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Almost it was as if my steps had strayed


Into some strange old land or unknown isle,


Where time itself, with drowsy hand had stayed


The shadow on the dial …


Ernest Favenc





FOREWORD


‘My eyes were in my feet’, observed the novelist and poet Nan Shepherd beautifully in 1945, reflecting on forty years spent wandering the Cairngorm mountains of north-east Scotland. For Shepherd, walking was a means of knowing, not in the weak sense of ‘getting to know a place’, but rather in the full, fierce sense of knowledge being grown along the way via movement on foot—of knowledge as subtly site-specific and motion-sensitive.


Glenn Morrison’s eyes have been in his feet for decades now, and in this remarkable book he walks his way at once into the landscapes of Central Australia and into their contested histories. What the mountains were to Shepherd, so the desert is to Morrison: a place where—in Shepherd’s phrase—you can slowly ‘find your way in’, without ever believing yourself to have arrived at a vantage point of total vision.


Landscapes are layeredly complex, and they require layered and complex forms of address. Over six chapters, Morrison builds up a geological structure of porous strata, whereby each succeeding chapter is percolated by its predecessors. Patterns emerge, preoccupations echo, reverberate and modify one another: home and frontier; footstepping and path-following; blindness and insight; pace and rhythm; wires, lines and bees; and the prejudice often exercised against flat landscapes in general—and the Red Centre in particular—as a kind of terra nullius or void-space.


Morrison’s writing restores the desert’s intricacies. This, to my mind, is one of the political activities of good place-writing: to resist sly smoothings-out and easy emptyings, to represent all landscapes as entangled and ruptured. Yes, the desert is awesome in its scale and austerity, so much so that it has been repeatedly seen as exo-planetary and alien. But it has also long been a home to Aboriginal peoples—as well as to an extraordinary array of non-human life. Fantasies of the desert as an otherworldly realm or as a self-similar wasteland are prime examples of the durable ‘wilderness delusion’. This is, of course, a terrain densely criss-crossed with print-trails—many of which Morrison has followed both through the landscape and through the archive.


Among the several qualities I admire in this book is its alertness to ‘song’ as well as to ‘fault’. It can be easy when dealing with histories so grotesquely traumatic as the Falconio murder or the settler massacres of Aboriginals to exclude as improper any response of wonder. How can one legitimately experience beauty or amazement in a landscape where so much darkness has seethed? But to disallow the possibility of what might be called the grace of place is to crush another kind of life from it. Morrison is as politically sensitive a companion as one could wish on these paths, but he is also alert to the invigorations of rough rock under hand or sun on skin—and to the dreams as well as the horrors that the desert has incited.


Walking is both our oldest means of motion, and a cutting-edge contemporary technology. Ecologists, for instance, still rely on what is called the ‘foot transect’ as a means of gathering data in a landscape; archaeologists refer memorably to ‘ground-truthing’ as a way of authenticating data gathered by remote-sensing instruments. For many writers and artists too, walking remains creatively and philosophically indispensable. Songlines and Fault Lines superbly re-proves this, for this is a book that could not have been written by sitting still.


Robert Macfarlane, March 2017





AUTHOR’S NOTE


Visiting Mparntwe that first time in 1998 was like coming home. Doubtless you know the town by its European name: Alice Springs, capital of the Australian Outback, heart of the Red Centre. That was all I knew. But that would change.


Shrugging off my bags at a motel room, I stepped outside to views of the MacDonnell Ranges and breathed the not-so-dry desert air. It was October. Daytime temperatures hadn’t climbed to the sizzling heights of summer and conditions were pleasant. Rain had fallen that morning, and the air was heavy with a fragrance like fresh-turned soil, sweet and somehow closer than I’d imagined. There was a breeze.


A six-week contract lay ahead with a touring band booked for the opening of a new Irish-themed nightclub. We were due to appear that evening to coincide with the start of the Masters Games, a biennial sporting event for over thirty-somethings. Six thousand would-be athletes and other visitors had followed us into town: ‘Sport with a twist of lemon’, I would dub it for a magazine piece due the next week. Even so, and despite a list of urgent must-dos, my first urge was to go walking.


