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Introduction



We walked with our songs, always teaching our young and always in a state of worship and respect of spirits imbued in the landscape. To walk softly with intent, was always our obligation to the law and land.1


Arrernte man Shaun Angeles


This book examines the writing of Australian places by those who have walked them. In particular it deals with the challenge of writing about one’s home place, in this instance Central Australia, a place I have been writing of as a journalist for almost twenty years. Writing Home follows six recounted journeys on foot across the Centre by various authors whose work spans from precolonial times to the second decade of the twenty-first century. It celebrates Australia’s would-be iconic walkers—both black and white—as for the first time, prominent journeys by settler journalists, travel writers and anthropologists are examined together with an Aboriginal Dreamtime journey along a songline.


Walking provides a ready means of exercise, travel and a chance to ‘clear the head’, the walker enabled to explore virtually any landscape at close quarters. But walking is also so much more, and may be considered a deeply cultural, even political act. Importantly in Central Australia, walking provides the chance to explore what might be shared between settler and Aboriginal Australians, rather than what divides them. Writing Home undertakes a comparative and cross-cultural analysis of six texts from the region (Chapters 3–8), a comparison made possible by virtue of their shared foundations of walking and writing as a means of place making. The result is something of a biography of the songlines, and a journalism and literary criticism of their cultural and political fracture under European settlement. Drawing on anthropology, cultural theory, journalism, politics and philosophy, the work traces perceptions of Australian place and space in a Red Centre peripatetic.


At the heart of the book is a single question of some importance to Australians. To an extent, it is my answer to a hefty challenge for Australian writers and journalists set down by literary editor Julianne Schultz, who suggests finding ways for the various histories of our country to percolate together and inform each other. The purpose of such an endeavour, she writes, would be to ‘foster a rich, informed hybrid culture that is not subsumed by myth’.2 In Australian literature, however, one thing stands in the way of Schultz’s aim, and that is the hegemonic metaphor of the frontier. This may surprise some, for Central Australia enjoys an international reputation as an attractive holiday destination, renowned for its spectacular scenery and strongly remnant Aboriginal culture. It occupies a pivotal position in the Australian imaginary and names for the region abound, including the Red Centre, Dead Heart, Outback Capital, a Timeless Land, and some way to the north, the Never Never. Many settler Australians imagine the Centre as a land of opportunity or as unspoilt wilderness. And yet even the casual visitor to the Centre swiftly becomes aware it is also a troubled region, beset by disadvantage among Aboriginal groups in a vast and politically contested landscape. For such reasons, writers and journalists have long characterised Central Australia as the frontier, the supposed divide between black and white, ancient and modern. However, the frontier is widely perceived as the very antithesis of home, a place neither safe nor secure, but rather one that is troubled and in turmoil. Writing Home therefore asks whether persistently representing Central Australia as a frontier is preventing Australians from reimagining it as home. The question has broader implications for a settler Australian sense of place and belonging. In fact, the book’s six chapters of literary criticism aim to help better understand the idea of home, that place where you belong, where—in the best of all possible worlds—you feel safe and secure.


§


Writing home is no simple task. It evokes questions of whether the author is an insider or outsider to the place, especially in postcolonial geographies where cultural perception can so strongly govern sense of place. Anthropologist Fred Myers notes, for example, that the landscape of Central Australia is ‘not a neutral terrain politically or ontologically’.3 Place in Alice Springs is characterised by what anthropologist Åse Ottoson distinguishes as an identity politics or a politics of belonging.4 Perceptions of space which were set down in the Dreamtime still govern the lives of many of the region’s Aboriginal people. Meanwhile, traditionalist understandings of this worldview provide an incomplete picture, neglecting those Aboriginal people with full-time jobs and middle-class aspirations. Two extremes of space and being are invoked: one worldview is based around an emplaced ontology and adherence to Aboriginal traditional law and a storied understanding of space; the other acknowledges an Australian political geography of space governed by several tiers of legislation at local, Territory and federal levels. Most Aboriginal people exist somewhere between the two extremes, while within and beyond these groups Alice Springs operates as a commercial centre subject to Western rules and regulated by federal, Northern Territory and local governments. In the postcolonial geographies of Australia, an understanding of one space cannot be realised without understanding the various others. Representing a place that is both home to several groups and contested poses a significant challenge, a problem intractably compounded by widespread use of the label frontier.


The term frontier implies an enormous range of meanings and can incite unintended and sometimes unwanted consequences. A frontier may be thought of variously as a divide between nature and culture, between cultures or political systems, or between civilised and primitive. It is used to describe the interface between ignorance and knowledge, such as in the phrase ‘the frontiers of science’. Curiously, the same metaphor underscores many of the stories and mythologies defining a popular imagining of ‘what it means to be Australian’. In fact, historian Richard Davis calls such a divide ‘one of the most pervasive, evocative tropes underlying the production of national identity in Australia’.5 In the Australian context the term is commonly taken to mean a cultural divide between settler and Aboriginal Australia. Much of the emergent literature on an Australian frontier concerns historic conflicts between settlers and Aboriginal people, the ‘frontier wars’ involving the periodic massacre of Aboriginals. The last recorded massacre was in 1928 at Coniston, north of Alice Springs, where up to 105 Aboriginals were killed as reprisal for the murder of dingo trapper Fred Brooks.6 Though it remains of the utmost importance to bring such conflicts into the light of day, the label frontier is so ubiquitous and flexible in its use and meaning that it has become problematic for contemporary Central Australia, and for a host of reasons.7


Prominent among the difficulties arising from the use of the term frontier to represent Central Australia is that it defies extensive evidence of the intercultural exchange between Aboriginal and settler Australians so evident to those who live in the region.8 To many locals, the Centre is a cultural landscape comprised of layers, a sort of social and cultural sedimentary geology, one that has taken many thousands of years to deposit and bed down. And there is sometimes a friction between its layers, between its history of colonial dispossession and challenging social fabric that seems to echo the disequilibrium in its landscape, as if to say ‘this place is not yet at peace.’


