NATIONAL ACCOUNTS


Australia Day


Bruce Pascoe


DEAR AUSTRALIA, My friend is scared.


He’s one of the most decent and intelligent people I have ever met and his courage and persistence under extreme duress can never been found wanting. He’s not a coward by any means, but right now he’s scared.


My friend is responsible for one of the most important sites in humanity’s journey. We found it by accident three years ago but no archaeologist has been there as yet. Australia, when you do get to hear about this, or, heaven forbid, see it, your heart will break, because what was it that stopped you knowing this before? Colonial rule number one.
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Illustration by Lee Lai





Let’s pretend the people Britain stole the land from weren’t using it, our kings and queens only stole land from savages, that will salve the Christian heart, even if it requires stopping the hearts of millions of others. Colonial rule one, she’s a beauty.


Another brother 500 kilometres away is scared too. His people were mining sandstone for high-quality kitchen implements. I can see the ads at half-time in the footy, not one but two all-purpose grinding dishes, but wait, if you ring now we’ll double the whole offer!


Australia, if you could be there and look around that site to see the scale of it, if you could see the beauty of the chalcedony knives and kitchen choppers, so fine you can see through their mauve and amber glass, so beautifully formed. These implements were made by artists, made with religious inspiration. We know this to be so because on the crown of the hill just above the mine and the houses, there is a ceremonial circuit that covers three kilometres. Earnest, devout observance of thanks.


Oh, and look over there, just beyond the creek, there are the houses where the miners and engineers lived, not a suburb for the engineer and squalor for the labourer, they lived together and worked shoulder to shoulder in the mine. What sort of society is this?


Now let’s look at the house. The thatch is all gone but the beams and battens are still there. The floors of most houses were powdered rock, smooth as talcum powder but with no dust, rub it between your fingers and you feel like lying down and going to sleep; after a hard day’s work what you need is—a soft and glorious bed.


Oh Australia, I want you to know this but you can’t just yet, because my brothers are scared, afraid you will despoil these sites, treat them like tourist trinkets. Your heart will break when you understand your country and countrymen better. And all you have to do is vote for the Voice to give these men a chance to argue for their culture and history and care.


After the voting, however, is the thinking. Why is it that those engineers chose to share and trade everything but never go to war for land? That is the biggest question the world can ask itself. Why did these traders choose not to use their human predilection for violence as a tool in land war, a tool to dominate resources?


Dear Australia, let us reach a point where we can consider the biggest question in the world. Everybody, the whole world, is waiting with abated breath while we have the discussion that goes to the heart of human survival, more than that, it goes to the heart of civilisation and human decency.


What is the natural condition of man? My old teachers told me that war was the natural condition of man. What a bleak prospect for children to live under, the necessity to kill.


Think of the old mines and churches, the galleries and homes; here humans were intent on sharing and trading and worshipping Mother Earth, for to worship the planet rather than an iconic human separates us from our ego.


But first, the little tick in the box and then the hard won joy begins. I love you with all my heart, Australia. Can we take this step together thoughtfully, without nastiness, can we make one political decision with love and wonder and—peace?


Just before my brother and I sat down in the shade of a coolabah tree to have our modest sandwiches I took a photo of him sitting in one of the old house foundations. When I look at this very imperfect photo it breaks my heart because all I can see is my country, and all of you, thinking.


So far there’s only a few of us who know about it. Oh, and the bloke on the motorbike who sometime since the recent floods drove right through it without stopping. Andy’s gone a-droving and he don’t know where he are.


Oh, young man, you were blind to your modest careful country, but I hope your children will learn to see her. I hope they look at the photo of the thinking man and hope against all hope that we can ease his heart and that Australia can become herself. •




Bruce Pascoe is a Yuin, Bunurong and Tasmanian man. He is a board member of the Aboriginal Corporation for Languages and was awarded the 2018 Australia Council’s Lifetime Achievement Award for Literature. Dark Emu (2014), a history of Aboriginal agriculture, won the 2016 NSW Premier’s Book of the Year Award.






WILL WE FUCK FOR PLEASURE IN THE APOCALYPSE?


Anna Spargo-Ryan


I LIVE NEAR AN ambulance depot. Without exception, I wake in the peach pre-dawn to an orchestra of rising sirens. I imagine all the individual worlds that have ended in the night, every person who has opened their eyes to find a newly minted corpse alongside them. Every day I wake thinking about a thousand deaths and still I reach across to my adults-only drawer and wish myself a good morning.


Mark Zuckerberg’s Meta has changed the way its algorithm works, one presumes to divert attention from its refusal to remove hate speech or deplatform fascists. In one group I’m in, the word ‘men’ must be censored, instead becoming m3n or m*n, not because the people in the group don’t like men but because the word itself triggers Facebook’s filter to shut down ‘problematic’ communities. Merely typing men in full makes Facebook believe you are a misandrist, and maybe that is why you become one.


The new algorithm delivers into your feed content you didn’t previously know you cared about. I scroll until I find a strip of reels made by strangers to fill the next empty seven seconds. The algorithm mostly serves me American cooking videos. As people in the next street are trapped in modern slavery, threatened with deportation and death, tiny films record a dish of canned soup with plastic cheese poured over Hamburger Helper potato gems and called keto. I watch another, and another. Mexican street corn inspired Kraft mac’n’cheese. Sweet bread around a whole side of ribs. I greedily consume reel after reel, listening to the morning sirens and I think, well, at least they’re doing something.


I turn on YouTube while I’m pounding my knees into powder on my treadmill so I can live forever. My favourite is a channel called ‘Tasting History with Max Miller’. He cooks from centuries-old recipes and while it bubbles away on the stove he also talks about the history of the food. He’s handsome and funny. I always learn something new. Running on the treadmill dries out my lips and no-one comes to moisten them so they crack when I laugh. Sometimes when I go to bed, I spend a moment realising that I miss Max Miller, a person who smiles at me while a new species goes extinct every one to five minutes.


•    •    •


This morning I used my fingerprint to unlock my phone and Brisbane City Council was giving out free sandbags ahead of the next flood event. A total of 795 millimetres of rain came down in February and March, when 18,000 homes and businesses were lost. Now, La Niña will return for a third year running. A girl—a little girl, depending on your translation—coming to destroy everything. Get your free sandbags at the town hall. Quickly, before she sweeps away everything and all we have left, briefly, blazingly, is one another.


Elon Musk, a harbinger of the apocalypse, laments both the overpopulation of the world (the need to populate Mars instead) and the underpopulation of the world (the need to access fertility treatments to have babies with his senior employee). He goes on podcasts to talk about the falling birth rate in the United States. He writes, ‘Earth is basically empty of humans.’ According to Google, the world’s population is 7.753 billion today. In Austin, Texas, where Musk says he lives, it is as hot as it has ever been.


Baby booms always follow disaster. There’s a whole generation named for the phenomenon of coming close to death, excuse the pun, and hungrily grabbing at primal urges, at self-preservation, at sensations that remind you you’re alive. Nine months after wars. Nine months after 9/11. Nine months after whenever COVID began, and nine months after the next time it began, and the next time.


Remember last summer? Or was it summers earlier, before the viral load of time had removed its meaning? Peeling your skin away from another person’s, somehow slick and sticky at once, velcroed together by record temperatures, by the smell of smoke, by images of people cowering on a beach. Letting your sweat drip into someone else’s mouth, their eyes. Bodies shining in the summer night when it is 39 degrees at ten o’clock, a red sky never quite dark so you may as well touch. Is that how it happened? Or did we just toss and turn angrily under a thin sheet (because the oceans may be rising but we are still civilised) until morning?