The object of my peripatetic desire was the bare rock hills dominating the view from my balcony. They were part of a much longer main range, a jagged spine of geological chaos bisecting the town from east to west that had been easily visible from the plane coming in. Its tumbled rocks were calling me, or so I imagined. The fact remains, even nowadays, I don’t feel comfortable in a place until I’ve walked it. Later that afternoon, scraping and huffing to the top of a giant slab of granite and quartzite that was a great deal steeper than it looked—eventually someone told me it was called the Heavitree Range—I wondered why on earth a working-class white man from Sydney might get such an inexplicable sense of homecoming. Seemed to me Aboriginal people had walked these hills for generations. Surely it was their home?


The feelings of home stayed with me. In 2001, tired of the city and its traffic jams, my fiancé and I packed a Hilux utility and drove from the coast to the centre of Australia. I took a job as a reporter with the local newspaper and she started a business in massage and yoga. With surprising swiftness for a couple used to the bright lights, we settled right in. Over time, my responsibilities at the newspaper grew, as did the inevitable stresses of raising a family. Sometimes, fit to burst, I did what I have always done and took to the hills for a ‘tonic of wildness’. Most of all I wanted room to breathe, and in the deserts of Central Australia, finally, there was enough. Time not to have to think, so much as feel my feet drum against bare rock, quadriceps quiver at the base of a scree slope, the desert broil against my skin. The space to ponder my relationship with the Australian landscape, which had puzzled me since roaming the sandstone banks of the Georges River in Sydney’s south-west as a boy. In the deserts of the Centre, any similarly intimate relationship seemed implausible. And yet I felt something physically tangible—geographers call it the affect of a place—and it felt right.


Between editions of the newspaper I read those who had walked the Centre before me, which soon sparked an interest in Aboriginal ways of seeing landscape. That’s when I discovered The Songlines (1987) by Bruce Chatwin, and walking took on a whole new range of meanings thanks to the somewhat pretentious British travel writer, who had visited Central Australia for just nine weeks during two trips in the 1980s. More than a simple path to reverie, walking, I came to see, was a cultural, even political act.


By 2009, fed up with climbing the newspaper ladder, I resigned as editor to go freelance and reclaim my life. Since Dickens and earlier, it has been popular for writers to walk a city or place to take its pulse and write about it. The aim is to find out what really goes on in a town’s back lanes and lesser-known bars, to upend the normal flow of life that crosses and re-crosses its geography within boundaries sketched in around cultural norms.


I began to walk over, beside and around Alice Springs. I door-knocked its Aboriginal town camps as part of my work in community engagement. With my wife—we married at the Alice Springs Desert Park in 2003—we camped sections of the world-renowned Larapinta Trail, a ‘desert-wilderness’ trek winding 223 kilometres west along the MacDonnell Ranges from Alice Springs to Mount Sonder. The peak is a popular climb, not far from Glen Helen Gorge and upriver from the old Lutheran mission at Hermannsburg. At Glen Helen Homestead, the deeply cragged and broken geology of the Finke River also begged to be climbed. And soon enough, way above the world’s oldest watercourse and dangling my legs over a cleft in the rock, my gaze fell to the old cattle station-turned-tourist oasis, where I still play music from time to time.


Whereas people once explored or traversed cities and towns on foot, most now travel by train, tram, bus or car. Transport networks in modern cities and towns are built to cater for them. As a result, the dedicated pedestrian in need of a warm welcome often finds themselves in need of a jacket. For me, sauntering through a town or cityscape offers a more human vantage point from which to view the shape of things, which, as a result, become easier to define. And the pace of walking is important; time seems to dilate at its more human tempo.


Less frequently, authors have walked the ‘city’ for literary ends in Australian country towns, such as in The Songlines and Robyn Davidson’s Tracks. Alice Springs has changed a great deal since Chatwin’s controversial nine-week tour, which left many in the town upset by his blow-in ethics. He describes Alice Springs as a town where ‘men in long white socks were forever getting in and out of Land Cruisers’, and later, ‘a dreary Americanised strip of travel agents, souvenir shops and soda fountains’. Tracks author Davidson calls it a place of ‘architectural ugliness … a discomforting contrast to the magnificence of the country which surrounded it’. Yet, by her second year, Davidson developed not a love for Alice Springs, but something she describes as ‘a passionate hatred [and] an inexplicable and consuming addiction’.