When writing a complex region, it is easiest to dwell within the borders of one’s own lived experience, an experience inevitably bounded by a particular ‘layer’, to continue the geological metaphor. However, being bounded and therefore effectively constrained by the breadth of one’s own layer, it becomes difficult to satisfactorily express a particular region’s social and cultural complexity. To reference the American philosopher Henry David Thoreau, who deals extensively with the issue of writing inhabitation, any observer would do well to ‘begin with all the knowledge of a native—and add thereto the knowledge of a traveller—(then) both natives and foreigners would be obliged to read his book’.9 The problem of writing the Centre is symptomatic of a deeper malaise in the Australian representation of its places in literature. As noted American nature writer Barry Lopez observes, writing about place is a huge and unwieldy topic and ‘different writers approach it in vastly different ways’.10 By comparison, an Australian writing of place is in its infancy. According to poet and critic Mark Tredinnick, for example, Australian geographies ‘have their characteristic musics, [but] rarely … have our prose writers caught those musics’.11 This is despite a variety of narrative forms—both creative and critical—now being used to explore philosophies and stories that adopt place as a central theme, including memoir, montage, travelogue and ethnography.12


Recently, some writers and artists have represented the Centre as a ‘contact zone’, after the work of postcolonial critic Louise Pratt, who defines the term to mean a place where ‘cultures meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power’.13 Critical theorist Homi Bhabha describes such a zone as ‘alien territory’, a space that is split and where ‘meanings and values are (mis)read or signs are misappropriated’. In such a place, nonetheless, is also found the ‘assimilation of contraries’.14 Such assimilation is evident in recent critical and creative responses to place in Central Australia, which reveal substantial cultural exchange between Aboriginal and settler groups.15 Popular and critical discourse around such an intercultural experience of space and place and the construction of identity for Central Australians is, however, largely in terms of oppositional binaries: black/white, ancient/modern, wilderness/civilisation, nature/culture.16


Inviting closer scrutiny is the relationship between the frontier and its cultural offspring the Australian identity, a concept that has shifted focus over the course of the postcolonial era between the bush, the desert and the beach.17 Icons of national identity vary from surf lifesavers and cricketers to Anzac Day and Australian soldiers, to the ‘diggers’ of the First World War.18 Some critics explore the influence of multiculturalism, counter-cultures and American culture.19 This volume concerns itself with the largely under-reported contribution of walking to a national identity, and sense of belonging. Since the 1990s, a discourse of belonging has pervaded literary and history circles in Australia, displacing widely-held concerns over a national identity.20 Persisting throughout these shifts in representation has been an asymmetric perception of a rich and deep Indigenous relationship with place, versus a shallower and poor-by-comparison non-Indigenous relationship with place.21 In the aftermath of colonialism, the Land Rights struggle, the history wars, and numerous reconciliation marches in Sydney and elsewhere, there has emerged a framing belief that black Australians have a stronger sense of belonging to Australia than whites.22 As anthropologist David Trigger observes of Australians generally ‘just who has rights to place and nature, in what ways and with what degree of a sense of autochthonous indigeneity is a contested matter’.23 Many Australians find the question of a ‘moral right’ to belong deeply offensive: it threatens their sense of birth right. Such arguments prompt brash and provocative articulations of the issue, such as that of poet Les Murray, who coined the phrase ‘not Indigenous, merely born here’.24 Curiously, the shift in Australian literature away from concerns over an Australian identity toward an interest in belonging is not widely evident in a literature of Central Australia, or in a broader literature of the North. In fact, the idea of frontier upon which such earlier constructions of national identity were based has remained doggedly hegemonic, even in recent representations of ‘The Centre’.


The persistence of frontier as a dominating metaphor poses important questions for Central Australia, Australia and Australian literature. What is home? Is frontier still a suitable term to describe Alice Springs? Are the songlines—for so long trivialised by settler Australians’ use of the pejorative walkabout—a potential contributor to Australian discourses of identity? How might settler Australians find an autochthonous sense of belonging and home? These are questions with which this book concerns itself, and in posing them Writing Home investigates and reshapes an ecopoetics of Central Australia—a region pivotal to constructions of Australian identity—by carefully unpacking the frontier metaphor. Writing Home models place of the Centre as a geographical and literary palimpsest, a metaphor used widely since its inauguration by Thomas de Quincey in 1845.25 The aim is to articulate such a fresh poetics based on a discourse of home, rather than frontier.


But this book is not intended as an exhaustive history of the representation of place in Central Australia, rather it is a discontinuous history in which six chosen texts and their historical moments are used to pinpoint changes in the cultural representation of the region. Writing Home explores the literary representation of space, place and identity in the Centre through walking, and how these change historically.26 The method also exposes the past as it is manifest in the present, and in so doing highlights the role frontier has played in disrupting literary constructions of home and, in turn, of belonging. At the broadest level, it is a literary geography of Central Australian walking narratives since precolonial times, with a special emphasis on critiquing their representation of frontier.


In each essay of literary criticism in Writing Home, place in Central Australia is reconstructed for a particular era and through a particular mode of walking, each text and its analysis forming a notional layer in a literary palimpsest. In each layer a walking protagonist encounters a space that is, as Diego Saglia describes, ‘overwritten with stories and histories’ of the people who have lived there.27 The idea situates ancestral journeys of the Dreaming tracks alongside Western walking narratives of the Centre to argue that walking forms an unbroken trope in the narrative representation of Central Australia since before colonisation. In this respect, the work builds upon a small body of criticism investigating the literature of Central Australia, and an even smaller critical literature of an Australian peripatetic. I should note that the model of literary history adopted herein extends earlier work on this topic by Territory literary historian Mickey Dewar, whose generous conversations early in the research were deeply appreciated.28 The six historical phases comprise a precolonial era up until the first European crossing of the Centre in 1860; an exploration era from 1860 until control of the Northern Territory was handed to the Commonwealth in 1911; an interwar period finishing roughly at the end of the Second World War; the so-called Menzies era of the 1950s and 1960s; the Land Rights period of the 1970s and 1980s; and finally a post-Land Rights phase, including the late 1990s and beyond, herein called the Intervention era.


To the best of my knowledge, a cross-cultural literary comparison of the kind undertaken in Writing Home has no precedent in Australian literary or cultural criticism. In this I have drawn inspiration from Amy Hamilton’s cross-cultural examination of American walking literatures in Peregrinations: Walking the Story, Writing the Path (2008). Hamilton traces connections between walking, literature and the natural world across Euro-American, Native American and Chicano/Chicana literatures. I am also indebted to the work of Melissa Harper, Tim Ingold, Paul Carter, Dale Kerwin and Tess Lea, who have written on walking in the Australian context. And there are a host of international writers and theorists from Rebecca Solnit to Robert Macfarlane, Raja Shehadeh, Will Self and Merlin Coverley. However, for the literary seed sown some time ago and which finally sprouted roots and grew, I owe Henry David Thoreau.29


The first two chapters of Writing Home introduce how place is apprehended on a walk. Chapter 1 deals with acquiring place phenomenologically through the body as well as via our understanding of the political geography traversed. Chapter 2 explores the imaginary realm of a walk, the ‘day-dreaming’ and varied imaginings of place we acquire through discourse, myth and story. These chapters also serve to introduce the region and review relevant literature and theory, as well as recalibrating European and American walking philosophies for the Australian context. In examining an imagined Centre, Chapter 2 reviews the region’s extensive literature for how place is represented, in particular regarding ideas of home and frontier.