•    •    •


I killed it at pilates yesterday. Drove my internal combustion engine to a studio one suburb away and took my legs from tabletop to extensions with obliques. I channelled all my righteous aggression about the war in Ukraine into a jack-knife crunch. After the class I ate a protein bar in the car park. It tasted of nothing; carob-coated chocolate sand from the bin. My body has become lean and powerful, the way magazines told me it should be. I can bend it into shapes I see in incognito browser windows. It’s not so you’ll fuck me. I need to be strong enough to hold back the climate-related landslides, to run from fire, to fight for food.


The way you behave as a hot-blooded adult in movies about the end of the world depends on the nature of the disaster. If an asteroid is coming, you can be the sexless hero promising to fight it with their fists. If the end is supernatural, you can be an impossibly ripped and humourless superhero. Time travel? Sexy but too hellbent on revenge to notice. Zombies? Horny but busy. Aliens? You can bone, but only once the monsters are at your door.


I play a video game about the apocalypse. Not the real apocalypse. Not a mass extinction event caused by the clearing of ancient forests and the prioritisation of land for animal rearing and the overuse of safe fresh water. This video game is set in a nuclear fallout. It is comfortable here. Life is easy. The ‘wasteland’ has a steady supply of slightly irradiated food and purified water so I don’t have to eat the pet dog I somehow have. Currency is bottle caps. Everywhere I go, I find guns I already know how to use to fight radioactive enemies.


My character in the game is a sultry, attractive survivalist. She can kill a giant glowing insect with her bare hands, and repair a weapon with scavenged scrap metal and tape. But no-one flirts with her. No-one sidles up to her in the nuclear winter bar to let their hand fall into the small of her back. The survivors she meets do not drag their fingernails across her touch-deprived skin and watch her soft hairs stand on end. They do not let their lips brush against hers. My PlayStation’s only concern is survival.


Is this what happens in the real apocalypse? I stand in a queue with strangers while the unprecedented storm rages outside and my body shudders: touch me, touch me.


•    •    •


When the weather turns from winter to spring there is a new sense of dread. It is warm in the mornings. Is that good? No-one can remember. Is winter supposed to continue into October? People on the internet type sentences like ‘The woke army reckons this is GLOBAL WARMING?’ I pick ice from my car. The tree in my garden explodes into tiny green fireworks. While I’m doing a workout from the internet I watch a bird on a wire shake out her feathers in the unseasonal rain. Another bird appears, aggressively mounts her for a moment and flies away. It doesn’t even touch the wire, just uses the first bird as a platform.


This week scientists discovered sex pheromones can make antidepressant medication more effective. When mice are horny, ketamine makes them happier than it does when they’re in a meeting. When I’m tense and angry my sex drive plummets. That’s clinically normal. You need that energy to respond to emails and apologise for being late and whack your fingers into the keyboard, no innuendo intended.


I worry about not having an idea for an article or forgetting how to make a Facebook post or not seeing any cute dogs. If you touch me, my skin will ripple with stress. I can’t wear the alluring lingerie I bought online. I can’t have a cheeky snog in the kitchen. I have to go to work, like a character in a sexy legal drama disappointing her family on Thanksgiving. If we try to bang, my body will simply disintegrate. End-stage capitalism has no space in its calendar for blow jobs.


The climate crisis dwarfs this everyday strain by magnitudes. So the anger is manifestly larger, too, right? Our sex drives must be pulverised in the face of the bona fide end of life as we know it. As we live the slow but imminent decline of every ecosystem, every natural process, every single-celled organism, every majestic ocean creature, every ancient civilisation and scientific discovery and all of human knowledge, we will stop thinking about hot breath on our neck and do something. Won’t we? Surely?


And yet, when I see a TikTok post about the acidification of the ocean, my overwhelming need is to be beside you.


Are we fucking for pleasure, now, in the apocalypse? •




Anna Spargo-Ryan is a Melbourne writer. Her latest book, a memoir about anxiety and happiness, is A Kind of Magic.






PINK POST-ITS AND BLUE CANDLES


Lyn Chatham


WE WERE JUST starting on our prawn crackers. There was John, a student friend, Ian, now my husband and then boyfriend, and me.


‘That film made me feel so cold,’ Ian said.


‘It’s meant to,’ I replied, with a laugh. ‘The Tale of Ruby Rose is set in winter in the Tassie mountains.’


‘You know what?’ I added. I waited until the waiter had placed the chicken noodle soups before us. ‘This is gonna sound funny but I loved those scenes with the notebook, scrapbook, what was it, A3 sized? Those pictures of Ruby’s demons, the elements, the moon. Great drawings—and just the way all the pages were stiffened.’


‘A learned critique of a film I don’t think,’ said John.


*


I find that I can’t trust memory alone to record all the observations and thoughts I have pertaining to a creative life. In my bedroom cum office, overlooking this quiet, suburban street, I sit on my black vinyl swivel chair in front of a wooden desk and look out the window. Nothing is moving in my view through the leadlight, except for the vent turning on top of my neighbour’s garage. I open a new journal a friend has given me for my birthday. The book is from Typo, A5 sized, with a hardcover of grey and white weave. Inside the front cover is a mock-up of an office pro forma with headings: ‘Tick/Never Have I Ever’ for such categories as ‘Cheated on a test, Been dumped by text’. This product is aimed at a market younger than one that includes me. The gift was accompanied by a gold-plated biro with a brown, fluffy, golf ball–sized head. A bookmark of black slender ribbon is attached to the book. Picking up the fluffy thing, I write in black:




last 10 days—seen woman three times


wearing same clothes—retro red + white


floral waisted dress, white cardigan


Rachael, replicant in Blade Runner,


striding through screen





Why don’t I just use my amazing mobile phone to keep notes? I do, sometimes. But it’s not my preferred option. Many authors, even in digital times, use notebooks.


*


Ernest Hemingway is one of the most fêted authors from the twentieth century and much has been documented about his use of notebooks. Hemingway participated in extreme outdoor activities from an early age, such as boating on the open ocean, fishing and hunting in the wildernesses of Michigan, Wyoming and Arkansas. For practical reasons he often used moleskin-covered log books on these trips, recording data in an assortment of inks. In a 2013 article in the Guardian, Steven Poole suggests that moleskin notebooks from the Italian company Moleskine have become a writer’s ‘fetish object’:




Do you want to write like Ernest Hemingway or Bruce Chatwin? Then you need a Moleskine notebook. Purchase one of these marvels of stationery engineering—the strokable black cover with rounded corners, the bookmark, the expandable back pocket, the sewn pages—and it surely won’t be long before you are composing muscular sentences about exotic perambulations and recently deceased animals.





I could almost believe it.


When living in Paris in his twenties as a journalist and writer, Hemingway spent much time with his notebooks in favourite cafés, writing in pencil in left-leaning, squat handwriting. In his 1964 memoir of this period, The Moveable Feast, he wrote, ‘The blue-backed notebooks, the two pencils and the pencil sharpener … the marble topped tables, the smell of I crèmes, the smell of early morning sweeping out and mopping and luck were all you needed.’