Home to 28,600 people, of whom roughly one quarter are Aboriginal, Alice Springs is the Northern Territory’s third largest town and a regional supply hub for Central Australia. About 200 kilometres from a notional geographic centre of Australia, the Red Centre’s informal capital is 1533 kilometres by road south of the Territory’s actual capital, Darwin, and lies north-west of the sand dunes of the Simpson Desert on the fringe of the Lake Eyre Basin. Up to 2000 more people live within a 500-kilometre radius of the town, spread across cattle stations, remote Aboriginal communities, the regional centre of Tennant Creek, mines and outstations. More than 75 per cent of those living remotely are Indigenous. In fact, Alice Springs services all of these populations, and several others in Western Australia and South Australia, including the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara (APY) lands.1


Originally, the Aboriginal language group called Arrernte inhabited what is now called Alice Springs. Its name Mparntwe (pronounced em-barn-twa), means ‘backbone of the river’, and actually pertains to only part of the town, and denotes one estate group of the Arrernte. Two more Arrernte estate groups—Untoolya and Irlpme—are indigenous to nearby areas, with other language groups inhabiting neighbouring country. After rain, the Todd River runs through the town’s CBD and is called Lhere Mparntwe, the features on its banks and beyond springing from the deeds of ancestral creation figures of Aboriginal storytelling.


Recently best known as a ‘frontier’ town, Alice Springs was crowned the nation’s ‘Outback Capital’ in 2002 then soon after dubbed the world’s ‘stabbing capital’. Media portrayals of the region focus largely on violence, alcohol abuse and racist attitudes, depicting a place where, as Age journalist Russell Skelton writes, ‘remote and mainstream Australia … collide, with savage and unpredictable consequences’. But there are good stories of Alice Springs to be told, stories that seriously query its representation as a town divided.


Chatwin’s philosophical ‘novel’ and Davidson’s pilgrimage across the western deserts led me to other walking narratives of Central Australia, which remain some of the region’s most popular reads. Before long I found myself opening the explorers’ journals, T.G.H. Strehlow’s Journey to Horseshoe Bend, and other non-fiction travel and anthropological tomes from Central Australia’s extensive nineteenth- and twentieth-century literature. The more I looked, the more stories of walking I found. Throughout the literature, I was reminded again and again of the ‘labyrinth of invisible pathways which meander all over Australia and are known to Europeans as Dreaming-tracks or Songlines’, as Chatwin so eloquently describes them.


My bookshelves filled and a project aimed ostensibly at finding the meaning of home soon became one of literary and anthropological research. Some might think that means hiding from your fellow human beings in a dusty corner of a university library. On the contrary, many lively conversations about the work were conducted on walks of the hills surrounding Alice Springs, in cafés, at libraries, while camping in Central Australia, on the phone, on Skype or around dinner tables. And many spirited fellow travellers guided and encouraged me in my quest, for Alice Springs is alive with inquisitive souls ready to share their ideas, often as not with complete strangers.


At the broadest level, Songlines and Fault Lines: Epic Walks of the Red Centre is the story of Central Australia since precolonial times, as told by six souls who walked its magnificent undulations and measured its challenges through their feet. Drawing on anthropology, cultural theory, journalism, politics and philosophy, the book traces perceptions of the places and spaces of the Red Centre through those who have walked it. What emerges is something of a biography of the songlines, and an exploration of their cultural and political fracture under European settlement. My aim has been to probe the fault lines running through Australian culture, while nevertheless sketching the region’s many attractive qualities for those who haven’t been there. But it is also, I hope, something more.


A serious challenge for Australian writers and journalists has been to find ways to allow the various histories of their country to percolate together and inform each other. Each story in this book helps to put into perspective a slice of our history. For the first time ancestral journeys of the Dreaming tracks are situated alongside Western walking narratives to tell of the various ways Australians and others have imagined and reimagined the Centre of Australia. For on some days in Central Australia, it can seem as if all of these imaginings—past and present—are alive and operating all at once on its streets and in the canyons surrounding. And in each story of the Centre there is also a building block, not only of who we are as Australians, but importantly, of who we might yet be.