Chapter 3 is the first of the critical essays, and examines ‘A Man From the Dreamtime’ (Turpin 2003). As recorded by anthropologist Myfany Turpin, Kaytetye elder Tommy Kngwarraye Thompson tells a traditional story of an ancestral journey along a Dreaming track or songline, an act of pilgrimage in an intimately known and storied landscape. In the six-layer model the text represents place of the precolonial era; here space is place and place is home. Through his fourth published exploration journal, Chapter 4 traces the 1860 journey of explorer John McDouall Stuart, who brings the colonial gaze to Thompson’s Centre as he first crosses the arid heart of the continent from south to north. For Stuart and other walking explorers, Nature is to be conquered, the Centre is the frontier, and home is far away in Britain. Chapter 5 examines Journey to Horseshoe Bend (1969) in which anthropologist TGH Strehlow recalls a childhood journey down the Finke River toward his father’s death at Horseshoe Bend in 1922. Strehlow weaves Aboriginal Dreaming stories of the songlines heard in his youth with stories of Outback pastoralists and his own coming of age. As a self-styled insider, Strehlow renders the frontier momentarily translucent, potentially hybridised, a place to call home. In I Saw a Strange Land (1950), the subject of Chapter 6, conservationist Arthur Groom reimagines the Centre as undisturbed wilderness, a tourist playground for a coastal middle class eager to escape the city to a more ‘authentic’ Australia. The songlines are concealed under Groom’s nature park, and Aboriginal people characterised as primitive exhibits inseparable from Nature. For Groom, the frontier of the Red Centre is an escape from home. Groom’s wilderness is challenged, however, by a fresh appraisal of travel writer Bruce Chatwin’s hybrid travel text The Songlines (1987) in Chapter 7. Chatwin’s controversial text captures shifting attitudes toward Aboriginal Australians during the Land Rights era, when the songlines re-emerge along with a bitter politics in which place is increasingly contested and politicised. Through its celebration of a ‘walking philosophy’ and a co-mingling of place-based identities, The Songlines depicts home as the way to a right death. Finally, in Chapter 8, Eleanor Hogan’s Alice Springs (2012) represents place of the most recent era as a political geography of alcohol, reasserting prevailing media images of Alice Springs as a town with an ‘Aboriginal problem’. The Conclusion draws the essays together to suggest a reshaping of Australian ecopoetics through the walking and storytelling of Central Australia.


Analysing a literature of Central Australia in terms of the walking journey, allows the exploration not only of the potential of walking and writing as acts of placemaking, but also their ability to act counter-discursively with respect to frontier. Walking emerges as a way to map the inadequacies of frontier, to better understand its limitations, and to trace the power and reach of its rhetoric. Building on recent critical interest in walking, Writing Home hopes to add to the underreported role of walking in Australian history and literature, as well as contribute to our understanding of a more culturally inclusive writing of Australian places.
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CHAPTER 1


Perceiving the world on a walk


The trail begins with our verb to learn, meaning ‘to acquire knowledge’. Moving backwards in language time, we reach the Old English leornian, ‘to get knowledge, to be cultivated’. From leornian the path leads further back … to the word liznojan, which has a base sense of to follow or to find a track … ‘To learn’ therefore means—at root—‘to follow a track’.1


Robert Macfarlane


Walking and place have long been close companions on the road to knowledge, as British author Robert Macfarlane’s etymology implies. Walking is our oldest means of coming to know the world. On a walk we put our bodies directly into the landscape. It’s slow. Personal. Walking enables us to gather information from the environment, and in a far more immediate manner than if we were to drive a motor car or book a flight. Ask an evolutionary biologist, and they will tell you: being bipedal defines us as human.


For ancient cultures walking was a means of understanding the landscape and one’s place in it, through the feet. Even now in an age ruled by satellites and hi-speed digital wizardry, walking remains our principal means of human locomotion. Importantly, we also dream as we walk, our minds roam far from the burdens of the everyday, giving free reign to our creative selves. There is something primal and significant about this aspect of walking, its rhythm, the motion of our bodies as we place one foot in front of the other. For, as walking historian and journalist Rebecca Solnit suggests, the world looks different at ‘three miles an hour’, the speed of the feet, a pace she proposes is matched to the speed of our thoughts.2


On going for a walk


Walk any path and you will soon find yourself constructing what might be called a spatial narrative, the story of the walk, a history of the places you have walked. Macfarlane suggests this is ‘a region one walks back into’,3 a phrase evoking the appealing possibility of a later journey of the mind, a remembering of the path, a mental retracing of the steps we have taken. Walking is a way of becoming familiar with space; it traces a particular geography in the mind and, through the feet, on to the earth, a visual representation in memory of the objects we find, the various others we encounter. As well as ancient cultures, modern societies have also come to know the places they live in and travel to on foot, and this knowledge is clearly evident in the work of philosophers, poets and writers.4


It is unsurprising then that walking—and perhaps more generally the journey per se—has played a significant role in the production of literature since Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and earlier.5 Chaucer’s work is an example of a pilgrimage narrative, a literary form widely recorded across Europe from about the twelfth century and arising out of the cultural practice of undertaking pilgrimages to holy places at certain times of the year. In precolonial Central Australia Aboriginal people followed a similar practice, by travelling along pathways of particular ancestors, where they ‘undertook ceremonies that reaffirmed and committed them to the faith of that Dreaming story’.6 These paths have come to be known as the songlines, a term coined by British travel writer Bruce Chatwin in his 1987 ‘novel’ set in Central Australia called The Songlines.7 Chatwin describes the songlines as ‘a labyrinth of invisible pathways which meander all over Australia’.8 Walking the songlines was central to Chatwin’s grand theme, that humans are born to walk and will apparently be better off once they return to their nomadic roots.


