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I dedicate this book to my mother, Nellie Austin, and my father, Archie Roach, whom I never knew. To my sisters, Alma, Myrtle, Gladys and Diana, and my brothers, Johnny and Lawrence. And to Ruby, and all those stolen and scattered, who found their way home, and to those who never did.

To Mum Dulcie and Dad Alex, the Coxes, who showed me love.






PROLOGUE

Lilydale, Melbourne

1970

Sometimes you can go years without really changing as a person. Maybe you get a little rounder, a little balder, but inside you’re the same man. Same values, same hopes, pretty much the same bloke.

Sometimes, though, it can all change in a day. In the morning you have one life ahead of you and in the afternoon another.

That happened to me once, when I was a boy.

I was in Mrs Peters’s English class, one of my favourites, minding my own business, which was something I used to be very good at. Then that moment came, through the rickety old speaker in the classroom.

‘PSSSSSHT… Could Archibald William Roach come to the office, please? Archibald William Roach. Thank you.’

The message didn’t mean much of anything to Mrs Peters or the other children – there was no Archibald William Roach at the school – but it had me squirming around in my seat like it was a stove. Archie Cox had been my name for as long as I could remember, or so I thought.

I tried to go back to my work after the message, but couldn’t. My eyes glazed over and all I could hear was that name – Archibald William Roach. Afterwards, something deep in me started to take over.

This something had been in me pretty much as long as I could remember. It had tried to take over before, when I was alone in the bush, or when I was listening to certain sad and lovely music. It whispered in my ear, trying to tell me about another world and another life. I was usually good at ignoring those whispers, but on this day I couldn’t.

I wanted to stay in my seat and finish my day, live Archie Cox’s life.

‘I think that message is for me,’ I said, standing.

Mrs Peters was a lovely old lady. She loved my writing – especially my poetry – and would encourage me to share my work in front of the class, but I would stumble through it, embarrassed. She saw something in me, though, in my love of words. She still had her Canadian accent but had been living in Australia long enough to know something wasn’t quite right.

‘You better go then,’ she said.

When I got to the office, the secretary asked if I was Archibald William Roach. I don’t know why I knew that name was mine, but by then I knew it was. I told the secretary that was me and she passed me a letter that seemed to vibrate in my hands.

Across from the counter was a wooden bench for students awaiting punishment, and there I sat, staring at the envelope. The front read:


Archibald William Roach

C/O Lilydale High School

25 Melba Avenue

Lilydale, Victoria



The boy I started the day as would have handed the letter back and explained that he’d made a mistake. He would have said this letter wasn’t for him and he would have gone back to his class, back to his schoolwork, back to his house where his guitar and supper and parents were waiting for him.

I took the letter out of the envelope and unfolded it.


Dear Brother,

Your dear old Mum passed away a week ago. Her name was Nellie Austin and she had been living in Sylvan. Your other brothers and sisters are Johnny, Alma, Lawrence, Gladys and Diana. Your dad already passed away, and his name was Archie too.

I thought it was time to get in touch with you.

Love,

Myrtle



The world started to spin with names and faces and thoughts and songs and feelings that were brand new and also old and familiar. I saw a dormitory packed with beds and black children. I saw two girls. Big girls, bigger than me, anyway. I saw their names, Gladys and Diana. These were my sisters. It was all so suddenly vivid.

I flipped the envelope over and saw a return address:


Myrtle Evans

1 Toxteth Road, Glebe

Sydney, NSW



I folded up the letter, tucked it into my school bag and dragged my feet to a classroom that was no longer mine. In Archie Cox’s favourite class, I stared past his essay and thought of my dead mother. I thought about my father, too, also dead. I thought of the brothers and sisters I knew nothing of, and about my name.

I thought about Toxteth Road, Glebe, Sydney.

‘Is everything all right, Archie?’ Mrs Peters asked quietly.

It took me a little while to reply.

‘I’m not sure.’

I reckon that was the last thing Archie Cox ever said.






CHAPTER 1 TOOK THE CHILDREN AWAY (A. ROACH)


This story’s right, this story’s true

I would not tell lies to you

Like the promises they did not keep

And how they fenced us in like sheep

Said to us come take our hand

And set us up on mission land

Taught us to read, to write and pray

And they took the children away

Children away

Children away

Snatched from their mother’s breast

Said this is for the best

Took them away

The welfare and the policeman

Said you’ve got to understand

We’ll give to them what you can’t give

Teach them how to really live

Teach them how to live they said

Humiliated them instead

They taught them that, and taught them this

And others taught them prejudice

They took the children away

The children away

Breaking their mothers heart

Tearing them all apart

Took them away

One dark day on Framlingham

They came and they did not give a damn

And my mother cried ‘Go get their dad!’

He came running, fighting mad

Mother’s tears were falling down

My dad shaped up and stood his ground

He said ‘You touch my kids well you got to fight me’

Then they took us from our family.

Took us away

They took us away

Snatched from our Mother’s breast

Said this was for the best

Took us away.

Told us what to do and say

They taught us all the white man’s ways

Then they split us up again

And gave us gifts to ease the pain

Sent us off to the foster homes

As we grew up we felt alone

We were acting white

Yet feeling black

One sweet day all the children came back

The children came back

The children came back

Back where their hearts grow strong

Back where they all belong

The children came back

Said the children came back

Oh the children came back

Back where they understand

Back to their mother’s land

The children came back

Back to their mother

Back to their father

Back to their sister

Back to their brother

Back to their people

Back to their land

All the children came back

The children came back

All the children came back

Yes I came back



Melbourne, 1961–1970

A face came close; just as small as mine, just as black. This wasn’t my first memory, but it was the first one that was vivid and happy.

He was looking me up and down.