In Australia’s pursuit of a settler identity, a commonly heard aphorism is that Aboriginal people have ‘close ties to the land’. I am told Aboriginal kinship itself comes out of the country, from the Ancestor beings, and in the five years since I began researching this book, popular interest in Aboriginal culture, and in particular the songlines, has grown rather than diminished. But has settler understanding of an Aboriginal sense of place advanced in the process? If so, why is the pejorative ‘walkabout’ still so prevalent? And can literature help? Reading and analysing Aboriginal stories from the Dreaming can most certainly help, and this book is a first attempt to do so, viewing the ritual walking of the songlines as an act of pilgrimage, and the story resulting from the journey as a pilgrimage narrative.


Six historical phases frame the essays, each phase portraying a particular era: 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 World War II; 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.


But this is not a book of history, and I am no historian. Rather, it is six literary snapshots of the way we think about Central Australia and how that has changed over time. It represents the Centre as a palimpsest, a metaphor used widely since its inauguration by Thomas de Quincey in 1845. In particular, it explores ideas of home, the place where you belong, where—in the best of all possible worlds—you feel safe and secure. It also explores ideas of an Australian frontier. For if home is primarily safe and secure, then frontier implies all that is unsettled and in conflict, a place defined by turmoil.


Walking is something we share, Aboriginal and settler. It defines us as humans. By examining stories of where we have walked, I hope to emphasise the characteristics we share, rather than the differences so often touted. Revealed is a great deal of cultural exchange between black and white throughout Central Australian history, something our popular imagining of the Centre as a frontier—where there is an imagined clear divide between us—conceals. For one has only to wander Alice Springs’ main street on any day of the week to hear half a dozen uniquely Australian languages being spoken in addition to English. Or to walk the Centre’s hills, visit a remote Aboriginal settlement, spend a little time in its cafés. There you will find simmering a melting pot of Australian stories and histories, one life informing the next, a unique sharing writ large and plain in the Centre’s red soil and on the faces of a diverse and extraordinary people who call it home.


Glenn Morrison, April 2017
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MARLPWENGE


In dry years, the grasslands of the Barkly Tableland are a rich blend of browns and reds. The hills are low and the sky enormous over a tumbled spread of rocks and soil, Mitchell grass and acacias. In such a landscape, it is easy to imagine an Australia of before: before Europeans, before the frontier, before the Australia we know today. But it is also a landscape holding close its secrets, of terrible deeds played out across an ancient topography since the nineteenth century.


Nevertheless, the sunsets are glorious, and in the south passers-by can sometimes be found sipping a beer and watching from the veranda—slightly in need of repair—of the Barrow Creek Hotel, some 280 kilometres north of Alice Springs on the Stuart Highway. The roadside stop marks, roughly speaking, the broader Barkly region’s southernmost fringe. Here detectives, reporters and sightseers gathered time and again from 2001 to puzzle over their theories regarding the disappearance from a lonely stretch of nearby highway of British backpacker Peter Falconio.1


Last time I visited Barrow Creek, a group of Aboriginal men and women had gathered in the shade of a gum opposite the hotel: the men, skinny in checked shirts and jeans, cowboy hats and boots; the women in floral-print dresses, patterns obscured here and there by grime. They stood but a stone’s throw from where colonial surveyor John Ross had sited the Barrow Creek Telegraph Station in 1871. The historic settlement is one of several repeater stations originally designed to boost the strength of Morse-coded signals on the Overland Telegraph Line from Adelaide to Darwin then via undersea cable to Britain via Singapore.


Hard to come by throughout the region, water at this spot has proven particularly unreliable, though surprisingly, early plans to move the station some 40 kilometres to the north were never enacted. Off-white tuck-pointing still binds the well-crafted stone of the station’s huts, which seem to rise from the earth itself. From time to time, a car would pull off the highway and a road-weary tourist would emerge to stretch their back, walk uncertainly around and peer into the huts. One or two read the interpretive signs placed by Parks and Wildlife Commission NT, which manages the site.


Even for those aware of its history, the names of the dead of Barrow Creek and the places they were killed seem to ring out from the stone of the huts. For newcomers, it can be quite a shock. John Millner: sheep-herder, killed by Aboriginals in 1870. Telegraph station master James Stapleton and linesman John Franks: speared during an attack in February 1874 by a local Kaytetye group, the traditional inhabitants of the area.