Anthropologists note that Aboriginal people would undertake journeys along the songlines for a variety of reasons, including for ceremony, survival and kin.9 Importantly, the routes were highways of trade along which goods were exchanged and distributed, some of them thousands of kilometres in length. The routes emerge as a kind of musical or poetic map, which, if recalled correctly and followed to the letter, enabled a singer—in theory at least—to walk clear across the country without losing their way. While Chatwin took a degree of poetic license in writing his ‘novel’, anthropologists confirm his appraisal of the songlines was not ‘wrong’ to any troubling extent.10 Europeans were aware of the songlines before they were so called, but incorrectly believed these journeys to be aimless wanderings and dismissed them using the derisory term ‘walkabout’.11 While Aboriginal people still undertake journeys along the songlines today, they more often drive them than traverse them on foot. To understand exactly what a journey on foot across the precolonial landscape of the Centre was like requires knowing what came before.


A precolonial Centre


While some parts of the Australian continent have formed recently, geologically speaking, much of its surface is old, with some locations aged up to 3000 million years.12 Indigenous people have occupied Australia for between the widely accepted 60 000 years and an estimated 130 000 years,13 with much of our knowledge of what life was like in this precolonial cultural landscape based on the work of anthropologists. In fact, there is a voluminous body of anthropological research for Central Australia, ranging from the pioneering work of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by Baldwin Spencer and Frank Gillen, to their contemporary Carl Strehlow and later his son Theodor (TGH) Strehlow, and more recently Fred Myers and others.14


Despite its long history of habitation, many still think of the centre of Australia as an empty wilderness. However, various actions by precolonial hunter-gathering Aboriginal groups had transformed the landscape of Central Australia into what geographer Carl Sauer would call a cultural landscape, a terrain shaped by social as well as physical forces.15 Historian Bill Gammage argues that Aboriginal people consciously engineered the landscape through a co-ordinated and precise firing of it for the purposes of hunting and grazing.16 Far from being a wilderness where hunter-gatherers wandered aimlessly, geographer Lesley Head concludes this was ‘home: country named, known, curated and ordered’.17


Prior to the arrival of Europeans, Aboriginal groups journeyed back and forth across the Australian continent, trading with each other and with the Macassan trepangers to the north.18 Even so, such interactions failed to produce the profound effects soon to be seen under colonisation by the British.19 For after colonisation, much of precolonial Australia’s cultural landscape was overwritten by European colonial practices of placemaking. As a result, and again as Head argues, there are several ‘Othernesses’ to be accounted for between the present and past of this socially transformed landscape, between Western and Aboriginal relations to land and ways of knowing, and between physical and symbolic evidence.20 Such elements contribute to contested perceptions of the Central Australian landscape not only in literature, but in other endeavours such as land use decision-making and property rights. In Writing Home, walking serves to mark an identifiable point of intersection between the two traditions of placemaking, Aboriginal and settler.


Before colonisation up to seven hundred different tribes in Australia spoke between them over two hundred languages, each as distinct as French and German.21 It is still common for Aboriginal people to speak a number of languages in addition to English or an Aboriginal version of English.22 Originally, the Aboriginal language group called Arrernte inhabited the area now called Alice Springs.23 Part of this area is called Mparntwe (pronounced em-barn-twa), meaning ‘backbone of the river’, and denotes one estate group of the Arrernte.24 The place itself springs from the deeds of ancestral creation figures of Aboriginal storytelling.25 The Todd River that runs through the centre of the town’s CBD, is called Lhere Mparntwe.26 Two more Arrernte estate groups—Untoolya and Irlpme—are also indigenous to the area now called Alice Springs. Other language groups inhabit neighbouring country.27 Owing to the forced relocation of some groups, many language groups now inhabit the town of Alice Springs and surrounds.


The length of human occupation of the Centre varies from place to place, the Arrernte having had a direct association with the region immediately around present day Alice Springs for a period estimated to be at least 1000 years.28 Other language groups situated across the Centre have unique histories of occupation too diverse to examine fully here, but include Kaytetye, Luritja, Pitjantjatjara and Warlpiri, to cite several of the larger groups.29 Foundational to Aboriginal constructions of home, the Dreaming tracks or songlines marked routes of trade and exchange in a walking culture. Conversely, the practice of walking such a complex network of trade and exchange was widely dismissed by European use of the term ‘walkabout’. Commonly used in the context of the northern cattle industry and characterised by the phrase ‘gone walkabout’, the word describes when an Aboriginal worker suddenly and unexpectedly leaves a place or situation and implies they are lazy and unreliable.


Central Australia today


Today Central Australia boasts an economy based largely on government services, with tourism, pastoralism and mining also contributing to its relative prosperity. Roughly 200 kilometres from the geographic centre of Australia, the region’s notional capital Alice Springs is 1533 kilometres by road south of the capital Darwin and lies to the northwest of the sand dunes of the Simpson Desert on the north-west fringe of the Lake Eyre Basin.30 It is the Northern Territory’s third largest town and the regional supply hub for Central Australia. Substantially smaller than the Territory capital Darwin, Alice Springs is home to 25 186 residents of whom roughly one quarter are Aboriginal, with up to two thousand living in 18 fringe camps at the edges of the town.31 A further 18 000 people live within a 500 kilometres radius of Alice Springs, spread across cattle stations, remote Aboriginal communities, the regional centre of Tennant Creek, mines and outstations.32 Importantly, more than 75 per cent of those living remotely are also Indigenous. Alice Springs is a service centre for all of these populations, and several others in Western Australia and South Australia, including the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) lands.33


The landforms of the Lake Eyre region have changed little in the last 65 million years,34 perhaps explaining why explorer Charles Sturt wrote such country had, visually speaking, ‘no parallel on earth’s surface’.35 Dividing Alice Springs are the MacDonnell Ranges, a red and craggy spine of quartzite, granite and other rocks that stretch some 400 kilometres to the east and west of the town, climbing to 1506 metres at the highest point of Mt Zeil to Alice Springs’ west.36 Wet and dry periods dominate the region, with Alice Springs falling into the category of dry desert, where rainfall is low and erratic and varies from year to year.37 There is substantial influence from the El Niño Southern Oscillation, producing an average annual fall of only 254 mm and a reliance on groundwater for the region’s water supplies.38 Erosion gorges punctuate the main range and pass floodwaters from north to south during periods of heavy rain. Alice Springs is clustered around one of these gorges named Heavitree Gap, and during wetter periods the course of the mostly dry Todd River carries floodwaters through it to drain eventually towards the Simpson Desert to the south-east.39