I was in a place that seemed like a palace, all floors and walls of shiny white stone, and a big grand staircase that led up to walls groaning with framed pictures of men in suits and gowns. Now I know it was a courthouse, but then I saw it as a good place to run around, so I did just that, weaving through a thicket of coppers and lawyers, until, in a clearing, I found a small black face, like mine.

I wasn’t sure I’d seen anyone who looked like me before. He was the same size and seemed the same age, too. I ran my eyes up and down him to make sure he was real. I think he was doing much the same. A couple of six-year-old black boys, wary and happy in equal measure.

‘I’m sliding,’ he said to me with authority.

‘That’s real good,’ I said. Seemed like a grand thing to do, what with all this shiny stone around.

‘You tried sliding up here?’ he said, taking me over to a big, fancy banister. ‘It’s good sliding here.’

This little fella climbed up the stairway and rocketed down, landing on the floor with a slight buckle at the knees. We both ran up the stairs and slid down, one after the other. Up and down we went until after one go I landed at the feet of a proper woman, all done up with silver hair, brown stockings and a pressed frock.

She had a clutch of papers in her hands and leant down to me with a smile.

‘Archie, I see you’ve already met Noel.’

I didn’t say anything.

‘That’s good, because you’re coming with us. Come on,’ she said, motioning to the sliding boy who looked like me. They started towards the exit together and into daylight.

‘Come on, Archie,’ the woman said, looking back. Noel motioned too. I followed – I was used to going along with different people.

The woman’s name was Dulcie Cox. Soon she would be known to me as Mum.

Mum Dulcie, Noel and I caught a taxi and rode through the working-class fringe of north-west Melbourne until we pulled up at a gate framed with well-kept vines. I stepped out of the car and found, waiting for me, a small house and a stocky, balding man with a big smile and an accent as thick as week-old custard.

‘Aye, ’e’s a prober wee lad!’ he said.

To my ears this sounded like gibberish, but I took consolation in the fact that this seemed to be cheerful gibberish.

‘’E’s a bonny wee lad!’ the man said as he came at me for an embrace.

Mum Dulcie must have seen fear in me, or at least confusion, so she translated.

‘He says you’re a good young fellow, Archie.’

This man was Dulcie’s husband, Alex, soon to be known to me as Dad. A storeman for an aviation company on the last stretch of his working life, Dad Alex was a proud Scot from Glasgow and someone I will always think fondly of till the day I die.

Alex and Dulcie Cox were in their late fifties when they took me in but were energetic for their age. Dad Alex would wake with the sun to run the streets of north-west Melbourne every morning, and Mum Dulcie never seemed to find the responsibilities of keeping a respectable Protestant home a labour.

Their motivation to take me in seemed a surplus of love, even after sharing it liberally, having raised their sons, John and David, who were now grown and worked down the road as used car salesmen, and their daughters Jeanie, who had married and left home, and Mary, a teenager, who lived with us.

Mum and Dad Cox had chosen me the way they had chosen Noel and his older blood brother, Les – after seeing us in a government advertisement in a Melbourne newspaper. The ad asked for good Christians to open their hearts and homes to desolate Aboriginal children, whose faces peeked out of the page wearing their Sunday best and the broadest smiles they could muster.

Of course I knew nothing about this at the time, nor the fact that they chose me so I could be a companion to Noel, who was about to lose Les to a trade and early adulthood.

I started life at the Cox house quiet and wary, but soon I was just quiet. I quickly came to understand Dad Alex’s brogue, and in his words I found humour and heart. He had no stomach for sharp words against children, so discipline was left to Mum Dulcie, but she wasn’t much of an authoritarian either. There was an organ in the front room, which Mary played beautifully, extracting music of praise from the instrument with an impressive juggling act of key tinkling, valve pulling and pedal pressing.

Mary also played the organ at the church we attended every Sunday, and I was always impressed and proud when I saw her up there at the front. After I learnt the words to the songs, I’d fidget in my seat waiting for the opportunity to sing along to ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’ or ‘The Old Rugged Cross’.

Shortly after moving in with the Coxes, I started going to Strathmore North Primary, a school attended mostly by ‘New Australians’, the sons and daughters of Italian and Greek migrants, who would speak their native language at home to grandmothers who would never learn English.

I liked school, but like any young boy I enjoyed weekends and holidays even more. Sometimes Jeanie would invite Noel and me to stay with her and her husband in the then-pastoral suburb of Keilor. There we would learn to ride horses, something Noel especially loved. Other times we’d all pile into David’s or John’s car and drive over to Mount Evelyn, now engulfed by urban sprawl but back then consisted of miles of bush interrupted by a few shacks with no power. Dad Alex owned one of those shacks, nestled among gum trees. There was a fish-filled creek nearby that I’d throw a line into.

I loved that Mount Evelyn place, but sometimes in the quiet night I would have waking dreams of another rural home where I now know I was previously fostered. In a twilight of consciousness I would be back there, telling a large woman that I loved potatoes so much I could eat them raw, then getting nothing else but that to eat. I would be in a grain shed under a sack that worked as a blanket. I would be cold and hungry, staring at a locked barn door. I would hear a key turn in a lock. I would feel fear and then pain.

There were more reasons than love to take in a kid you’d seen in the newspaper.

After dinner, Mum and Dad Cox would reveal more of themselves than they would during the day. Mum Dulcie would take off her cat-eye glasses and let her hair down, which she usually kept bound up on top of her head. A cascade of beautiful silver would rush down her back, and seeing that used to take my breath away.

Dad Alex would unwind after the pop of a beer bottle-top and perch himself on a chair next to the organ or the record player and sing, with full throat, the songs of his youth.

Alongside him, I’d learn all the lyrics of maudlin Scottish ballads like ‘Drifting Down the Shalimar’ and raucous ditties like ‘Donald, Where’s Your Troosers?’ I took great joy in sharing those songs with Dad Alex, because I wanted to be close to him, and I also wanted to understand the power that the songs had over him. For most of the day Dad Alex was a man of starch-shirted resolve, but as the music played another man emerged, with tears in his eyes and a heart fit to burst.