The deaths sparked revenge killings by the settlers, and as many as 90 Aboriginal men, women and children died in reprisal attacks, many of whom had little or no connection to the original incident. At Coniston in 1928, dingo-trapper Fred Brooks was murdered, reportedly by a Warlpiri man whose wife had been staying with Brooks. Again, a posse of police and settlers rode out, this time killing an estimated 105 Warlpiri and Kaytetye alike.2


I didn’t know the Aboriginal people gathered in the shade at Barrow Creek that day. Likely as not they were Kaytetye. Perhaps one or other of the older members of the group might have had a relative who lived through Coniston as a child. Kaytetye still live on country around Barrow Creek, which they call Thangkenharenge. Their neighbours are the Anmatyerre language group to the south, the Alyawarre to the east, Warlpiri to the west, and Warramungu to the north around the town of Tennant Creek. The impact of the Overland Telegraph Line on the lives and culture of Kaytetye and the others along its route was profound and should not be underestimated.


Nonetheless, the results of Australia’s colonisation were also occasionally humorous. At a Land Rights meeting in 1999, a story was told of an old Kayetye man who encountered the ‘singing wires’ of the Telegraph Line for the first time. As he listened to the humming of the wires, he thought bees were alerting him to honey inside the poles. But when he chopped down the pole, he found only iron inside, which, according to the story, made a pretty good tomahawk.3


The good humour in the retelling of the old man’s story suggests strength and resilience. Indeed, there are Kaytetye who still speak their traditional language or use a well-developed form of signing. But the truth is there are fewer and fewer each year. Some tell the old stories of the journeys of the Ancestors, travels that reach deep into neighbouring lands and across the continent along the songlines.


One such Kaytetye is elder Tommy Kngwarraye Thompson, a father-of-five thought to be in his seventies, a man widely respected around Barrow Creek as a storyteller. Among the stories Thompson tells is that of the Aboriginal Ancestor Marlpwenge, who walks from Central Australia south to the present-day location of Port Augusta in South Australia and returns, a round trip of some 3400 kilometres. Thompson’s retelling of Marlpwenge’s remarkable journey and the lessons learned along the way is published as ‘Artweye erlkwe Marlpwenge: A Man from the Dreamtime’, part of a collection of stories called Growing Up Kaytetye (2003).4 The collection grew out of research by Sydney University linguist Myfany Turpin, who in 1996 had begun work in the region on a dictionary project for the Kaytetye group.5


Like most Australian Aboriginal languages, Kaytetye is in danger of disappearing as its older speakers pass away. With them go the stories that give the language life and body. Thompson is one of only a handful of Kaytetye speakers left and, importantly, only some of the stories that might help sustain Kaytetye culture have been passed on to the younger generations. Clearly, the need to record such stories is of some urgency, for with respect and support from the broader community they stand a strong chance of survival. But respect for Aboriginal culture has long been in short supply.


North of Barrow Creek, for example, is a group of granite boulders named Karlu Karlu, a Kaytetye Dreaming site that settler Australians call the Devil’s Marbles. For Kaytetye, these impressive-looking boulders are the eggs of the Rainbow Serpent, an Ancestor that passed nearby on its journey during the Dreamtime. Nonetheless, the cultural significance and related stories of Karlu Karlu were roundly disregarded when one of the boulders was removed in 1953 and transported 400 kilometres south to mark the Alice Springs grave of Dr John Flynn, founder of the Royal Flying Doctor Service. The rock was returned, amid great controversy, in 1981.


Many collections of Aboriginal stories and myths from Central Australia have been retold and collected over the past 150 years, and the number appears to be growing. Alongside contemporary narratives, memoirs and journalism have emerged traditional Dreaming stories, still often collected by outsiders such as anthropologists, but for which demand is likely to increase as literacy rates climb among groups of remote Aboriginal people. Dreaming narratives and songlines journeys have also reached popular forums. As linguist Christine Nicholls of Flinders University argues, even though the narrative journeys of the Dreaming Ancestors were sung or spoken, they represent a significant body of oral literature, comparable with other great world literatures, including the Bible, the Torah, the Ramayana, and the Greek tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles.6


While the non-Indigenous world is now familiar with stories from the Dreamtime, only a handful realise their true significance. The forebears of the Kaytetye, for example, once walked the arid inland following the paths set down in narratives that were told, sung, danced and performed around campfires and at tribal gatherings and ceremonies over many generations. Such tales are much more than the simple children’s fables many non-Indigenous people are wont to dismiss them as. For the Kaytetye and other groups navigated neither strictly by the stars nor by instruments, but rather by remembering and repeating their stories and songs, the words telling them which way to go and the locations of food and water along the route. The Eaglehawk songline, for instance, stretches from Heavitree Gap near Alice Springs to Byron Bay at Australia’s easternmost point, connecting the Arrernte to the Euralayi people.7 And while stars were not strictly considered a tool of navigation, they were nonetheless enlisted to remind travellers of the songlines stories, especially when travelling at night.