Much colonial and postcolonial history of Alice Springs and Central Australia emerges from its literary history and is well documented.40 In brief, the colonial history of Central Australia begins with several expeditions starting from the south and east from the 1840s.41 None reached the centre of Australia until John McDouall Stuart in 1860 on his fourth expedition to the north from Adelaide. Stuart mounted an unsuccessful fifth bid to traverse the continent from south to north, eventually reaching Van Diemen Gulf on his sixth attempt on 24 July 1862.42 Setting out from Melbourne and considerably better funded than Stuart, Burke and Wills reached the top first, but died on the return journey.43 Largely as a result of Stuart’s glowing reports, in 1863 South Australia annexed the region now known as the Northern Territory. A decade later, the Overland Telegraph Line was constructed following Stuart’s route from Adelaide to Darwin, and thereby opening direct communications with Britain via Singapore from 1872.44


Construction of the Overland Telegraph Line sparked a frontier period across the Centre in which as many as 1000 Aboriginals were shot and numerous whites speared.45 Pastoralists took over land around permanent water supplies culminating in the town of Stuart—precursor to Alice Springs—being gazetted in 1888.46 Meanwhile, imported camels ferried passengers and supplies from the northernmost railhead at Oodnadatta to Stuart, including at times those seeking gold to the east at the settlement of Arltunga.47 Many, however, walked the vast dry distances of the Centre as swagmen, dreaming of a fortune in gold waiting in the desert.48 Most swagmen carried their belongings on their backs; some pulled handcarts or pushed wheelbarrows.49 On foot, Afghan cameleers led teams of as many as 70 beasts at a time and secured heavy loads of supplies and equipment of up to 600 kilograms with a single length of rope; theirs was a busy route and gained them tremendous notoriety for their endurance.50 Others were forced to walk in chains as prisoners.51 The arrival of the rail at Stuart in 1929 ended the cameleers’ reign and in 1933 the town’s name was changed to Alice Springs, preceding its rapid growth as a strategic military supply hub during the Second World War.52


Space in Alice Springs was contested from early in its history and marked by the periodic exclusion of Aboriginals. In 1928, Aboriginal people were prohibited from Stuart unless they had a pass to enter.53 Forced relocations of Aboriginal people, and the need for them to secure official permission to drink, marry or open a bank account among other restrictions, persisted until 1964.54 Temporary accommodation for Aboriginals in the form of fringe camps has been a feature of the town since before it was gazetted, and persists to the present day. Removal of Aboriginal children from their families continued into the late 1960s and it was not until the referendum of 1967 that Aboriginal people were included in the official census. However, the Northern Territory Land Rights Act of 1976 and subsequent Native Title legislation during the 1990s has significantly altered property relations between black and white in the town.55 As a consequence, Aboriginal town camps have taken on greater permanency,56 and there has emerged an Aboriginal middle class making a prominent contribution to the economies of Alice Springs and Central Australia.57


Spaces of exclusion persist, nonetheless,58 and from 2007 the Northern Territory Emergency Response again restricted the activities of Aboriginals through welfare quarantining, drinking and pornography bans.59 Prior to colonisation, Central Australia had been ‘a complex system of land titles, based on lineage and family and conception’.60 The colonial and postcolonial political geography that now overlays this cultural landscape is subject to considerable shifts in Australian Indigenous policy every 20 or 30 years, each shift changing the political texture of space.61 The walking writer in Central Australia inevitably encounters such textures while traversing the region’s culturally, politically and historically complex spaces.


The humble biped


To interpret a journey on foot across the spaces of the Centre requires turning to cultural theorists, geographers, authors and literary critics who have debated what meanings can be ascribed to walking. But let us begin with what scientists find to be intrinsic to walking, its functionality.62 For much is evident in walking’s anatomical balance and a skeletal structure rooted in the walking gait, that ‘odd fulcrum’ in theories of human evolution, a transformation of anatomy that marks us as different from animals.63 For true bipedalism is an unusual way for mammals to move: energy efficiency is not significantly different to that of quadrupeds, yet speed and agility for bipeds is markedly reduced.64 Such functionality determines a uniquely human identity, yet is so intrinsic to everyday life we hardly notice it; the humble biped is more concerned with pragmatism, function, the ability to flee from conflict, to travel from A to B.


In addition to this pragmatic role for walking, a biped moving through space learns a great deal about the places over which he or she travels. Walking engages the body and mind with the world, a conduit through which we may register the environment as it becomes known to us through the senses, all the while recording the imagined worlds traversed in the mind.65 Consequently, any recounting of a walk becomes a narrative of places both walked and imagined. Whatever reverie or hardship may be brought about by the walk, the experience shapes the story that may be later recounted, and in turn the place so produced. Walking, then, is a way of grounding oneself in a personal and embodied experience of the world and using this experience to tell a story. Perhaps this is the reason walking lends itself to such philosophical styles of writing, which occur most frequently outside the field of philosophy, in poetry, novels, letters, diaries, traveller’s accounts and first-person essays.66


In the face of technological change some writers feel duty-bound to keep alive the tradition of walking and writing, while others argue walking is more popular than ever. In 1918, Christopher Morley wrote that ‘walking can never again be what it was—the motorcars will see to that—it is our duty to pay it greater reverence and honour’.67 Rebecca Solnit believes walking is fading as a cultural activity, while Sam Miller in his psychogeographic walks of Delhi laments that legs, once hegemonic in cities, are now ‘only used by fitness freaks, the eccentric and the poor’.68 Conversely, walking is reportedly on the rise in cities and elsewhere thanks to the re-emergence of pilgrimage as a popular activity.69


In the recounted walk, the pace of walking is important as to how we perceive the spaces and places traversed. Walking returns us to an awareness ‘more familiar to our evolutionary tempo’.70 Psychogeographer Will Self suggests ‘Nothing puts you in touch with the environment quite as much as walking; it has a balanced, rhythmic mantra of movement. When walking you lose the screen through which you habitually perceive modern life.’71 But the position of the (solitary) walker is unusual: ‘in the world, but apart from it’; there is the feeling of the detachment of the traveller rather than ‘the ties of the worker, the dweller, the member of a group’.72 This point of view approximates both insider and outsider, which is consequently reflected in walking prose. As a literary structure, any recounted walk encourages digression and association;73 unstructured, associative thinking of this kind is often connected to walking, suggesting it is more an improvisational than analytic act, and therefore useful as both a critical and a creative tool for geographers, critics, artists and writers.


What is a walking narrative?