Dad Alex used to take me and Noel to the Highland games and there we would both be, wide-eyed at the things those huge men in kilts could do, like throwing the caber and hammer. He would explain to us the significance of their tartan, and speak strange, guttural words of a language that has all but died. He explained once that his had been a tribal people, and as pipes and drums filled our chests I thought I didn’t just know what he was talking about, I felt it.

I was a happy child.

Mum and Dad Cox never treated me or Noel or Les any differently to their biological children, and at school there was a healthy assortment of differences in the classroom. Some kids were tall, some kids were Greek, some kids had red hair, others brown. One kid walked funny, a few were really smart, one had very dark skin. None of that meant much once we started playing games at recess and lunch, like British Bulldog and marbles.

I don’t remember seeing myself as any different to the other kids until, one day, I took a friend named Chris home to meet my parents.

All had gone well, but as we walked back to Chris’s place, I could tell that he wanted to talk to me about something; something he had difficulty speaking about. Finally, I stopped and confronted him.

‘Chris, is there something you want to ask?’

‘Archie, I was just wanting to… wondering why… why are your parents white?’

I didn’t really understand the question.

‘It’s just… because you’re black,’ he added quietly.

Chris had me stumped. There was a spectrum of skin colours at our school, from Northern European pinks to deep Mediterranean olives, and I knew I was a bit darker than them, but I’d never thought much about the fact that all of the parents did largely have the same colouring as their children. I had no answer for him.

I went home in a minor state of confusion, and when I walked into the house I was happy to find Dad Alex sitting in his chair.

‘Dad, am I black?’

He bolted upright, his face turning red with Glaswegian fury.

‘Who tol ye that, son?’

‘A mate from school.’

‘The wee lad that wer just ere?’

‘No… no, another kid.’ Although Dad Alex was probably all of sixty kilos dripping wet, he could get up a full head of steam if he wanted to, and I was scared for Chris.

‘Who sayed it? I wannae have a chat tae him.’

‘No, no, please, Dad. He’s all right. He was just asking.’

I wished I’d never said anything. Dad Alex calmed down a bit and readied for a speech I think he’d been preparing for some time.

‘Archie, ye nae black, what ye are is Ab’rig’nal. You and ye paepal are the furst paepal on this land.’

He put his hand on my shoulder.

‘E’rybody else hae are bloon awee Pommies. Ye remember tha.’

I did remember that, but I didn’t understand what that meant for a long time. The way Dad Alex spoke, with heavy eyes and pursed lips, frightened me, though. My skin felt a bit different after that, and sometimes I would look at my hands as though they were someone else’s.

I thought maybe Noel knew what it all meant.

‘Has anybody ever called you black?’ I asked Noel, who I found playing in the backyard. He got very quiet and still. When he didn’t say anything I asked him again.

‘Somebody did, but I chased him up the road.’

‘Why would you do that, Noely?’

‘I didn’t like the way the kid said it.’

That night in bed I tried hard to remember if I had met any other black people, and then the faces of two girls, a bit bigger than me, appeared. I remembered sharing food with them, and I remembered them hugging me. I remember one of them standing like a pugilist, her fists ready to strike like a couple of brown snakes. More memories came, painful memories; this girl was protecting me.

I didn’t know where or when this was, but I was sure it was a memory and not my imagination. The girls were real. They were special to me, I knew that. They made me feel good. They were black and they didn’t seem like anything to fear.

I was very confused.

I went into the lounge room where Mum and Dad Cox were listening to the radio. I asked if they knew anything about these girls, but they said they didn’t. I could tell they were uncomfortable in the telling. I knew I’d had a life before Mum and Dad Cox, and I wanted to ask if these girls were my sisters but felt ungrateful and ashamed – after all, Mum and Dad Cox had already given me two sisters, and good sisters at that. Jeanie lavished us with care whenever we visited her country home and Mary brought music into the house.

One time Mary, Dad Alex and I went to the Essendon Town Hall, where she wanted to hear a man from Detroit, Michigan, talk about a new type of organ created by an American engineer named Laurens Hammond. His instrument was designed as an alternative to bulky church organs but had also become a favourite of keyboard players signed to Detroit’s rock and rhythm-and-blues labels. When the American man in the town hall started playing this new type of organ, my soul soared like theirs had.

I couldn’t believe my luck when Dad Alex announced that he’d filed an order for one of these magic-sounding organs.

Having the sound of that organ fill our front room was like being able to see extra colours. It seemed Dad Alex saw those colours too. As he sang around the new organ I could hear in his voice a yearning for his bonny childhood home, and a history that seemed dissolved into almost nothingness here on the fringes of Melbourne. I could feel his longing in my bones too, and for years I thought I missed Scotland, a country I’d never been to.

It didn’t occur to me that the black faces of my memory and the pit of melancholy in my belly were related.

I was desperate to learn how to play this music myself, and one day Dad Alex brought home a very small organ, with numbers on the keys. Mary was tireless as she taught me and even when I could barely keep time or get my fingers on the right keys, Dad Alex was always there to offer his forceful refrain of encouragement.

For most of my primary-school years, I lived the life that was presented to me. I was the son of Alex and Dulcie Cox, I was a student at Strathmore North, I was a fan of Fats Domino and Elvis Presley, I prayed to the versions of God and Jesus Christ that our Protestant minister spoke about each Sunday. I often felt an ache in my heart that I didn’t understand, and I was confused by the colour of my skin, but by and large I was happy. We all were.

Then, after a short illness, 21-year-old Jeanie Cox died. Our house suddenly became quiet. Noel, too, seemed to be affected deeply, and not only with grief.