I was intrigued to read that Hemingway was so impoverished at this time that he felt a pocket-knife for his sharpening would have been too much of a luxury. ‘I belong to this notebook and this pencil,’ he also famously declared in his memoir.


*


‘There’s Uluru,’ a man says as he stands up in his seat, across the aisle from us. Ian and I are flying to Bali in July 2014. I strain to see but cannot make out the revered shape. Disappointed, I sit again. But soon my window becomes enchanting. The landscape beneath us is stunning to a person who has never seen proper desert before. I realise I have to take notes. I don’t think about my phone. Well, it is a Motorola. But I didn’t bring a notebook with me.


I remember Helen Garner writing about using serviettes for notes. All that after-dinner rubbish has already been collected. But there is something else I can use.


Underneath the heading: ‘If affected by Motion sickness, please use this Bag’ on thin white paper, I write in blue pen:




a sea of cloud paws like a thousand cats


have left their mark


floating above orange, white crevices


like ancient leaves





*


The sick bag had been sitting loose in my A4-sized Visual Art Diary for some years after the trip. Until one day, tidying up my shelves, I noticed the bag and another scrap of paper falling out of the book. Cutting the bag in half, I pasted both parts into the book. They wouldn’t fit on the same page, so the back of the bag was allocated the next page. Underneath the sick bag notes I drew a squiggly line, and glued part of a small envelope containing the following:




the eyes of the bug marooned


on the white wall


near the painting of a garden


were green like mine





Accompanying this note was a simple drawing of the insect, with ‘metallic’ written across the body. I drew another squiggly line on the page and then wrote:




the ballerina of leaves curved around


the woman





That morning I had seen a photograph in the Age of a local elder involved with a campaign to preserve Indigenous birthing trees on the Western Highway in Victoria. I smiled. A lovely serendipity of ‘leaves’ now existed in my book. And, as for the insect, he/she wouldn’t be lost, now.


*


We stop at the servo in Gundagai. ‘It’s 40 degrees out there, ya know,’ the woman behind the counter says.


‘Really?’


I wished I didn’t know that. It sets up a dread in me. We are travelling in a 1991 Holden Apollo. Because of the age of the car, the engine cooling-system is struggling, so Ian refuses to switch on the aircon while ascending the hills. It is January 2005 and I will be attending a poetry workshop in Wollongong, Ian accompanying me, just to have a holiday.


Apart from my anxiety about the heat, I am impressed by the silence. Not in the car, but that which surrounds our journey. The freeway bypasses most towns so the yellow, rolling hills have a moment. Or many. I can really feel those early explorers. I get out my small Cumberland notebook from the glove-box and, as I do, the green- and white-lined front cover comes apart from the book. I find the first blank page towards the back and write notes in blue pen. I am also struck by a particular cloud formation. My anxiety floats away. Quick. Must take notes before that cloud is gone too. I write:


[image: image]




18thC courtesan


dress flowing at right angles


like Chagall or Blackman bride


half her face gone


talking to God cloud from Sistine Chapel





and make a rough drawing. When my poem ‘Some Advice from Hamilton Hume’ is published, the thread of present-day travellers imagining they are Hume and Hovell, including appreciating the vast sky and its clouds, is still the thrust of the work.


*


Joan Didion kept notebooks throughout her life and 50-year career. She famously wrote an essay entitled ‘On Keeping a Notebook’, which was included in her iconic collection Slouching Towards Bethlehem, first published in 1968. Maureen Dezell, a Boston journalist, wrote in 2017 of Didion that ‘her copious recording, collecting and augmenting of information, snatches of conversation, inklings of sentences that turn into paragraphs and paragraphs that grow into scenes has produced some of the raw material for five novels, nine works of nonfiction and a play’.


In ‘On Keeping a Notebook’ Didion states, ‘My first notebook was a Big Five tablet, given to me by my mother with the sensible suggestion that I stop whining and learn to amuse myself by writing down my thoughts.’ In the 1930s, Big Five was the name of a common writing book for children, with large spacing between the lines; however, I’m not sure if the ‘Five’ refers to the age of the children the product was aimed at or the conglomeration of five large publishers in the United States at the time. In researching the form of Didion’s other notebooks, I contacted the Bancroft Library, University of California, where the author’s papers are held.


When I perused photographs of some of Didion’s notebooks for her book-length essay Salvador, published in 1982, and the novel Democracy, published two years later, I felt a frisson. For Salvador, Didion used a brown moleskin notebook with an elasticised protective band, its pages composed of ‘graph’ paper. The Democracy notebook is spiral-bound and has a cardboard cover, the pages consisting of horizontally aligned index cards. The entries that I saw in both books were in black pen, as well as a few in red pen. Her handwriting was fairly upright, small and neat with some extravagant loops on the descenders; however, there were no pictures or diagrams in this preparative work.


*


One afternoon when the wind is blowing, as it often does here in this southern city, I decide that the sticky tape has to go. I spray some rose water essence around my head and chest, clear my desk of its highlighters, mouse mat and green nail polish and open the visual diary to the first available space. I start gluing any notes, drawings and pictures that have been attached superficially to the pages. I hope also better to effect that hardened quality I so crave.


There are only two typed sets of entries in the book, the majority of pages adorned in a hodgepodge of handwritten notes. On one page there are notes in green marker pen, next to notes in green biro. Another page has a simile on a pink Post-it next to a Christmas picture of three candles in blue tones. The back of an envelope, the back of a cheque and some cardboard from the back of a writing pad settle together as old paper-based friends. Several serviettes have to be glued carefully. On part of a salary slip is the note ‘Cutting code in half—cutting my life in bits’. ‘Bird Attack’, written in red marker, pops on a page of blue and black pen notes. Sentences, originally written around the white edges of a glossed festival poster, have now been attached in strips. A colour photo from a newspaper of a man piloting a cluster of party balloons in Maine. A leaflet advertising a meditation course, ‘Overcoming Anxiety’, with a simple graphic of a pigtailed Chinese man, meditating under a tree, where I wrote:




driving past the cemetery


I saw small trees running like ghosts





It feels so satisfying to stick my work down and I am disappointed when I have finished the task. But now I have all these heavier pages to turn. I just need something to add panache so I go to the kitchen and bring back a wine glass and a small bottle of prosecco.


*


The Shallows (excerpt)


it’s not the quality of meditation


but the pink roses in white netting over our heads


it’s not the crispness of dukkah nor richness of the salmon


but the candlelight framing yellow carnations


it’s not what’s flowing from your mouth


as much as the fullness of your lips, the unsag of your jowls


Twice more I notice the cyborg. She of the straight bearing, olive skin and a few wrinkles. Still with the belted frocks and cardigans. I need to draw her. •




Lyn Chatham is a master’s student and reviewer. In 2018 her poetry chapbook, Artisan, was published by Melbourne Poets Union. In 2005 her memoir, Martino’s Story, was shortlisted in the Victorian Premier’s Literary Awards.






HOW GOES THE WAR


Claire G. Coleman


Imperial Archives


File Number: 203302002


Description: Letter home from an officer


My dearest beloved Samantha


I hope this letter finds you safe and well at home, in the name of our Queen and most holy Empress.


At time of writing I am very well, resting for now in my bunk in our new luxurious barracks. Last night was the best I have slept since we left, free of the feel of travel and folding bunks; although I would still sleep better with you in my arms. I am still missing you dearly, as always and forever.