Artistic and poetic representations of places have long used the recounted walk as a narrative structure.74 However, investigations of the spaces and places of literature have been largely confined to narrative setting as background for plot, if and when they are discussed at all.75 In other words, the story setting comprises spaces in which events might happen, a stage on which the characters might perform their parts.76 Even so, place can also be a central feature of literature, tying narrative to a particular location and inspiring a sense of place while at the same time imparting knowledge to readers.77 For example, in his foreword to Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space John Stilgoe writes that setting is ‘more than scene in works of art … it is often the armature around which the work revolves’.78 Setting can also be fundamental to a writer’s creative process. Nigel Krauth goes so far as to call it the ‘first important thing—the inspiration’; in this way, place carries meaning, and ‘already contains a drama, already implies characters, issues, particular kinds of action, a plot, or part of a plot’.79 Investigating literary place is familiar to literary geographers and ecocritics, who might analyse place in the work of a novelist or the relationship between a place and a writer.80


The relationship between walking and literature pairs inspiration with learning. A walk may form the narrative arc of its own literary rendering: the retelling of a journey on foot; but this is not the only form. Walking literature may also include poetry, fiction, non-fiction and the walking essay. A walking text may enunciate a theme of walking, be inspired by it, or espouse a walking philosophy. The Dreaming stories of the Australian Aboriginals, for example, are concerned with Ancestors who walked the earth creating topography and sacred sites along the songlines as they travelled.


Despite the prevalence of such literary walks, a strict definition of the walking narrative remains elusive in the literature. A broad definition is taken here to be the literary retelling of a journey on foot. This is qualified by noting that in narratives of walking, encounter with landscape comes in two forms: phenomenologically through the walking body, as well as through discourse, story and representation. The common thread of walking renders all of the stories examined herein comparable as acts of placemaking. For they share a common sensing portal, and therefore the possibility of a shared ontology, even though such an ontology may never be fully shared.81


Australian history and culture boast a number of emblematic walkers, each with accompanying vocabulary. The swagman, or itinerant bush worker, is perhaps most familiar, ‘humping his bluey’ (carrying a swag or bed roll) while ‘tramping the wallaby track’.82 The tireless Afghan cameleer led a string of beasts across the desert along ‘camel pads’ or desert tracks, ferrying supplies and passengers from the coast to deep inland. And while many nineteenth century exploratory expeditions relied on horse and camel, many explorers found themselves frequently on foot in the tough desert terrain.83 Criminals go ‘on the lamb’, while those unable to afford the fare to ride might instead saddle ‘shanks pony’, only to be found ‘hoofing it’, or riding the ‘hobnail express’.84


Even Australia’s unofficial national song, journalist Banjo Paterson’s ‘Waltzing Matilda’ (1895), concerns an itinerant swagman in trouble with the law. The song has been called a powerful adjunct of the Anzac legend, and features the same myth of an innocent male victim, ‘at one with nature in Australia-the-beautiful, the independent man brought low by brutish authority defied’. The song is popularly evocative of a ‘typical Australian’, who might be thought of as kin of Ward’s bushman of The Australian Legend (1958).85 This same character and bush mythology as relates to the journey is what makes the traveller so important in representations of national place and character.86


Walking features prominently alongside other forms of traversal in the literature of both precolonial and postcolonial Australia and the Centre, and such journeys are significant as narratives of nation.87 For instance, Aboriginal art and songs sprang from Indigenous Australians’ descriptions of journeys, both real and imagined.88 Among them were the creation myths that told of how the lands were shaped by the movement of spirit beings such as the Rainbow Serpent. Following these Indigenous representations of place came the first European depictions in the journals and maps of explorers, another form of travel writing.89 Australian place theorist Paul Carter argues that it was through such depictions that the coloniser produces the country he was to inhabit from his own imagining.90


At the heart of Writing Home lies the nexus between human restlessness and the desire to make a home, between the urge to go and the desire to stay. In the walking habits and poetry of Edward Thomas, Robert Macfarlane observes this same theme—indeed it is a real tension between mobility and displacement—as one of modernity’s most distinctive.91 Historian Richard White identifies a similar dialectic in his analysis of the factors that shape Australian travel writing, for there are a great many of these recounted journeys.92 Alice Springs has always been something of a crossroads, and, as was the way for Aboriginal people walking the songlines, European settlers also discovered the arid inland through journey, often as not on foot. Retold and published as walking narratives, stories of the walking journey provide a convenient platform from which to contrast acts of placemaking between cultures. Indeed, as Strehlow biographer Barry Hill remarks, a journey to Uluru—some 450 kilometres to the south-west of Alice Springs—requires moving through an extensive prior literature of the Centre, ‘a vast account of interpretation and re-interpretation to be traversed before arriving at the present’.93 In Melissa Harper’s history of bushwalking in Australia since early settlement she suggests that while many bushwalkers may not have acknowledged Aboriginal people, they may have valued the human and natural history that shaped the landscape. Harper makes the point that acknowledging the past in a so-called wilderness need not detract from a ‘wilderness’ experience. It may, she writes, provide an even richer connection to natural places, bringing together ‘competing ideas about how to see and use wild country. These are paths that would be worth traveling.’94


And such travelling ought to be on foot. Phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty describes the body as his ‘measurant of the world’, whereby it is through the body that walking might be considered a means of placemaking shared by all.95 The navigating body grants the walker awareness and orientates them within the bigger picture of space, helping to create place. When space feels familiar, it has become place.96 Moreover, this realisation comes with a warning. Insofar as place may act as a geographical source of meaning to one group, it can nevertheless alienate another.97 As a result, claims to place can spark conflict or even suffering.98 Indeed, Val Plumwood counsels against a false consciousness of place and draws attention to hidden linkages that can also shape and define place. Plumwood encourages a critical view that embraces both place and its associated ‘shadow’ places,99 for there are always other stories to be told arising out of place, other paths already mapped. As Amy Hamilton notes, walking can tap into culture, stories and beliefs through bodily movement, and ‘prompt readers to access those more complex cultural inheritances’.100 The mechanics of this are revealed in Claude Levis Strauss’ work on Marcel Mauss, where he argues that modes of human behaviour are bound up not only with the muscular and nervous systems of the body, but by ‘a whole sociological context’.101 Still, it is the body which remains the cartographer’s pencil in this exercise of map and meaning-making. The important outcome—from pilgrim to explorer, philosopher to flâneur—is that the recounting of a walk is always similar: space becomes known to both protagonist and reader and a relationship to place, secure or otherwise, is forged. Furthermore, a representation of place and identity are thereby produced. The relationship varies according to the experience, knowledge and the intent of the walking writer. In Central Australia, walking has long guided Aboriginal groups to an enduring and relational sense of place. But exactly what is meant by sense of place, and how it is manifest when several groups of people lay claim to the same location is much less clear.