By the time Jeanie passed, Noel knew about his other name and the siblings he previously had known nothing about. He told me once he had asked Les about this other family, but Les had told him that the Coxes were all the family he would ever need.

Les never reverted to the surname of his birth parents, nor did he ever move far from the neighbourhood that he was dropped into. The life he carved for himself in Melbourne was enough for Les, and I never thought less of him because of it.

Noel didn’t like it, though. He was struggling with his own identity, and started to hang out with kids who were drinking and smoking.

I remember when he came home late one night, three sheets to the wind. As I let him in I pleaded with Noel to be quiet so our parents could sleep. That enraged him. He swayed around with balled fists and I thought he was going to punch me. I eventually got him to take some food and water before getting him into bed, but as he slept I lay awake because I suspected he was going to stay angry with me.

I was right. We had been best friends, brothers, but now for some reason he saw me as an adversary. He often wanted to fight me, often after drinking. He was still a child, but he had a man’s rage.

When I started at Strathmore High School, I saw more rage.



With Noel at a technical college I was the only black boy in a school full of teenagers, and that’s where the ‘Abos’ and ‘golliwogs’ and ‘black bastards’ started. Many of the kids throughout all of primary school who had known me only as Archie Cox now knew me as ‘that black bastard’. Was it the new environment? Hormones? Was it what they were hearing from their parents? Had the times changed? I didn’t understand why. I still don’t.

In the beginning I’d never stand up for myself and would laugh everything off, sometimes even denigrating myself for the sake of an easy life. Maybe that made things worse. Maybe it wouldn’t have made any difference.

When Dad Alex retired, he didn’t take to his newly listless life well and had what they called in the sixties a ‘nervous breakdown’. As he suffered mentally, Mum Dulcie began to suffer physically with diabetes. Money got tight and we sold our home, shifting into the bush shack in Mount Evelyn that used to be our holiday place.

While in Mount Evelyn, Mum and Dad Cox’s health declined even further. We were there for a year before moving to nearby Mooroolbark.

Although there were limits to the social standing of a ‘black bastard’ in high school, I had great friends at my new school Lilydale High, friends I really cared about. There was a Dutch kid named Hank, an independent soul who refused to compete in anything and spoke with a creamy accent, a girl with cerebral palsy who had callipers on her legs, and another slight, very smart boy who we called The Brain.

It was only with these friends that I would stand up for myself. I couldn’t bear seeing these good kids disappear into themselves after a barrage of insults and cackles. I didn’t care what people had to say to me, but if you picked on my friends I would fight. I was small but wiry and athletic, and I had will. I guess I was a bit like Dad Alex in that way.

I remember one instance when an older kid cornered Hank, telling him that he was going to beat him black and blue. Then he looked me up and down and said, ‘You, maybe just blue.’

You can laugh. I did. You have to laugh.

I fought that kid, but don’t remember the outcome. I ended up fighting a bit at school, though I would always mind my own business any time I could. I wasn’t there to fight; I was there to do sport and English and art.

In art I saw a vocation. I wanted to be the man who designed and painted the advertisements that you would see on the side of buildings. That job – part artist, part designer and part sign-writer – doesn’t really exist anymore, but in it I saw a way to a happy, normal life.

Mum and Dad Cox used to get on me about university, but each year they were less insistent about it. That wasn’t just true about university, it was true about pretty much everything. It seemed in high school that for every year I aged, they aged five.

With our family now in Mount Evelyn and only infrequently attending our Protestant church, I started going to a huge Pentecostal ministry with some friends from school. An early precursor to the modern mega-churches like Hillsong, the ministry had little organised structure and instead was dedicated to letting the spirit of God flow through the parishioners. We would sing modern, soulful music and speak in tongues, a practice that was often maligned by other churchgoers and distrusted by Mum and Dad Cox, but I definitely got something out of it.

When I let go and started babbling what I thought was the word of God, my mind flowed without conscious effort, and long-latent memories would emerge, all the way back to a time before my foster family. Before any foster family. I’d go back to a place where there was bush and black brothers and sisters, and black uncles and aunties, and a black mother and father. When I spoke in tongues I felt a spirit in me.

It was also in that church that I first heard the music of Hank Williams.

One Sunday a woman got up with a guitar and played a song that took my breath away. There was little complexity to the chord progression but the tune, which was crushingly sad but also uplifting and beautiful, spoke completely to me about a feeling that I thought was mine and mine alone.

I’m a shy man and was an even shyer boy, but I had to approach this woman and ask about the song. She told me that the lyrics were a Bible verse and that the tune was a Hank Williams song called ‘Your Cheatin’ Heart’.

When I got home I asked Dad Alex about Hank Williams and was overjoyed to find that not only did he know Williams but he had some of his records.

Eventually Dad Alex bought me my first guitar, and I’d spend hours and hours sitting in front of the record player trying to play along. Even though Mary liked different music, she would always help me find the chords that I needed. I’d play sad country songs and the blues for Dad Alex, and I’d watch him momentarily be resurrected as the energetic father figure I’d known him to be.

He was a lovely old bloke, Dad Alex. Good heart, good soul. Like many traditional Christians, he was wary of the Pentecostals at that time, but I think he figured if they were playing Hank Williams at church they couldn’t be all bad.

Mum Dulcie was a tougher nut to crack. She didn’t talk to me much about my Pentecostal church, but I could tell she didn’t like me going. I was getting a lot from that church and didn’t want to stop attending, but I loved her and tried to reach her however I could.

One way I tried was to help in the garden, cutting grass with a scythe when it got long and weeding under her direction. One day Mum Dulcie decided that we needed to get an enormous stump out of the garden, and she was going to splurge on getting some men around to dig it out until I convinced her that I could do it.