By following the songlines, Aboriginal people could make journeys across thousands of kilometres of desert, safe in the knowledge that each footstep had been traced already by an Ancestor, and retraced over and over again by generations of Aboriginal groups since. In fact, oral stories and songs of Aboriginal journeys and ceremony are not unlike Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, in which a group of pilgrims travel together from London to the shrine of Saint Thomas Becket in Canterbury. In structure their tale is similar to The Decameron by Giovanni Boccaccio, in which a group gathers each night to tell a part of a story. Both The Canterbury Tales and The Decameron convey a great deal of the life and culture of the fourteenth century, even critiquing political, social and religious circumstance.


But Aboriginal songlines and navigation are not well documented and writing down an oral story is complicated. Some knowledge is secret, and enforced by traditional Law, and so anyone recording and translating traditional stories must carefully tread a line between the parts of the story that are ‘open’, and parts that are culturally sensitive.8 Delivering an oral story might use speech, song or dance; the words come with intonation, facial expression, physical gestures or a particular tone: lively, excited, quiet and so on. When talk becomes text, the condition of the words is different from their condition in speech or performance and so any printed tale risks being distorted. There may be special knowledge owned by men but not women (and vice versa) to be considered. Perhaps trumping all of these important issues, however, is that there is a pressing need to preserve the oral wisdom of Aboriginal elders before the older generation, the keepers of the culture, ‘pass on without passing on their stories’.9


The story of Marlpwenge is an open and published version of the retold journey. While lacking the depth and secret detail of the original version, we may use it, nonetheless, to interpret how Kaytetye related to the places they lived and travelled to on foot. Aboriginal pathways across the dry inland were determined by the location of drinking water sources: rivers and creeks, waterholes, lakes and springs. The trade routes along which people travelled criss-crossed thousands of square kilometres of mostly arid country connecting different language groups. Such routes mapped not only a travelling economy, but also what I have elsewhere called a ‘geography of survival’, plotting a safe route across a dry land.10 In fact, walking underscored most aspects of precolonial Aboriginal life and culture, of which the ritual walking of the songlines was but a part. To suggest, therefore, that such activities are comparable to acts of pilgrimage is to seriously challenge settler Australian preconceptions of Aboriginal journeys, which so often demean the practice through the use of the pejorative ‘walkabout’.


The expression ‘gone walkabout’ remains firmly entrenched in the Australian vernacular, and is defined in the Macquarie Dictionary as ‘to wander round the country as a nomad … especially of Aborigines’. In some quarters the expression is co-opted as a colloquialism for a freewheeling mode of travel by settler Australians. Used to refer to Aboriginals, the phrase implies a sense of misplacement and being lost, along with degrees of laziness and unreliability.


However, a deeper understanding of walking the songlines soon reveals that Kaytetye and other Aboriginal groups were anything but lost. Exactly why this misunderstanding persists, and conversely, why these stories are so important to Australian culture and literature, even a national identity, can be answered by better understanding Marlwenge’s story and others like it. During a lengthy journey on foot, Aboriginal relationships to Country become readily apparent from the routes and practices of walking the songlines. What emerges is a foundational layer in the palimpsest of Central Australia, a base stratum of ‘Aboriginal home’.


[image: image]


One day, a wind arrives. Carried on the power of the Dreamtime, the wind brings a message, a plea for help from a language group called the Arabana, who live far to the south of Kaytetye country.


‘Down there in the south they are eating each other,’ says the message, ‘one of them is a devil eating everyone.’ On hearing the message, the Ancestor Marlpwenge decides to help. But to do so he must walk all the way from Central Australia to Arabana country near present-day Port Augusta.