Prior to the 1970s there was no agreement on how to investigate place, nor what exactly was meant by the term.102 Yet, the terms space and place remain fundamental to the geographical imagination.103 For example, when asked to reflect on the role of the environment in shaping human lives, a critic might resort to any number of terms to frame an answer. These terms might include anything from location to area, region, space, neighbourhood, place or landscape, and each with an attendant definition to suit a particular profession or scholarly discipline. All are spatial metaphors used as descriptive shorthand; even the terms space and place are often conflated or used interchangeably, while methods of investigating the ‘affect’ of space and place vary widely.104


Ideas of place, or is it space?


Space and place are related but distinct terms, and reflect the influence of two different strands of geography.105 The first is a humanist strand emphasising place and sense of place. The second is a Marxist-influenced political geography that emphasises the relations of power and resistance that play out over different spaces as well as the idea that space is culturally produced.


The philosophical geographers of place—Edward Relph, Yi Fu Tuan, Edward Soja, Edward Casey, David Seamon and others—developed more nuanced humanist definitions of place in order to account for its role in shaping lives and behaviour. Their emphasis turned from the environmental determinism that had pervaded nineteenth and early twentieth-century geography, to sense of place as a guiding characteristic in different settings. Thus, they placed the discipline on a more phenomenological footing. Relph and others envisaged places as ‘bounded’ spaces, where there was a sense of security and enclosure, echoing the idea of the home place.106 According with such an understanding, places are bounded by cultural relations and a distinctive identity; often they are places of dwelling to which an individual might have a strong relationship. As a result of such research, the focus in geography shifted from social spaces to lived-in places, and a humanist geography began to grow from alternative philosophies, notably existentialism and phenomenology.107


A humanist theory of place as bounded space then is a ‘definite but complex relationship between the character of specific places and the cultural identities of those who inhabit them’.108 Place can be defined as ‘perceived or felt space, space humanised’, ‘a property of human intention and experiences’, or ‘space that is important to someone’.109 Recently, a UK review of place theory and practice divided the term ‘place’ into several sub-categories.110 Place as genius loci comprises the topographical, the cosmological, the built environment and people’s emotional and psychological engagement with place.111 Place identity refers to the way in which place is a subset of every individual’s self-identity.112 Sense of place is defined by its relationship with concepts of place attachment and place dependency, although there is no consensus on the definitions of the three terms or how they relate.113 Finally, place can operate at a range of scales: from the local to the national and beyond.


Humanist articulations of place and its relation to space are largely drawn from phenomenology, which has its origins in Germany prior to the First World War.114 Phenomenology is concerned with perception and the truth of appearances, which is to say, distinguishing objects before our eyes as a way to knowledge. For this, it counsels a return ‘to the things themselves’.115 Edmund Husserl is normally credited with founding the science of phenomenology, which attempts to understand phenomena free of cultural context, as far as can be achieved.116 German existentialist Martin Heidegger later developed a more hermeneutic and interpretative approach.117 Even so, Husserl and Heidegger’s theories failed to account for embodiment, and were later nuanced and expanded upon by French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty;118 without such embodiment, writing about the world is robbed of a vital but ‘invisible essence’.119


Phenomenology’s conclusion is an important one for the walking writer: that while physical space acquires shape in the imagination from discourse, narrative and representation, it only has geometrical properties and orientation by virtue of a sense of this through the body.120 As Tuan writes, ‘visual perception, touch, movement and thought combine to give us our characteristic sense of space’. In Tuan’s reckoning, it is bifocal vision and dexterous hands that ‘equip us physically to perceive reality as a world of objects rather than as a kaleidoscope of patterns’.121 The walking author may therefore know his or her environment through sensation (feeling), perception and conception.122


Finally, comes the matter of how long it takes to come to an understanding of place. For the walking observer, home implies a familiarity not available to the casual visitor. Many of the texts analysed here were written by a journalist or travel author visiting Central Australia. Heidegger’s concept of dwelling becomes important, evoking the question of exactly how well a writer may come to know a place in a short time.123 The textual analyses therefore use work by Edward Relph, that the relationship between person and place can be described by degrees of ‘insiderness’ or ‘outsiderness’: ‘From the outside you look upon place as a traveller might look upon a town from a distance; from the inside you experience a place, are surrounded by it and part of it.’124


Such author positioning is important, for as Henry David Thoreau recognised, writing the home place is a specialist task requiring a reverence not typical of any scientific appraisal. Thoreau found such reverence in the writing of his walks, for which a strictly scientific view of land might have investigated ‘only what was empirically discernible’. The less visible parts of human behaviour and experience—such as at-homeness, habit, modes of encounter, dwelling—were more likely to be ignored or at least reduced to some observable phenomena.125


Inevitably, spaces become better known as places as they become ‘time-thickened’, in other words, as a shared past and future binds people together to a location.126 Furthermore, sense of place and belonging in a landscape are arguably about the narratives we tell ourselves, while others believe it is time and history which count in developing a considered sense of place.127 Jeff Malpas, on the other hand, argues a sense of belonging in place is tied to neither ownership nor length of residence, rather it is ‘an existential opportunity that presents itself to all’.128 As Crang asserts, however, ‘inhabiting a place over time leads to its incorporation into local people’s identities lending a feeling of endurance and persistence’.129 All of these ideas embrace Heidegger’s notion of dwelling as one of the essential properties of human existence. Contrary to Cartesian thinking, Heidegger suggests, humans do not exist as free-floating minds, rather they exist in relationship to the world around them, a state Heidegger describes as ‘being-in-the-world’.130 The result is that ‘travelling in foreign lands limits the observer’ and results in a simpler, more easily stated viewpoint.131 The ‘native’ to a place on the other hand, is able to offer more complex depictions, resulting from their immersion in the environment, its behaviours, traditions, lore and myths.132


Notwithstanding the insights it develops, a humanist approach fails to account for politics or culture and the way these can vary over and between spaces. At the same time as phenomenological or humanist theories of place as bounded space were emerging, a second school of thought arose under the Marxists and political geographers. For these critics and theorists, the emphasis was on space rather than place and the way in which power relationships and the means of production played out across different spaces. Space, as distinct from place, may be thought of as the ‘uniform medium in which things are arranged in three dimensions’.133 Philosophical geographer Edward Casey later called this geometry the ‘encompassing void in which things (including human beings) are positioned’.134 In a Marxist apprehension of space, however, both space and place are socially produced and consumed.135 Recently, space and place are being thought of in terms of the flow of the activities that produce them, a relational view of a space that is ever undergoing (re)construction.136