The days became weeks as I attacked the stump with a crowbar and shovel. It was hot, strenuous work, but work I enjoyed. As I’d hack and dig, I’d often see Mum Dulcie staring out the window at me with a look I could never quite figure out. One afternoon she called me in – I was all sweaty and stinky – and had me sit at a table. On the table was a bone-china tea set with a pot filled with hot brewed tea, along with a plate layered with scones and sandwiches. A little ritual started between us, one we’d keep up for years.

The talk at tea was usually very small, except for one instance that haunts me still. Mum Dulcie had tried to talk to me about school and the weather, when her shoulders started shaking and the features of her face bunched up, tears running down her cheeks. The old woman was crying about Noel, I knew that straight away.

Her concern about me and the church was small potatoes compared to her worries about Noel. He had distanced himself from life with the Cox family altogether. He still lived with us, but he had become withdrawn.

Mum Dulcie and Noel had loved each other when we were younger, and I reckon they still did, but they just couldn’t understand each other anymore. She was losing another child.

I sat there and felt deeply for her but couldn’t say anything, and couldn’t move because I was scared she’d be able to tell that what was haunting Noel had started haunting me.

When Mum Dulcie composed herself she told me how worried she was about Noel. I told her I was worried about Noel, too. I put my arms around her and consoled her as best I could, without showing the restless heart that beat in my chest.

Mum Dulcie feared Noel was now a stranger headed for alcoholism and the streets, an ignominious fate for the son of a respectable Protestant woman.

She never could have guessed that one day a letter would send me down that path, too.






CHAPTER 2 ONE FOR EACH PERSON AND ONE FOR THE POT (A. ROACH)


She called me in from my labour

As she smiled so soft and sweetly

I sat down at the table

Sandwiches and cake to greet me

Fetch a pack of tea

Is what she said to me

Take the kettle from the stove

When it is hot

Then one for each person and one for the pot

She set down our best china

Then a cheeky grin she gave me

There was nothing I found finer

Than sippin’ tea with this sweet lady

Then she held my hand

And said ain’t this grand

Just remember making tea

The rule is what?

One for each person and one for the pot

One for each person and one for the pot



After I got the letter, I sat staring at my schoolwork for a while. I put pencil on paper but couldn’t get any words out. Eventually Hank came over and asked if I was okay. I explained to him that a letter had come, from someone claiming to be my sister. It said that my mother had just died.

‘Are you sure it’s for you?’ he asked.

I told him it was. I said I didn’t know why I was sure, but I was sure.

He didn’t know what to say.

Mrs Peters must have seen a story on my face, because she asked if I might like to go home. On the train to Mooroolbark I was in a daze as the suburbs flew past.

Sylvan. The letter said that was where my ‘dear old mum’ had been living. We’d driven though Sylvan many times. I pushed my memory to produce a black woman. Just a glimpse would be a feast for me, but nothing came.

I had to know more. I walked home quickly from the train station, my curiosity becoming more powerful than my reticence. Mum and Dad Cox were both there. They asked me why I was back so early. I handed them the letter.

‘Do you know anything about this?’ I asked.

As they read I could tell that they were deeply conflicted.

‘We knae tha was ye name – Roach,’ Dad Alex said.

‘I thought it was. I had it in my head. It sounded familiar.’

‘Dad wanted you to use his name, even though we’re just your foster parents,’ Mum Dulcie said.

I told them that was okay. I had a ball of feelings, like a mixed-up tangle of different strands of wool, but none were anger directed against them. What had changed, though, was my sense of obligation. Suddenly I had no problems pressing them with questions. I asked about Myrtle, the sender of the letter, and they said they didn’t know who that was.

‘Do you know anything about any of these people? My mum, my dad? My brothers and sisters?’

They were really struggling with the answers now. Dad Alex said that the government had told him that my whole family had died in a house fire in Dandenong.

I was confused, frustrated. What’s been going on? Who am I? So many thoughts were going on in my head. That can’t be true! A sister, Myrtle, wrote to me, telling me about my father, my mother, my brothers and sisters.

I asked how I could get more information about them and they both said they didn’t know how to help. I didn’t know if they were lying to me, but I felt that they knew something more, or that they could do more. Even though I still loved them and appreciated everything they had done for me, after the letter came I saw them differently.

At that point I started to understand Noel a little better, too.

I found Noel and showed him the letter. I told him it was from a woman claiming to be my sister, and before he took it he said, ‘Yeah, it probably is.’

As he read it he showed little emotion.

‘Pretty much the same as me,’ he said, handing the letter back. He wasn’t surprised I had another family just out of reach. He didn’t show much enthusiasm or empathy. I’m guessing the window to connect with Noel about our shared journey of identity had closed some time ago.

I went back to school and tried to get my teenage life back on track, but I found it almost impossible. Questions of science and maths became insignificantly small when set against the question of what my dad had been like, and my mum, and how they’d lived and died.

I had brothers and sisters, blood of my blood. What were they like? Were they tall, were they short? Were those two girls from my distant memory the sisters mentioned in the letter? I wasn’t completely sure.

My grades started to slip, as did my tolerance for anyone else’s shit. Before I got the letter, you’d have to physically attack me or my mates for me to put my fists up, but afterwards, if you called me a black bastard, I was going after you. I had no time for it. So I became a bit isolated at school. Hank, The Brain, my friends – they stayed beside me, but others started to avoid me.

I was considered an angry Abo, and someone who was just easier to steer clear of than interact with. It wasn’t the worst result in the world.

At home I tried not to show that I was changing, but old Mum and Dad Alex could tell. It seemed the government knew I was changing, too, because one day, a few weeks after the letter, they sent a funny little bloke with a moustache, who looked not that much older than me, to our house.

He asked Mum and Dad Cox if it was okay that he and I went for a walk. They said it was up to me. I was happy to go with him because I thought he might have some answers to my questions. Turns out he did, but none that were useful.