The war goes well, and ill for our enemies, and I expect to be home to you by Christmas. I know I said that last year but this year I know it to be true, expect me soon. Command have started landing more troops to form the garrison this morning and those of us who were in combat, footsore, battle weary and shell shocked as we are, are being rotated out for some time at home, and for honourable discharge. I have already put my name on the list of soldiers requesting leave back home so I might even beat this letter back to you.


Everything seems, for now, to be working in our favour. So much so it might be fate; if I believed in it.


We landed at the first light of dawn under heavy fire, as the sun rose behind us, knowing the light and the heat would harm, or at least disconcert and discomfort, our enemies more than us; for we are more acclimatised to this new world. They had not yet changed over to the day shift and the soldiers who had kept the fire at our faces all night were tired, unprepared for our sudden amphibious onslaught. Soldiers poured off the landing craft and joined the charge from our trenches. We capitalised on the confusion, too many men moving around in their corridors, too many of them tired from a long night or not yet awake enough to fight.


Whoever had planned this assault saved many of our lives, perhaps many also of theirs as they were in too poor a state to fight back and we were merciful, in the name of our Empress. We lost a few troops in the first hail of fire, their auto cannons fired and fired from the bunkers, unrelenting until our snipers destroyed their sensors, rendering them useless. My platoon fought with honour and to great effect, we only lost one, the new kid Billy Smith, barely grown, too young to die. We are raising a glass to his memory tonight and I feel a great weight of despair for the loss his family have suffered.


My next letter, after I complete this one, will offer condolences to his family, a task I will not relish. Nobody deserves to die that young and so far from home. What great purpose is worth a young man dying for?




[image: image]


“You haven’t brought me a dead mouse in weeks, is everything ok between us?”


David Ferrier




Only a small number of their troops were in a fit state to fight back, mostly recent migrants from hotter places, hoping to buy citizenship with military service I suspect. The citizens of this fair country, our nominal enemy, were soft skinned, weak, unprepared, arrogant. Doubtless they saw us as lesser than them although we are made of far sturdier stock. They must have a different view of merit than us but regardless I feel despair and sorrow for them, they did not deserve to die.


They had no chance, no chance at all. We blew their doors, destroyed their shielded air conditioning and forced them out into the daylight to suffer the indignity of heat collapse in the light of the rising sun. Many of the immigrant troops and conscripts surrendered the moment we breached the fortress, knowing they had a greater chance of survival as prisoners of war.


The prisoners taken that day far outnumbered our troops so command established a temporary prison in one of their forts. My platoon was spared, at least, the spiritual danger of guarding a prison full of the dead and dying who had perhaps only fought against us for foolish reasons.


The loyalists—many of them, from their insignia, white-faced members of the nationalist party—fled foolishly into the sun and heat. More used to the heat than they are, we swept past their sun-struck and lobster-red corpses, delighting in the weather that was, in the height of summer, to our advantage. We soon taught them that their race is not genetically superior to others, for we had a clear advantage. It was almost too easy. A part of me wanted to apologise to every blank, silenced sun-struck face.


There is a limit to how many corpses one can bear to see, I am heartbroken. It’s too much but I cannot let the troops see that, I need to be the officer they need to see. I allowed them their delight and joy although my heart was bleeding.


They are more like us than I would have thought them to be; just people, only people. When I look past skin colour, features and dress I can see that these white-skinned republicans are simply people like us. I wonder if they would have not been such fools, nationalists and racists, if they had been better educated, if they understood that people are just people.


Our vehicles were significantly better adapted to the heat than theirs, we swept from our beachhead inland up melting roads, taking advantage of the havoc wrought by heatwave Charlene. Corpses of vehicles, tanks and troop transports were scattered along the road, many of them gutted by our bombers, missiles and satellite rail guns, others untouched, perhaps their drivers or the machines themselves had succumbed to the heat, which was still growing.


Command could not have chosen our moment to attack better; it felt almost intentional, but surely they could not have predicted such a natural, albeit man-made disaster. Who would have thought that the ongoing climate emergency would be such an advantage.


It was only a two-day push to the capital, when we got there it was burning. The smoke choking the air told us it had already been burning for days. It was clear the heatwave was too much for their fire departments. We utilised our superior fire-fighting skills and equipment, our training and heat event survival skills, to save as many people as we could, no matter that they were republicans, nationalists and the enemy. Some were grateful when we saved their lives, when we protected their houses; their fire fighters, those few they have, aided us.


They perhaps understood that in our kingdom fighting fires is a sacred duty all must attend to regardless of other duties, politics, religion or personal vendettas. We brought to bear platoons of fire fighters, landing them from the air into the centre of the worst of the conflagration. Fire, like climate change, harms all life equally. Our royal family have been right all along, climate change endangers us all no matter where our loyalties lie.


When we finally brought the fire under control the people of that city were ashen, tired and salted from the ocean water our water bombers used, their streets were a mess of ash and salt mud. But they were grateful, we saved their lives and the few buildings still standing when we arrived.


I know my parents would not be proud, republicans as they were. They remember when their grandparents protested when the palace was built, when Canberra was renamed New London, when the royal family took up their seats in ours their last great colony. Britain should, perhaps, have not overthrown our king Charles in 2024, leaving our continent, still a constitutional monarchy, as the largest territory the holy royal family controlled.


It perhaps could have been expected that Australia would have followed suit, would have become a republic when Britain did but we did not.


My parents were determined Australia would become a republic before Britain did—they knew, although many Australians did not, that the monarch of Britain was the monarch of Australia in their own right, it was there in our constitution although many people did not know that. Many people were shocked when King Charles of England became King Charles of Australia when the British people cast him out. The British were surprised the royal family found, in Australia, more power, a stronger expeditionary force, than any available in Europe.


I remain neither a nationalist nor a royalist but I do my duty, I do what I was trained to do. I have a duty to my family, my Country, and to the soil in which the bones of my ancestors have been forever.


The patriotic resistance armies of Scotland and Eire have met us at the capital, keeping the faith in our alliance. Although they are republics they are not without morality. They will retreat across their borders, finally free of the tyranny of our common enemy. We will keep faith in our agreements, I hope. They are fierce fighters, our enemy were only able to keep them under the thumb by oppressive violence. It was Scotland and Eire’s resistance, decades of guerilla war by the freedom forces, that weakened our enemy and made them vulnerable.


Now the war is over. We have taken green England and overthrown its British nationalist republic, in the name of our beloved sovereign Queen Shazza of Perth, our beloved Noongar yorga, the first, beloved great-granddaughter of Charles III, king of Australia, rightful king of England, from the most holy house of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha and descendant through her mother from the sovereign people of the south-west coast. We have returned our Queen, the queen of Australia and Aotearoa to the throne of England, lost 200 years ago. They will regret deposing and exiling King Charles III to Australia, the largest of his domains. Here the monarch gained a force more powerful than England could resist.


Those of us who fought in the war pray that our Queen will hold power from here, that England will become a colony of the Kingdom of Australia. We await the royal proclamations with anticipation. Even if the republicans win and Australia becomes a republic we know that our monarch will remain queen of England.




Decade


Allis Hamilton


It came to me late;


this old cypress hut full of holes and gnarls, a template of time.


Had I died, today would have been ten years.


There would be no poems, only a few songs scratched out on an old guitar.


At night the mice must scuttle into this rustic room


through the gap in the corner there. Looking for food they may find poison.