The work of Henri Lefebvre (and later of Edward Soja) is important here insofar as they conclude that ‘space is implicated in social relations’.137 Furthermore, produced space comprises both perceived and imagined dimensions,138 for which Lefebvre proposes three ways by which space is produced. First, space is created via the spatial practices of a society, such as walking to work. Second, representations of space are produced by planners and architects and some artists. And third, representational spaces are produced by those such as artists and writers: these are the spaces of mind and memory, which overlay physical space and make symbolic use of the objects found there.139 Representational spaces are of greatest value in investigating textual space and place because they modify spatial textures informed by knowledge and ideology.140 An associated concept is Soja’s third space, third in the respect that it is over and above the perceived and imagined spaces of the cultural geographers.141 Soja’s third space is both real and imagined and of particular importance to this project because of its resonant emphasis on a ‘lived’ dimension of space. Edward Casey calls such a space simply the ‘place-world’, which he describes as not only perceived or conceived but also ‘actively lived and receptively experienced’. Soja maintains that such third space is ‘at once social and historical—and, just as much, spatial’.142


In examining Central Australia it is necessary to define space by reference to both humanist notions of place as well as Marxist notions of space after the fashion of Casey’s place-world, a Lefebvrian produced space and Soja’s third space. The vehicle for traversing and producing this third space is the body of the walking writer. In turn, the recounted walk becomes a lens through which the critic might usefully view space, place and concomitant identities.


More recently, walking and space have been explored under the rubric of postcolonial geography. Geographers of the 1970s had considered the effects of colonialism and imperialism as part of a broader Marxist analysis of world economies.143 However, postcolonial geography since the 1990s has concerned itself more with culture, identity and power.144 Previously criticised as offering the ‘view from the West’, practitioners of political geography have recently engaged in embodied practices of fieldwork, travel and science.145 James Sideaway for example, explores the affect of geopolitics, in which the geography of the walk reveals the flow of capital.146 Other theoretical work since 2000 has posited walking as a critical tool for examining postcolonial geographies and other landscapes.147


An enormous and related volume of work is devoted to walking the city, a body of work that also has bearing farther afield.148 Michel de Certeau is a case in point, linking walking and writing in Practice of Everyday Life in a way that enables the walking writer to address the sort of spatial texturing identified by Sanders as the result of periodic shifts in federal Indigenous policy. The city, de Certeau argues, is an arrangement in space of objects which convey meaning. To walk through this arrangement is to acquire by perception some but not all of these objects in a certain order as dictated by the configuration of the walk.149 The walk and its collection of objects become a narrative of meaning described by the arc of the objects so collected. Each path through the city, logically, produces a different story. The result, as psychogeographer Iain Sinclair observes of his walks of London, is that each walking story might be considered a sort of ‘fiction’. Thus, the city becomes a text which can be read in an infinite variety of ways, simply by choosing a different route each time. Writes de Certeau: ‘The act of walking is to the urban system what the speech act is to language or the statements uttered.’150 Geoff Nicholson reinterprets de Certeau’s thesis as: ‘words inscribe a text in the same way that a walk inscribes space’.151


Though de Certeau and Nicholson were writing of the city, their words amble far beyond its outer limits. That is to say, what applies in the city, might work equally as well in the country. A word of warning, though: spaces are read differently by different individuals and cultures.152 And writing captures these spaces as text in a certain way. As ecocritic Lawrence Buell argues, the ‘excursion narrative’ orders natural phenomena as the perceiver might encounter them, and are both subjective and objective.153 Nonetheless, walking can help ‘peel back’ the layers of history and cultural difference that obscure apprehension and understanding of landscape.154 Walking emerges then with the potential to define a new geography, one more inclusive and multi-faceted rather than uni-dimensional; where the creation of one geography does not completely overwrite another. Such renewed interest in the United Kingdom, Europe and the United States, is perhaps what is driving a fledgling literature in Australia.155


Even so, there is a problem trying to bridge the gap between place and the more political idea of space. I have used Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of habitus to mediate between humanist place and Marxist space.156 As Susen and Turner define, habitus focuses on the learned habits of the body following the phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty.157 The concept helps to relate the personal experience of place within broader social space. The link between place and self emerges in Bourdieu’s framework as to how the outer of the social shapes the inner of the body and self.158 Bourdieu’s theory proposes two factors at play: structure and agency,159 the concept arising from his efforts to resolve the tension between Claude Levi-Strauss’ structuralism and Jean-Paul Sartre’s existentialism.160 The crux of the matter is that the two theories of human action are not really poles at all; in fact, they meet in the body where rules of the governing political structure intersect with the ability of the feeling individual with cultural capital to act. Bourdieu suggests regular practices of the self in place (habitus) are a way to bring together objective knowledge and subjective or ‘lived’ experience, a matter that is usually an ‘either/or choice’.161 To this end, Edward Casey further clarifies habitus as a figure of the between: ‘Between nature and culture but also between consciousness and body, self and other, mechanism and teleology, determinism and freedom, even memory and imagination.’ In other words, habitus is not only routine but ‘something improvisational and open to innovation’.162 As Casey acknowledges, Bourdieu does not mention place in his writing, yet it is ‘everywhere present in his discussion of habitus’.163 For Casey, habitus lies between place and self, between lived place and a ‘geographical’ self.164


The importance of habitus comes strongly into play in the uneven textures of space that dominate the Centre. Aboriginal dispossession, as occurred widely across Central Australia and elsewhere, might usefully be accommodated theoretically by seeing it as a disturbance to habitus. The person with cultural capital built up in a precolonial context suddenly finds themselves in a field where their cultural capital is no longer valid: colonial society. The reduced agency that results restricts one’s ability to act in concert with the surroundings, or even in one’s own interests when surrounded by new and unfamiliar rules of space. Casey makes this link most plainly, when he writes ‘there is no place without self, and no self without place’.165 By this Casey means that the displaced self finds it difficult to act in a way that is in concert with place, and so there appears a disjuncture or an incongruity between the two.


We may conclude that only from the habits exercised in the home place, might an identity emerge which fully expresses the potential of the interdependency between self and place. Walking is one such habit, and the idea of habitus helps to bridge the divide between self and other, place and space. The important result allows for place and space to be apprehended on a walk through objects and encounters, as well as via a perceived set of ‘rules’ governing space. In any particular cultural geography, then, one has cultural capital to act when on the home space, or not, when on foreign turf. Either way, such a framework is only part of the picture. For there is also much more we bring to the walk through story, discourse and mythology, to which I now turn.
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