I asked if the information in the letter I got was right; he didn’t deny it. I knew in my bones it was all truth, but I was still interested in what he had to say. I asked if he knew where my brothers and sisters were, and he said he didn’t know. I asked if I would ever get to see them, and he said maybe I’d get to one day.

I reckoned that someone in the government knew about my family. I realised this fella wouldn’t be able to satisfactorily answer any of the questions that were bouncing around in my head, but he was the only person I could ask, so I asked them anyway.

‘Why was I taken away?’

‘It wasn’t just you, Archie. Most of your family were moved to other places.’

‘Why, though? Why would you do that?’

‘We decided to move you and your brothers and sisters to new homes where we thought you’d be better off. We didn’t think things were very good at home.’

I had no idea what that might’ve meant.

‘Why didn’t anyone ever speak to me about it before?’ I asked. ‘I have brothers and sisters, but no one ever told me.’

I said it all quietly. I wasn’t angry, I was confused. I really wanted to know why the government had done this to me.

‘We thought it would be best if you were with the Cox family. You like them, don’t you, Archie?’

Of course I liked them. I loved them. I didn’t tell this fella that, though. I told him I wanted to see my real family, and again he said that maybe one day I could.

My perspective changed with that letter, and it changed again after his visit.

I stopped asking questions of Mum and Dad Cox. I knew it was just as confusing for them as it was for me. While I still trusted that they did what they did because they thought it was the best thing for me, I was hurt.

I thought a lot about the government. The Government of the Commonwealth of Australia. I’d never really thought about my relationship with the government before, but knowing that they’d taken me away from my mother, father, brothers and sisters a bit more than a decade ago, and now got to decide whether or not I could see my family, I thought about them quite a lot.

I thought about Toxteth Road, Glebe, Sydney. For a kid like me in Melbourne in 1970, that address might as well have been the Moon. Most people I knew had never even been to Sydney, including a lot of teachers and parents.

I saw the teachers at school very differently after the man from the government came. I had been a respectful kid – well mannered, attentive, with a love of learning and words. Now I no longer wanted to learn the things they were teaching; I had problems seeing the need for deference. This came to a head one afternoon while I was smoking at the train station and a male teacher approached me, telling me to put out my cigarette. I told him the school day was over and the school was streets away, but he said he didn’t care – he was still in charge of me. I didn’t take well to his choice of words.

I told the teacher to fuck off.

I feel bad now thinking about it. This man, whose name I can’t remember, wasn’t out of line. In fact, he was trying to do me a favour and help me kick smoking before it became an addiction. I didn’t listen. I wish now that I had.

I went home and thought about what the next morning might look like. I’d have detention for sure, and would certainly be forced to apologise, something I had no interest in doing. It occurred to me, that night, that maybe I was done with school. I was only fifteen, but it wasn’t unusual to leave school at that age back then.

Dad Alex didn’t say anything when I told him about it, but Mum Dulcie tried to change my mind. The way she did it hit me right in my heart, telling me that one of the favourite parts of her day was reading the stories and poems I had written for English class. I was steadfast, though. School was no longer a place I could bear. I told her that I’d still write poems for her.

I never did, though.

I got a job at a farm near us where I picked flowers and put floral arrangements together for sale all around Melbourne. It wasn’t bad work, and I found I enjoyed the company of the people I was with, most of whom were older and some itinerant. Pay started to come in, and I gave the bulk to Mum and Dad Cox, but the rest I squirrelled away, with one of my only outgoings being smokes.

Life settled down a little bit at home with a new routine established until one day Noel came to me with something to say.

‘I’ve got to go, Archie,’ he said, shaking my hand.

He had a bag packed. The day that was a long time coming had arrived.

‘Where are you going to go?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know yet. I just have to leave. I might try to get some work… I might try to find my family.’

I told him to take care and he said the same. I wished there was more warmth there, in the moment, but I think that, to Noel, I represented a part of a life he wanted to leave behind.

Noel walked out of my room, then out of our house, and I never saw him again.

While I worked at the farm I had a lot of hours to think, and I often thought of what Noely might be up to. I saw him in the back of a truck, and I saw him picking fruit, and I saw him meeting brothers and sisters and sharing stories. While I was still only fifteen, the road started to call me, too.

It called me at work and it called me at church. After a service, with my thoughts and feelings loose, I told the brother of our pastor, a friend of mine named Hamish, that I was thinking about leaving the Cox family home and setting out on my own.

He thought it was a good idea, and he was happy to help me out any way that he could. I asked if I could stay with him for a bit and plan my second step. He said that wasn’t a worry.

Hamish probably thought that Mum and Dad Cox and me were clashing a lot because of the church, and that there was no reconciling those differences – the Pentecostal church was often a wedge between idealistic and excitable teens (of which there were many) and their more conservative parents.

I told Mum and Dad Cox one night over dinner. I remember the silence before I spoke, and how unsure I was of my tongue as it started to move. When the words came out they didn’t even sound like they were mine.

‘I reckon I have to go away for a little while, like Noely,’ I said. ‘I have to figure out what’s going on.’

I know they were instantly heartbroken. Mum Dulcie was disappointed at first, and then she was angry.

‘This is stupid, Archie. Stupid. You have a good life here, a good job,’ she said.

I told her I was sorry, but it was something I had to do.

Dad Alex didn’t say anything. He just stared at his dinner, shaking his head slowly. I apologised to him too, but it was Mum Dulcie who replied.

‘Haven’t we been good to you?’ she asked, tears in her eyes.

I told them they had been, and then I got up and started packing.

They were wonderful, caring people, and I think of them often and fondly, but I knew they’d never completely understand what I was going through. To tell them was to break their hearts and mine, but it was something I had to do. I dreaded having to do it twice, so I resolved to leave immediately and never come back. I called Hamish and asked if he could pick me up the next night after work and take me to their house in Canterbury.

Mum and Dad Cox cherished me. They had given me all the opportunities they could, but there was always a restlessness in me, like a fault line waiting to rupture.