It is through small acts of love I express my grief.


Though I move, the muscles don’t know how to line up right;


they stutter and stammer oblivious to my brain’s requests.


To write a poem asks little of the body’s gymnastics.


I hide the poison in the draw and hope the mice won’t find it.


What else can I do?





I return to you a hero. We have been regaled with news of the parade to come.


Give my love to our kids and to your parents. Soon I will be in your arms where I belong.


Your beloved


Mary.


Lieutenant Mary James, Royal Australian Army


May God have mercy on me for the innocent lives I have taken in the name of our queen. Please forgive me. •




Claire G. Coleman is a Wirlomin-Noongar-Australian writer and poet, whose 2017 debut novel, Terra Nullius, won the Norma K Hemming Award. Her most recent novel is Lies, Damned Lies.






BODY AS A CONTINUUM


Leone Gabrielle


HOW DO WE relate to the body? Recover a sense of dignity and ownership of our body? Acknowledgement: Tony Birch’s question from the Red Room Emerging Writers’ Festival workshop recently made my insides cringe. A week later, this idea emerged.


I, a conjunction in time. So clear last night but didn’t get out of bed. (I) am a moving entity and the person, the body that holds my thoughts, is a mark, a dated fingerprint that I will continue to wear (new bodies) as the years wake through me.


I am but a speck and the sum of these (bodies) and, somehow, I hold my selves, my meltable bodies, together through thoughts (unite my bodies). I used to (that was until yesterday) think that I was a static being. A Leone. I saw myself as one thing but I have had so many bodies—the baby bodies, the child bodies, the lean young adult bodies, today’s stiffening middle-aged blossom body and so on.


I’m at the beginning of seeing myself as a new movement, as a continuation of changing faculties. Possibly this has been brought forward as my son is growing a moustache. He is 18 and not the child of my command. He is in his first flight as an autonomous operator. Well, that is not quite true. We all are always independent but the illusion has broken. Almost broken. The bridge is still there but it is no longer a continent. That’s my mother-thought. The letting go, the break.


Isn’t it true we have the power to build and destroy these invisible bridges, though still narrowing, between our bodies and the bodies of others throughout life? In a strange way, writing to you, the reader, is a bridge even though I, the author, may never know you or the time that holds you.


And the other thought I had (about readers) is what they bring to a piece of writing. What a reader brings is always more than the author as the author becomes a static entity caught in time. Like my many bodies. I mean, I know what I bring and I leave gaps for you, the reader, to use your own creativity to work with the text but I have no idea of your timing and your experiences of living. An easy example is Henry David Thoreau, now one of my favourite authors. Walden is the book I’d want, plus a pair of reading glasses, if on a lifeboat at sea with little hope. He sits calmly, way back in the long line of walking, but for me he speaks in a language that catches and builds a bridge. An invisible bridge, solid. We met through text, last year. And that bridge is intact now but will it be intact next year?


I feel as though I’m tipping out an envelope of collected sentences. The two ideas are real for me. The connections (bridges) and the position (a body) in time. And now I wonder how the body of dreams walks into this body of thought. Daydreams and night dreams, they seem to appear and bind, or not, from where? And with profound insight if nudged somewhat. That’s my experience of dreams, maybe it’s a channel, as in caves underwater. A loop for the selves caught behind today’s timeline. Giving them a way to speak and possibly correct some inactions, some ruffles or rough surfaces that were not resolved. A strange internal internet.


These thoughts come from the idea of a line I wrote, and will write, on the cover letters of my submissions. ‘I hope my poem/s fold themselves into your bodies.’ I felt a bit stupid writing that ungrammatical sentence but the poem wants to fold into the physical, emotional, mental … memory bodies.


I began to consider my own body and all the bodies that belie my/our tongues. The bodies of work, a body of water, or test the body of an idea, for example. My bodies, the many physical bodies I have possessed but never hung on to. I know this as I’ve rather let the flesh grow thick and my martial arts body of 20 years ago has long receded from the memory of my bones and my physical day. No, that’s not true. When I did Tai Chi with Mr Leng Chaiwatanatorn in the last year before lockdown, the 24 years of martial arts slipped into my older, and terribly dressed, self. And Mr L, a master, recognised the art in my movement as I reconnected with my past. Dormant until something calls back an echo through the caves, the labyrinth of the self, all the pieces like a strange puzzle. We are so much more than pleasure and pain consumers. With our minds we can touch anything and build an invisible bridge.
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‘I object to the term, “Round Earther”.’




I’m thinking about the birds. We live in a street of birds and bird feeders. I have been experimenting with which birds feel my eyes as I love to watch them intently. When a bird feels my attention, we have a bridge but then I think it’s there even if one doesn’t recognise it.


Tyrants know this, the colonisers know this. The saying goes, if you’re not at the table, you’re on the menu. Queens and kings know this, they had bridges everywhere and still do. No, not bridges but continents, the invisible connection/binding to colonial will, powers (brands) securing bonded behaviour.


Then there’s the affiliation bridge. By being in a group for which I have a natural affinity, bridges to keep me safe and/or in privilege or uncertain and troubled. I can see the task of essay writing, which I need to learn for this text, needs a boundary to keep me to a clear point or I’ll just expand out like a balloon till I break myself. So, there it is. Not what I intended for this hour of morning pages but interesting me much. By a body as a continuum.


Afterthought: The lethal weapon we all possess is to make the invisible bridges and continental nets visible. No Hydra can wristband bulk honesty. If I can’t see what is bound to me, what I am bound by/in, how can I hope to contemplate my position? •




Leone Gabrielle lives and writes on Taungurung land. Her work has appeared in Cordite Poetry Review, Australian Poetry Journal, Pure Slush, Plumwood Mountain and elsewhere.






Interludes


Stella Theocharides


1.


tell me now: a clock


is ant like _ in that it moves


towards the sweet


dry _


conclusion _ of 6 pm: how


the cold day folds to artificial


heat, the permitted


batter of the body ceding


to dinner, placemat, stove—


someday I must arrive


at my lover’s table—


2.


scaled bulbs in pantry


want warm oil _ want to give up the stiff illusion


of clove_ of skin and peace in dry


denial of use _


now you are


ready to break


under a blade lovingly sharpened by cold


hands that touch another and


transmit


the sharp hiss of the under-flavour, the base, the body’s


mirepoix: all your cells


touched by this thing:


knife _ the warm steel of


a life with heat under it _


the beloved hand as stovetop—blue


and so hot








READING


AUSTRALIA IN THREE BOOKS


Maddison Connaughton
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Louise Milligan, Cardinal: The Rise and Fall of George Pell (2017)


The word came from Rome soon after the charges were laid: Cardinal George Pell, the most powerful Australian ever in the Catholic Church, was coming home to face accusations of historic child sexual abuse. Within hours, journalist Louise Milligan’s Cardinal: The Rise and Fall of George Pell was being pulled from shelves in Victoria by its publisher, for fear it could imperil the case. Few thought Pell would ever be charged, fewer still that he would ever face court.


It is a rare work of nonfiction that provokes a reaction so strong as to feel almost radioactive. Most releases pass in and out of print without much notice; some are greeted with murmured praise. Milligan’s Cardinal, and her reporting that surrounded it, shook the very firmament of the Catholic Church.