A Kaytetye man of middle age, Marlpwenge is married to Nalenale, a young girl. She will walk with him on the journey. As Myfany Turpin writes by way of introduction to Marlpwenge’s story, it shows how ‘today’s marriage practices were established during the Dreamtime’. Though Marlpwenge and Nalenale are married they are of the wrong skin.11 Skin names are part of an Aboriginal kinship system, which delineates how people relate to each other, their roles, responsibilities and obligations and whom they can marry. From the outset, the relationship between the pair is flagged as crucial to the narrative’s purpose. However, exactly why it is significant remains, as yet, unclear.


The couple’s journey begins not far from Barrow Creek at Ywerreleperle, near Alekarenge (Ali Curung), about 350 kilometres north of present-day Alice Springs. This is Kaytetye country, from which the couple will trek 1700 kilometres south, passing through the Alice Springs district on the way to Arabana lands. Marlpwenge makes the forward trip in the company of Nalenale, then follows the same route in reverse to come home.


The events take place during a period that in English is called the Dreaming or the Dreamtime, when the world was, and continues to be, created. The Dreaming is a time both long ago and now, anthropologist Bill Stanner’s term ‘everywhen’ being perhaps the most accessible interpretation.12


As Marlpwenge and Nalenale depart, they are said to ‘leave their Country’. Marlpwenge’s Country, his home, is a region defined by the reach of his language, and for a short time he will walk within its boundaries. But soon enough he will arrive at borders with neighbouring language groups, where different words relate to a different topography, different plants and animals, new songs and a separate (but nonetheless related) body of stories.


The idea of a home territory stretched far and wide in Indigenous Australia. Travelling back and forth over such a territory was, nonetheless, a part of everyday life, in addition to being a dimension of ceremonial life. In Western understanding, the idea of home is taken to mean ‘a place, region or state to which one properly belongs’. Put simply, it is the place one feels ‘at home’. The French philosopher Gaston Bachelard compares the home or ‘nest’ with the shell of an invertebrate, suggesting a human being likes to ‘withdraw into his corner’. Importantly, in either culture, home may gain its meaning only when one leaves it, by taking a journey away.


For Kaytetye and other language groups, tribal territories were linked by clearly defined paths between language groups. Each group enjoyed property rights as well as hunting and food-gathering rights for their territory, including any permanent waters and mythological sites. The groups would communicate by smoke signals, and visitors were obliged to announce their arrival, with certain rituals prevailing whenever such an event occurred.


But home also had a sense of mobility. The Pintupi of the Western Desert are a good example, because they were able to set up a ngurra, or camp, anywhere on Country within a few minutes—and with all the comforts of home. This feeling of being at home anywhere within a bounded territory relied on the Pintupi having created a universe of meaning in the totemic features and stories of their highly mythologised Country. Under such conditions, broad empty space could easily become a known and welcoming place. The result, in the words of anthropologist Fred Myers, is that the Pintupi were ‘truly at home as they walk through the bush, full of confidence’.13 Here, Culture and wild Nature were one.


Conversely, many still think of Aboriginal people as nomads, even though they are really quite territorial. For ‘Country’ is bounded space, a home base. A better description of Aboriginal people might be ‘restricted nomads’, a people belonging for generation after generation to a particular territory, but who may both leave and return. This raises a question as to how the spaces at the centre of Australia became so highly mythologised. Settler Australians, who cling largely to the coast, see their vast inland as an Outback wilderness. How did such wide open spaces become a region named and intimately known by a people travelling only on foot?


For most of the past 100,000 years, Australia, Tasmania and New Guinea were joined, forming a single continent separated to the north by a stretch of ocean from the neighbouring mainland, which comprised present-day South-East Asia and various aggregated islands. Current research suggests Aboriginal Australians originally migrated from Africa, as was the case for all human populations. Splitting off from the main migratory group, however, they descended from South-East Asia to Australia some time between 47,000 and 55,000 years ago.14


Sea levels were more than 100 metres lower then, and land bridges now submerged were exposed above the water all along the route. Climate change had been forcing a shift in living conditions across Europe and Asia in such a way that much of the water in the earth’s oceans had become tied up in ice sheets and glaciers. Even so, any migrant descending the Indonesian archipelago at that time would have met a final hurdle, nearly 100 kilometres of ocean blocking a route to Australia’s Top End.15


Human groups of the time were still of the Stone Age, with some 30,000 years to go before anyone would seriously contemplate an ocean trip abroad. Yet Aboriginal stories from the Gulf Country and elsewhere trace changes in sea level over the period since, and some even speak of ocean journeys by canoe. Some commentators suggest Aboriginal people may have arrived in canoes or perhaps even on bamboo rafts. They may have set out from the Indonesian islands (then part of a broader land mass) such as Flores or perhaps Timor. Others put the crossing down to the result of a mishap, such as becoming lost at sea and swept south.