They never understood that, but how could they?

If I could have stayed I would have, but my spirit was stirring. I needed to find out who I was, who my family was.

As I was leaving the house, bag in hand and guitar over my shoulder, Mum and Dad Cox stopped me at the door. Dad Alex grabbed me and said, ‘Bifay ye leave me and Ma, I jes wanted tae say… Well, we hope ye fin what ye lookin for, Archie.’

I never saw them again. It hurts me now to even write the words.

Hamish and his family were very good to me, letting me stay for a few weeks while I figured out what to do next. I found a new job close to his place, working nine to five on the production line of a factory, turning out paper products. On the weekends I’d go to services at the Emmanuel Temple, one of the biggest Pentecostal churches in the state at the time, nearby Hamish’s house.

There I’d sing and pray and look for mental clarity and guidance, and one day it came, of a sort. Out there, in the congregation, I saw two Aboriginal faces – a couple in their thirties. After the service I sought them out. The only Aboriginal lives I really knew about were mine and my foster brothers’, Noel and Les, and I was hungry to know anything they could tell me about my mum and dad, brothers and sisters.

Their names were Al and Shirley, and they were gracious and patient as they explained that they were just in town for a little while. They lived in Shepparton, almost two hundred kilometres north of Melbourne, with their three little ones in a house next to a gully, across the field from another Pentecostal church. They said I should come and visit them sometime, and I thought that was a good idea.

After Al and Shirley left Melbourne I thought about them often during the long, dull hours on the production line. I also thought of them in the euphoric, spirit-raising hours I spent in church. I wondered how they lived their lives and whether they could give me an idea of how I might live mine.

Sydney still seemed like another world, but the way Al and Shirley described it, I could get to Shepparton in a day, perhaps even in a morning. Shepparton was on the way to Sydney – I would be one step closer to Toxteth Road, Glebe.

Curiosity became resolve, and one afternoon I told my boss I was finished. Then I told Hamish I was moving on, to spend some time with Al and Shirley. He understood and wished me well.

I packed a bag with my clothes, slung my guitar over my back and headed to the Hume Highway, where I stuck my thumb out while I walked north. I’d never hitchhiked before, but I’d seen a lot of people do it. My first ride came along after a short while, and I can’t describe the exhilaration I felt, heading closer to Sydney.

By the time I was dropped off in the middle of Shepparton the sun was on the wane, so I hunted down a toilet block, laid my clothes out under me like a bed, spread my jacket over me like a blanket and slept the sleep of the dead.

I woke just after dawn, with a man standing over me.

‘You better get out of here, fella. I’ll call the police.’

I’m guessing he was a cleaner. I mumbled an apology, packed my things and wandered out into an unfamiliar town. The working day was yet to start so there were few people around, but as luck would have it I saw a group of Aboriginal men walking down the street. I approached them and asked if they knew Al, and sure enough they did. They pointed me down a road and there I found the gully, and the church, and the house.

Al opened the door with a surprised but welcoming grin.

‘Archie, what are you doing here?’

‘I just wanted to visit. Is that okay?’

‘Of course, of course. Come on in.’

Al and Shirley gave me a place to sleep and told me I could stay as long as I liked. I thanked them and said I didn’t plan on staying that long, because I was keen to make my way to Sydney. Later that night, with food in our bellies and hot tea in our hands, I told Al why I wanted to go to Sydney, and I told him about the letter and my foster family and my parents, the little I knew about them, and about the fella from the government who came to the Coxes’ house.

‘I’ve heard about this,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard about children being taken away from their parents by the government.’

I asked if anything like that had happened in his family. He said it hadn’t, but he thought that was because it usually happened to the blackfellas on the missions. I had no idea what the missions were, and Al only knew a bit more than me. He said the missions had something to do with the church, and that it was a place where Aboriginal people were forced to live out in the countryside.

I wondered if I’d lived on one of these missions out in the countryside.

I stayed with Al and his family for a while. I liked them a lot, and I liked learning what he knew about the history of our people. I got a job doing some fruit picking and packing at the nearby SPC factory so I could contribute to the rent and the cost of food, and I had no problems sticking around Shepparton when Al asked me to look after the place while he and his family went to visit his relatives.

I lived in Al and Shirley’s house alone for a week or two. Then, one day, a family member, Jim, turned up. I liked him instantly. He wasn’t like anyone I’d met before. He had a maverick spirit, but he was also someone I was slightly apprehensive of.

Jim had some mates with him, and after a few days we were all but out of food and cigarettes. One night Jim asked me to help him and his friends get more, and while I walked with him through the dark, slowly but surely I became aware that we were on our way to do a burglary.

The target was a closed petrol station nearby, which we got into by way of a small window round the back that had been left ajar. As we snuck around the shop, grabbing armfuls of bread, cold meats and cigarettes, I could feel the wrongness of what we were doing, but also a rebelliousness that felt good. Back at Al’s place, we smoked and ate our fill, and I felt like a rebel. I didn’t mind the feeling at all.

A week later we were hungry again, and did exactly the same thing – we broke into the same shop and stole almost exactly the same stuff as last time.

While we were pilfering, I thought a lot about Mum and Dad Cox. I could see Mum Dulcie crying and Dad Alex shaking his head but saying nothing, and I felt really sad. When we got home I felt none of the rebellious lift. I gained nothing from that burglary, except some smokes and food that I could have got anyway from the money I’d earned from work that I actually quite enjoyed.

I resolved not to steal again. It wasn’t who I wanted to be. It wasn’t how I was raised.



The cops came to the house a few days later. The first I knew about it was when they were shining torches in my face. I realised that I was alone in the house. I’m not sure where all the others were. They must have seen the cop cars coming.