But lost in the melee about the accusations the book contained was an appreciation of the ambition of Cardinal. It was a detailed biography, a history of the Catholic Church in Australia, and a careful study of the rot that took hold, a work of investigative journalism that turned its gaze, unblinking, onto one of the world’s most connected people. It was also an incisive primer about power in Australia, and how it so often uses silence as its brutal enforcer.


What happens when people speak in a country that has earned the nickname ‘the defamation capital of the world’? In a place like this, the land of WEH Stanner’s ‘great Australian silence’, what ruptures when people are made to listen? This book, and the two that follow, all touch in some way on these questions.


Milligan interviewed widely for Cardinal, speaking with many people who watched Pell’s vertiginous ascent from promising school boy to the Pope’s right-hand man. Political philosopher Michael Leahy told her the future cardinal ‘could be utterly ruthless in pursuit of any objective he set himself or, more importantly, any objective that the institutions upon which he depended had set for him as an ideal to be pursued’.


Retired priest Eric Hodgens further distilled this idea, describing Pell as ‘a loyalist to the institution’. In such a position, Hodgens said, ‘You just keep the rules and you don’t ask why, you just keep them.’ It seems a world view almost entirely at odds with Anne Lamott’s often quoted line, ‘The opposite of faith is not doubt, but certainty.’


Milligan has said investigating Pell was ‘the toughest story I have ever done’. It’s impossible to imagine this book existing if people had remained silent. Not only those who spoke to Milligan, but also the hundreds of people who told their stories to the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. And many more who spoke out, in Australia and around the world, about their abuse in the Catholic Church—at great personal risk.


An epilogue for Cardinal could be as long as the book itself. But in brief: after a trial the Australian media was almost entirely barred from reporting on, Pell was found guilty in 2018 of sexually abusing two choirboys. He appealed and in 2020 walked free after the High Court quashed his conviction. The media chased him up the Hume towards Sydney, where he stayed a while before heading back to Rome. All was as it was before—except that everything had changed.


Anna Krien, Night Games (2013)


There is faith, and then there is football. In Anna Krien’s Night Games, unsettling echoes between the two institutions abound—the reverent acolytes, the male domination of the inner sanctum, twin instincts to close ranks when challenged, and cultures built around servitude and secrecy.


The book’s spine is Krien’s closely observed account of the trial of a footballer accused of raping a young woman after the 2010 Australian Football League grand final rematch. The player isn’t some big star, he’s not even in the professional ranks. Nor is the verdict used as a device to string along the reader; you learn he is found not guilty on the second page.


It’s a case that resembles many others that flow in and out of the Magistrate’s Court every day—and that’s important for what Krien is attempting in this book. Night Games is about the rules, not the exceptions. For years it seemed each new week was marked by a story of another footballer accused of sexual assault. As a teenager in Melbourne, it was a whispered warning: don’t be alone with footy players at parties.


So Krien set out to investigate the toxic culture of the AFL men’s game, specifically in relation to women. But it’s when she spins out from the courtroom drama that the book starts to illuminate what is driving all of these seemingly disparate horrors—from stories of high-profile players across football codes accused of sexual assault, to the saga of the teenager ‘St Kilda schoolgirl’ Kim Duthie and the treatment of female journalists trying to cover football. There are a handful of stinging personal reflections too, such as Krien recalling hearing a pub trivia host ask, ‘What was the name of the girl who died in the hotel room with Gary Ablett?’




I remember sucking in the air like I’d been punched. Surely this isn’t pub trivia, I thought, and then just as quickly I prayed for someone to remember her name, the twenty-year-old footy fan who lay comatose from a drug overdose while forty-year-old Gary Ablett Senior, known as ‘God’ to his admirers, called an ambulance and then did a runner, hiding out with his manager, Ricky Nixon. For hours the girl had been a ‘Jane Doe’ in the hospital. ‘Horan!’ one guy yelled out. ‘Alisha Horan!’ His trivia team whooped.





When all of this ‘aberrant’ behaviour is laid out, the pattern reveals itself: abuse, repent, atone, repeat.


Night Games was released in 2013, before a decade-long reckoning about the AFL’s culture, largely led by First Nations players speaking out about the endemic racism they faced, from Adam Goodes to Eddie Betts. The book engages only fleetingly with the racism and homophobia in football, squarely focused on the treatment of women, but it gives a sense of the wall of silence these players faced when they decided to say something.


Krien writes of a ‘culture of macho humiliation’ that controls the $800 million-a-year game, where young players are drafted into ‘a state of prolonged adolescence … expected to live, eat and train with their team, as if part of a single organism’. It is not a culture that fosters difference or dissent—or as journalist Erin Riley put it so succinctly, writing about her own experience of working at an AFL team, a ‘fit-in-or-fuckoff mentality’. It is a playbook designed not to serve justice, but to protect the institution, the status quo.


Alexis Wright, Tracker: Stories of Tracker Tilmouth (2017)


If there is remedy for silence, it is speech. Alexis Wright’s Tracker brims with the voices of those who knew Bruce ‘Tracker’ Tilmouth, an Arrernte man, community organiser and land rights activist who loomed large over Northern Territory political life for decades. The book is as much a cantata as it is a biography, each voice shading in part of a sprawling life.


The careful work of the author—the years of interviews, their delicate arrangement—has been rendered almost invisible by choice. Wright says the form—call it an oral history, a collective memoir—‘this was how Tracker envisioned this book … Let people have a say. Let them tell their own stories. Let people speak for themselves.’ It was a response, Wright said, ‘to a lifetime of confronting a legacy of our stories being told and misrepresented by others’. Tilmouth even called up people and told them to tell her the truth, don’t hold back. One wonders whether a politician has ever done the same for their biographer.


Tracker has great tonal variation because it is a collage of impressions. There are moments that are laugh-out-loud funny, such as Tilmouth recounting a visit to the United Nations when he was offered a diplomat’s villa to stay in. ‘We called it the Aboriginal Embassy and Mick Dodson was the ambassador,’ he told Wright. His vivid descriptions of the parties they threw there make you long for an invite.


Elsewhere, the devastating legacy of the stolen generations—on Tilmouth’s life and that of others forcibly taken from their families—is brought into focus. He grew up with his brothers in a Christian mission, at a time when ‘there was no talk of a Stolen Generation. Not just the term but the fact’, Tilmouth’s ‘cottage mother’ Lois Bartram told Wright. Eventually he would find his way back to his community, but some ruptures can never be fully healed. ‘I am the Stolen Generation, I have no country,’ he told Wright.


The composite image of Tilmouth that emerges from Tracker is of someone who was relentless and yet totally charismatic—visionary and pragmatic in equal measure. He could talk to anyone, would talk to anyone who would listen about his ‘vision splendid’, a highly developed Aboriginal economy that would enable First Nations people to enjoy land rights.