Whichever way Aboriginal people managed the crossing, it wasn’t all that long before they ventured even further south and settled the inland. Previously it was thought the Centre had been settled only after the last Ice Age. But the recent discovery of artefacts and fossils at Warratyi in the Flinders Ranges of South Australia shows that Aboriginal Australians settled the arid inland some 49,000 to 46,000 years ago, about 10,000 years earlier than previously estimated.16


Could it be that Marlpwenge is one of these earliest Australians? Or is he a mythological protagonist, acting in the service of allegory? In a Judeo-Christian creation mythology, perhaps Marlpwenge would be akin to a precolonial Adam, and Nalenale his Eve?


In an Aboriginal worldview, people today are descended from totemic Ancestors such as Marlpwenge, who created the landscape and laid down the Aboriginal Dreamtime Law. Commonly, such Ancestors are non-human creatures such as a caterpillar or snake. Others may be part-human, or human, as in the case of Marlpwenge. The totemic Ancestors may also relate to phenomena such as rain or sunshine.


During the Dreamtime, the Ancestors emerged from the earth, travelled across its empty plains and created hills and valleys, rivers and soakages as they walked. Kaytetye Ancestors, for example, ‘awoke’ to the empty space of the world and set about adorning it with places and people. The Ancestors produced topographical features, ‘sometimes calling them into existence by naming them’.17 In the sense that Dreaming stories are often creation stories, Marlpwenge is perhaps more a god than an Adam of God’s creation.


And yet, such stories walk the same path as European ideas that humans ‘produce’ their lives and the world around them, creating spaces and, in turn, being created by them. For example, we construct a library as a space in which to read and behave quietly, the city street as a conduit for travelling from office to café, commerce and back.


In the living of our lives there is a feedback loop between self and world, such that the spaces we produce constrain our future activity in them. In the same manner, the creation stories of the Aboriginals invoke a close and personal relationship between language, mythology and place, one that steers an Aboriginal lived experience of the world.


In ‘The Birth of Kaytetye’, a creation story from Turpin’s 2003 story collection, we come to understand how ‘Everything was established in the Dreamtime. The Dreamtime laid everything out like a blanket, even the Kaytetye people’. Gum leaves, for instance, were laid out as if they were groups of sisters, ‘related as aunts and nieces to each other’. The leaves were girls from the Dreamtime. They told each other stories with the power to create, and ‘From these stories, the Kaytetye language and people were born’.


Also laid down during the Dreamtime was Aboriginal Dreamtime Law, which governed the lives of Kaytetye born into these spaces, right down to ‘the way children might play the game of cubby houses’. Place and space were tightly entwined with notions of family and totemism, and all were mirrored in the language of a land often referred to as a living being. Marlpwenge’s story betrays this same governing politic, when he tells us very plainly that ‘The Dreamtime laid the way’.


Political geographies in every respect, Aboriginal lands were subdivided regionally, each region hosting a major totemic site that governed Law and identity. Each zone had its own ritual, poetry, music and art. People were created partly through conception from ancestral spirits that continue to reside in the most important totemic sites; a person’s ‘conception site’, for example, where a mother first determines she is pregnant. Such sacred sites link to the totemic Ancestors, but importantly, and especially for navigation, they may also function as geographic markers of Country.


It follows that a person’s identity was established partly through their association with a particular totem or totems. When an Ancestor returned from a journey on foot, from calling the world into existence, they would go back to the earth, to become a tjurunga, a sacred item of wood or bone or stone. It isn’t difficult to imagine just how important a tjurunga might be; some are powerful, in the wrong hands, even dangerous. Unsurprisingly, the location where an Ancestor returns to the earth is of great significance, and commonly known in settler parlance as a sacred site.
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