They told me they knew what me and my mates had done, but I denied it. They searched the house and found cartons and cartons of cigarettes in a roof cavity. After that I changed my tune, saying I’d acted alone. It was a story I managed to keep up throughout.

I spent ten days in the lock-up in Shepparton because the cops didn’t exactly know what to do with me. I was a minor but had no real guardians. My parents were dead, the Coxes were in my past, and Al and Shirley were away.

I was left in the charge of a policeman named Detective Cameron, and he treated me pretty well. I got cereal in the morning, and he went and got unsold counter meals from the Goulburn Valley Hotel next door for my dinner. He gave me cigarettes and cups of tea when I asked for them, and we’d share them over a chat. One day Detective Cameron turned up with a magistrate who told me what he figured he would do. They were going to put me on a two-year good behaviour bond, which meant for that period I’d have to stay out of trouble and regularly check in with a court-appointed mentor. If I failed to do either, I was off to juvenile detention.

When I got back home Al had returned, and he was disappointed.

‘Why’d you go off with Jim and do that, Archie?’ he asked. ‘I thought you had more sense.’

I think Al felt guilty, too, because I’d been led astray by an adult. We didn’t really talk about the incident after that, but he said I could stay while I fulfilled the term of my bond.

My court-appointed mentor was Max, a well-known and liked former boxer who ran a menswear shop in town, and a man I ended up having a great relationship with. Pushing forty, Max dressed like a sharp, talked like a salesman and had a good heart. He got me a job helping out a roofer, introduced me to some other young fellas and took me to a boxing gym, where he hoped I’d start training.

As he showed me the basics of throwing a proper punch into a bag, we talked about Lionel Rose, one of the few Aboriginal men I’d ever seen on television. He linked Lionel, a legendary boxer, whom I hugely admired, to the pride of being able to hold your ground against another man trained in the pugilistic arts. Max told me about the greatness of other Aboriginal fighters, describing sturdy men with fast hands. I loved hearing about it, but when he said he’d be interested in training me, I told him I didn’t think it was for me – I was smoking too much and wasn’t fit enough. That was true, but it probably wasn’t the only reason. I just didn’t want to fight at that time.

With my feet stuck in the mud of a good-behaviour bond and a steady job arranged by Max, a comfortable life emerged in Shepparton. Things were great with Al and his family, my roofing job was strenuous and hot, but as a young fella it was nothing I couldn’t handle, and I even started to build up a good gang of mates, who I’d hang out with each night at the bowling alley.

We’d eat hamburgers, drink milkshakes, play music from the jukebox and try to kiss the local girls. Once I even managed it, kissing someone you could describe as my first steady girlfriend. I reckon she liked me after she heard me play the song ‘Easy Loving’ by Freddie Hart, which was everyone’s favourite song at the time.

These were all white people, my friends and my girl, but they didn’t treat me any differently from anyone else. Routine set in: work, hamburgers, Freddie Hart, Max. Weeks became months. I was happy, but somehow I felt a little hollow. Whenever I heard people talking about Sydney, it’d make me think about my sister, Myrtle Evans and Toxteth Road.

I’d often count down the months left on my bond before I could even try to go up north… twenty-two, twenty-one, twenty, nineteen. The numbers made me anxious sometimes, nearly to the point of illness. I thought that each morning I spent in Shepparton was the start of another day when my sister might move, or perhaps even worse.

One day a panic built up that was so unbearable I found myself packing my bag. When I was done, I slung my guitar over my shoulder once again, walked out of my room and told Al I was leaving. He understood and after a shake of hands I was on the road, my thumb pointing north, at the mercy of fate. I didn’t think of my friends at the bowling alley, or the people at work, and obviously I couldn’t tell Max. I’d saved almost no money, but I wasn’t concerned. I’d been picking the brains of some older Aboriginal men who’d come into town for a bit of work before blowing off in the wind. They’d given me tips about where and how to get a meal, and a ride, and a roof. That’s all you need, really.

When I got on the Hume Highway and saw a sign for Sydney, I had hope in my heart and fire in my veins. My head spun when I saw how many kilometres there were between me and my destination, but every step was a step closer.

I did a lot of a walking and got a lot of lifts. Sometimes I was picked up by truck drivers, who’d buy me a meal. Sometimes I was picked up by salesmen who just wanted to listen to the radio. Sometimes families asked me to play music while we drove, and I’d strum my favourite old country songs.

Sometimes I got dropped off in a town in the afternoon and I’d hang around the bakery, waiting for them to close. I’d knock on the door, ask what they were about to throw out and then have a hobo’s feast of cake, pies, pasties and milk. I slept in toilet blocks when it rained and in parks when it didn’t, and every night I’d go out like a light as soon as my head hit my jumper, and wake just before dawn.

I walked through Albury and Wodonga and Wagga Wagga and Yass, getting a lift just outside of each town. It took me a week, maybe two, to get to Goulburn, and there I got my last lift, pushing myself into a Kingswood full of country boys who were all piss and vinegar.

‘Where are you lads heading?’ I asked.

‘Sydney,’ they said in unison.

That was music to my ears. I asked them what they were doing in Sydney, and they said they weren’t doing anything specific – they were just going to go.

‘Is it that good then, Sydney?’

‘Best place in the world,’ one said.

‘There’s heaps of stuff you can do there that you can’t ’round here,’ another said.

‘Make sure you check out Kings Cross,’ said another, the car filling with laughter.

I had no idea what he was talking about, but I started to get excited. I got my guitar out and played happy songs and funny songs. We all sang together, almost until we saw the big buildings in the distance.

I found kindness and charity out on the road, a place that would become a second home. I found kindness and charity in Sydney as well, but also depravity, disappointment and sin.

That was okay, I suppose, because after the depravity, disappointment and sin, I did find what I’d come to Sydney for.

I didn’t find Myrtle, but I eventually found family. Or perhaps it’d be truer to say, it found me.
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