He was an orator, a storyteller, yes, but ‘for him, stories were for changing reality at whatever level it took to make something happen’. A person who sought to serve a community, not an institution. Or as Wright describes him, ‘Tracker, who tried with almost every breath he drew to manufacture enormous change.’ •




Maddison Connaughton is a journalist and editor whose work has featured in the Guardian, the New York Times, Foreign Policy, ‘Good Weekend’ and elsewhere.
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ESSAY


THE ACT OF DISAPPEARING


On the silences that shroud the disappearances of Aboriginal women and girls


Amy McQuire




This woman is Black


So her blood is shed in silence


This woman is Black


So her death falls to earth


To be washed away with silence and rain


… I do not even know all their names


My sisters’ deaths are not noteworthy


Nor threatening enough to decorate the evening news


Not important enough to be fossilised


—Audre Lorde, Need: A Chorale for Black Woman Voices





WE DO NOT know how many Aboriginal women have gone ‘missing’ in this country. The archives are filled with the ‘missing’: the Aboriginal women who are no longer here to speak; the Aboriginal women who do not have names; the Aboriginal women who do not have graves or places where their families can remember them. There is a comfort that comes with the word ‘missing’, because to be ‘missing’ implies that perhaps they have left on their own accord; that there are no perpetrators or violence enacted against them. As Canadian First Nations lawyer and activist Pam Palmater says, the term ‘missing’ is a misnomer: ‘It seems to imply that these women or girls are just lost or ran away for a few days.’ ‘Missing’ also comes with the assumption that the case is still active. When the police speak of ‘missing persons’, there is an implication that the police are still searching for them, and that they will never tire in their search until those who are ‘missing’ are found or come back. Because they are still ‘missing’, the police do not see themselves as responsible for failing to find them; but instead, see the women themselves as ‘responsible’ for going missing in the first place. There is a term specific to this place, in that women are accused of going ‘walkabout’, which serves to naturalise their disappearances as innate to Aboriginal culture, and not a distinctly settler-colonial phenomenon.


We don’t know how many Aboriginal women have gone ‘missing’ in this country because until recently no-one was really counting, and even when there are attempts to gather numbers, it remains limited to police datasets. As First Nations journalists Isabella Higgans and Sarah Collard wrote in 2019, police will often categorise a ‘missing’ person into three categories: ‘lost, missing, or murdered’. The definition of ‘missing’ is ‘willingly left, or were forced to leave’. But there is no category for those who have ‘vanished’ into a state of ambiguity between life and death, who are seen as not ‘missing’ or ‘murdered’ or ‘lost’. By relying on police categorisation of ‘missing persons’, the racial violence that obliterates women and their ties to country and community is left shrouded in silence. And because this racial violence is unspeakable through this erasure, the role of the police in these disappearances is left uninterrogated. In a Four Corners investigation that aired in October 2022, First Nations journalists Bridget Brennan, Suzanne Dredge and Brooke Fryer found that there have been 315 Aboriginal women who have been murdered, disappeared or died in suspicious circumstances since 2000.


In 2010 the National Women’s Association of Canada announced its own research into the number of Indigenous girls deemed missing or murdered over two decades. They found 582 cases, and that number rose to 1181 when the Royal Canadian Mounted Police announced its own statistics into cases of ‘police-recorded incidents of Aboriginal female homicides and unresolved missing Aboriginal females’ between 1980 and 2012. Until the Four Corners investigation, we did not have the same dataset, and the issue is complicated by the fact that across Australia there are Aboriginal women whose deaths or disappearances have never been investigated.


Nearly three decades ago, Professor Judy Atkinson wrote on how the deaths of Aboriginal women by violence were being determined as ‘natural causes’, prior to any investigation. There are cases of Aboriginal women whose deaths are quickly determined as ‘suicides’ and sent to coronial courts. For example, in 2020 the NT coroner referred the case of three Aboriginal girls who had died by suicide to the DPP due to the highly suspicious nature of their deaths. In one of these cases—Keturah Mamarika, who was known as Cheralyn—counsel assisting at the inquest suggested the potential of foul play. The two other girls, Layla Leering and Fionica James, had also suffered tremendous trauma and sexual violence prior to their deaths, and were referred to the DPP with the coroner stating it was possible that crimes had been committed against them. This means that the data is always limited, always predicated on police investigations that are so often ineffective.


We know that it is relatively rare for homicides or cases of missing persons not to be solved or resolved in this country. Every year in Australia, nearly 40,000 people are reported ‘missing’, and most of these people are found within a day, with only about 2 per cent remaining unsolved ‘missing persons’ cases. In my home state of Queensland, it is extremely rare for those who die by homicide not to be found.


By relying on police categorisation and protocol on ‘missing persons’, or on homicide, the racial violence that disappears the women and their ties to country and community is left shrouded in silence. The focus on data also foregrounds the police in the analysis even though police are those who are making it possible for the women to disappear in the first place. The numbers can never reveal what made it possible for the disappearances to occur. Because it is not just the cases in which the bodies of Aboriginal women have disappeared, but also those who are found, and whose deaths are never properly investigated, whose families are left with the continuing trauma of not knowing, and whose names go unheard and are never written of, are never aired or never broadcast in ways that could lead to national displays of mourning, like in the cases of other deaths.


The ‘real’ silence


For so long, Aboriginal women have been accused of being complicit in a ‘silence’ surrounding violence against Aboriginal women, while simultaneously being tasked with the responsibility of ‘breaking’ it. This is shown in the ways the bodies of black women are spoken of. During the days of the frontier, violent tropes were circulated and reproduced without evidence in order to claim ‘savagery’ by Aboriginal men, in contrast with the discourse of ‘settler gallantry’, as historian Liz Conor has written in her book Skin Deep: ‘In hundreds of printed accounts that reflected on gender relations in Aboriginal society, settlers routinely believed women were utterly subjugated by their “tyrannical men”, whom they pilloried as “lords and masters”.’ These accounts were unsubstantiated but reproduced to support the lie that Aboriginal men were a ‘threat’, to be intensely policed and placed under surveillance.


These tropes and representations have continued into the present and are used to enact brutal forms of state-sanctioned violence against not just Aboriginal women, but also men and children. The key example is that of Crown Prosecutor Nanette Rogers, who painted Aboriginal culture as ‘punitive’ and violent in 2006, and laid the groundwork for the NT intervention. It resurfaced in the words of NT Supreme Court judge Judith Kelly who claimed in 2022 that Aboriginal communities ‘prioritised male perpetrators’ over that of female victims and claimed again as a problem of Aboriginal culture that ‘tolerates violence against women’. According to Kelly, the courts were doing a ‘good job’, but instead were scared to speak out for being branded ‘racists’. Through the voices of white witnesses such as Kelly and Rogers, who are painted as courageous crusaders and breakers of the silence, the real silence is maintained, in which Aboriginal women can speak but only in the limits prescribed by these witnesses; limits in which the role of racial violence as a tool of the settler colony is deemed unspeakable. Silencing works not through a lack of speaking, but through one discourse replacing the other, less palatable discourse.


Aboriginal women have never been silent about violence, but have been writing and producing reports, and speaking out at the grassroots level for decades. And yet, because this silence has been constructed, ironically around the artificial ‘silence’, our voices have been in turn silenced so that we are yelling into a deep abyss. Violence against Aboriginal women has always been seen in the context of ‘black on black crime’, in ways that obscure the role of the police and courts in not only sanctioning but providing the conditions for violence to occur. Because of this silencing, it is Aboriginal women who are not just seen as ‘victims’ when voiceless, but are also painted in turn as perpetrators and criminals, devastatingly demonstrated in the fact that over the years, Aboriginal women have been locked up at higher and higher rates, with most of them being victims of violence.


Aboriginal women, when killed or have disappeared, are still painted as criminals; seen as ‘drug addicts’ or uncaring mothers. They are not just viewed as unworthy of love, but incapable of loving; even though in their absence it is their families who gather to resist the colonial versions of their loved ones with their own grieving practices, grounded in relationality, love and care. Whether inside or outside, the deaths of Aboriginal women are not seen as notable or grievable deaths. This is because the stories we tell of this violence is not the story that the mainstream media or the courts want to tell, and in order to break through the silence we are told we must privilege their accounts.


What I began to understand was that the framework was not one of ‘violence against Aboriginal women’, but rather of the disappearance of Aboriginal women in this colony. I use ‘disappearance’ deliberately because it ties the deaths and disappearances of black women to an ongoing settler-colonial project that actively targets black women. It is linked to a genocidal practice rather than Aboriginal women existing in spaces of violence, as bodies to which violence is done. ‘Genocide’ was a key determination of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls in Canada, which sought to clarify how it operates distinctively in settler colonies. The inquiry found that genocide encompasses a variety of lethal and non-lethal acts, including acts of ‘slow death’, all of which have very specific impacts on women and girls: ‘The reality must be acknowledged as a precursor to understanding genocide as a root cause of violence against Indigenous women and girls in Canada.’


‘Disappearance’ and ‘disappearing’ are political acts; they are projects that have not ended and so we must speak of it in order to understand how they have been silenced for so long. By speaking of disappearance, we can see how the deaths and disappearances of Aboriginal women are a part of a practice that defines the country, one in which ‘disappearance’ is the inevitable goal in order to sustain, maintain and assert a ‘truth’ built upon Indigenous absence from Indigenous lands. In the context of Canada, Mohawk scholar Audra Simpson shows clearly how this is a political project, how these disappearances and deaths of Aboriginal women are a requirement of the state ‘in order to secure its sovereignty’. She speaks of how Native women have been ‘rendered unrapeable (or highly rapeable), because she was just like the land, matter to be extracted from, used, sullied, taken from, over and over again, something that is already violated and violable’. It is through this prism that she sees the crisis of missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls in the country: ‘When we account for this way of looking at Indian women it is not a mystery, nor is it without explanation, their so-called disappearances are consistence with this ongoing project of dispossession.’


The act of disappearing


In the 1970s, a term emerged to describe the tens of thousands of people who had disappeared under the dictatorial regimes of several Latin American countries. The term used was ‘enforced disappearance’. It was a practice that involved the kidnapping of thousands of people in a move to wipe from society those whom governments deemed as an affront. The use of ‘disappearing’ was deliberate, as Argentina’s first commander in chief Jorge Rafael Videla said: ‘The disappeared are just that: Disappeared; they are neither alive or dead.’ In Argentina an estimated 30,000 people disappeared by force during its dictatorial regime. In the acts of disappearing, those who are made to disappear are confined to spaces of disappearance; not just in the places in which they are disposed, in which they are buried, but in the spaces set up to ensure that they are never found; in the apathy of the police, and in the refusals of the courts to prosecute, to the silence of the media and the acquiescence of the state and in turn society. Disappearance on such a scale means that there are many actors involved beyond the original perpetrators.


In the context of Argentina, the practice of ‘disappearing’ only became widely known when the madres and abuelas began protesting for their children and grandchildren. Secrecy had characterised and sustained the practice. The tactics involved not only the removal of ‘undesirable elements’ to clandestine detention centres, but also the methods of disposal, which included the notorious ‘death flights’, where people would be thrown from planes in the middle of the night into oceans and rivers, only to be discovered when their bodies washed upon the shores. When relatives of the disappeared went to authorities for help in finding their loved ones, they were often turned away, or told that their loved ones had simply run off. As Jacqueline Adams writes:




the relatives were met with ‘nos’ at every turn. Government officials told them that the disappeared person was not in their records, some said they had probably run away with another woman. Even the judicial system responded negatively, not presenting the disappeared persons in court … moreover, government officials, the courts and the mecha denied or expressed doubt that the disappearances had occurred. The media at first called the disappeared the ‘allegedly disappeared’ or ‘presumed disappeared’.




The families were confronted with the fight not just to find their loved ones and discover what happened to them, but also to have the issue acknowledged. There was a keen psychological impact on those who were still there, the way they felt marginalised by the denial and pained by the ambiguity associated with not knowing. The vast scale of the pain associated with disappearing was difficult to grasp, because once a person has disappeared, it is not only that person who becomes a victim, but also those who have been harmed by the disappearance. Because those who disappear are absent, it is their absence that comes to define them, as Gatti writes. This is the violence inherent in the act, because it is a way of exerting a violence that never ends, acting as a continuum to those who are closest to those who are not here. As Gatti writes: ‘The condition of the “disappeared” is determined by what we do not know about them (their captivity, their death, the whereabouts of their remains … What we don’t know, negation is what defines them.’ To have disappeared, he writes, represents a new state of being, one in which the disappeared ‘exist as present absence’ and this is an act for which we do not have any form of representation, or way of making meaning of it. ‘It is a space that is unresolvable: there is no resolution even with the likely certainty of death.’


The United Nations Convention for the Protection of all Persons from Enforced Disappearance defines the practice as




considered to be the arrest, detention, abduction or any form of deprivation of liberty by agents of the State or by persons or groups acting with the authorisation, support or acquiescence of the State, followed by the refusal to acknowledge the deprivation of liberty or by concealment of the fate or whereabouts of the disappeared person, which place such a person outside the protection of the law.




It is the second part of the definition that I am interested in; the idea that ‘groups acting with the authorisation, support or acquiescence of the state’ make this a form of ‘enforced disappearance’. The inquests into the disappearances of Aboriginal women in Queensland have shown me that there is a general apathy when Aboriginal women are deemed ‘missing’, and their cases are not properly investigated. For example, in the case of Monique Clubb, a police officer from the Missing Persons Unit had said that the coronial report had been prepared within a month of her disappearance, which largely signals the end of an investigation. He said the report had been compiled after the ‘dust had settled’. The term struck me as so casual in its callousness, because even as the dust was still in the air, the police had begun burying her story. The dust could never settle for her family until she was found and brought home.


This apathy is shown even in cases where Aboriginal women are found, and where there is evidence of injury. The state is then complicit in the disappearance due to its failure to search or penalise and prevent. The responsibility for finding the missing person or delivering justice is obscured by placing responsibility upon the women and their families and communities; or through the continual colonial representations that Aboriginal culture is ‘violent’. The state, the nation, becomes an active participant and conspirator in these acts of disappearing.


The failure to situate these deaths and disappearances in a framework of disappearance in which the state is complicit means that the mainstream media also becomes part of this wider apparatus. In relation to the shocking feminicides in the border city of Ciudad Juarez, in Mexico, Ignacio Corona critiques the role of the media in perpetuating representational violence on women who have been killed and disposed of. He labels this ‘violent journalism’, which ‘depicts (in both fact and opinion) and produces (in its discursive formalisation) a more violent reality’. He shows that there is a double editorial strategy in which the media ‘reap the benefits of the sensationalist appeal’ of the women’s deaths, and then, by hiding them again when their stories immediately fall out of the news cycle. ‘This symbolic transfer of information to the black box of the authorities’ desks for their supposed investigation amounts to a second disappearance of the bodies, given the endemic corruption in the country’s criminal justice system.’ He writes that the ‘news media’s treatment of the murdered women further disappears them’; their anonymity based on the descriptions of their bodies confines them to the ‘unknown’. When these individual deaths are reported, they become simply fragments of a wider puzzle, allowing for speculation as to unnamed perpetrators while making absent the underlying conditions of violence that lead to these murders.
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