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Kate Forsyth, author of The Blue Rose

‘Anita Heiss is at the height of her storytelling powers in this inspiring, heartbreaking, profound tale that explores the deep, eternal connection to country and the resilience of the human heart. Wagadhaany is a timeless heroine who reminds us of the steps our ancestors walked.’

Larissa Behrendt, film maker and author
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To all the unsung heroes and heroines who are part of our national story






Prologue
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1838, Gundagai

‘Not a good place to live, Boss, too flat!’

Wagadhaany looks up at her father as he speaks to a White man with piercing green eyes across the way. She is a wide-eyed four-year-old with a spring in her step and a toothy smile that goes from ear to ear. She is bone thin with dark brown hair that falls in large curls down her back. She loves walking along the river when her babiin is not off with her uncles, and she is interested to see all the new people who are coming to live near them.

Between where she stands and the bila, there are three rows of ganya-galang. She watches the current flow rapidly downstream, then turns to observe different men swinging hammers and grunting with hard work, making their ganya-galang out of wood and stones, not with branches and trees. They are building them next to each other, and it’s different to their campsite which is not so straight, and not so boring, she thinks. But these ganya-galang look like they are very strong and won’t ever move, ever.

Wagadhaany recalls her father and uncles talking about all the White people coming to live on Wiradyuri ngurambang – our Ancestors’ country, they always insist to each other. She thinks the stranger across the way is so white and so skinny he could move around like a birig. But she is sure her babiin wouldn’t be talking to a spirit like he is a real person.

She is frightened out of her dark skin as the man hisses at them both, ‘Go away!’

She is curious and wants to ask so many questions – the who, the what, the when and the how. Mostly she wants to know why something is so. ‘Why is he so angry?’ she whispers as the corners of her mouth turn downwards. She is about to cry.

She is prone to crying. She hates being the youngest of five children. Her siblings are all brothers, and she is often left out of their games because she is a girl, and because she is the baby of the family. She likes being her babiin’s favourite but that doesn’t always help with the boys, who for some reason enjoy seeing her cry.

Wagadhaany holds her breath as she looks over to the man and sees angry eyes and a furrowed forehead on a tired, pale face. She has heard her uncles talking about not building on the river flats, that it’s not the right place to make a home for anyone. That it’s not safe to build a house where the water will flood when it rains heavily. They know because even though they camp there and have ceremony there, they move to higher ground as soon as the rain falls hard. But these new ganya-galang won’t be able to be moved.

She knows that this place has flooded before, and it will again. She wants to tell the man herself, but she wouldn’t dare. That would be disrespectful and the one thing that she must always show Elders is yindyamarra. Even though the man is not her uncle, he is most definitely older than her, by many, many years, and so she keeps her mouth shut.

As she feels her father’s body jerk, Wagadhaany immediately pulls herself into his side, wanting in fact to go away, as they have been ordered. She has seen angry White men and angry Black men before, and when they are angry at the same time it is scary. She can feel tears welling at the thought of a confrontation, and as the sun is high in the sky, she doesn’t want anyone ruining this beautiful, otherwise carefree day for her and her babiin. Wagadhaany is relieved when her father resumes walking and the man goes back to hammering lengths of wood.

After only a few steps she hears the man bellow, ‘Get out of that mud!’

She turns quickly, still holding her father’s hand, and sees two boys playing in some wet dirt, the man glaring at them. Wagadhaany wonders if the boys carried the water from the river in the tin buckets she sees nearby, to make the mud. The wet dirt looks inviting. There’s been no rain for so long and everything else around is dry – the grass, the dusty path they are walking on, and her throat too. Back at the camp her aunties have been complaining about the dust and commenting on how low the river is getting, and while Wagadhaany often traces the cracks in the earth of the riverbank, she stops thinking about it now, because playing in the mud looks like fun and she’d rather be doing that. She knows she could never go and play with those boys – she’s never played with White kids before. She wants to ask her babiin if she can make some mud when they get back to camp, but he is looking at the White man, and so she says nothing and just stares as well. Wagadhaany grips her father’s hand tightly. The questions start playing on a loop in her head. Why have we stopped? What are you going to say, Babiin? Who is this man anyway? Are you angry too?

‘Silly man,’ her father says under his breath as he turns back around and slides his left foot forward and gently pulls his daughter along with him.

Wagadhaany looks up at the tower of the man next to her. The sun stings her eyes and she squints. She grips her father’s hand tighter and skips a few steps, wondering what her brothers are doing. Probably fishing, she tells herself. She hopes they’ll make mud cakes with her later.

After a few slow strides, her father turns around, abruptly swinging his daughter around with him.

‘Here,’ he says loudly and clearly to the White man, as he looks from the river to his left and waves his arms from side to side. ‘Flood area, biggest rains, the water goes past here.’

He raises his hand up above his head to show how high the water may rise. Wagadhaany thinks that her babiin is very tall, so the water will be very tall too.

The man scoffs as he points to the dry landscape. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about. We need rain. It certainly doesn’t look like it’s going to flood to me.’

‘It hasn’t flooded for longest time,’ Yarri says. ‘It will happen again. We know.’

‘This side of the river,’ the White man says, waving his hand along the right-hand bank of the Marrambidya Bila. ‘This is the Crossing Place.’

Wagadhaany follows the swing of his arm. Her eyes rest momentarily on the biggest red river gum tree she has ever seen. She follows the creamy bark of the trunk skyward and among the white flowers she glimpses some movement. It’s a koala and her baby sleeping. They make her smile and she wishes she could get to the other side of the river to see them better. But she can’t swim, and she knows that even though the river is low, even though she can see the brown earth for some of the way through the water, it is probably still very deep in the middle. And it’s cold. She shivers just thinking about how chilly the water was the last time she put her feet in, and how strong the current was, and how dangerous it was, as the aunties told her. She is in her own world, looking at the koalas and hoping the singing parrots don’t wake them up, when the White man’s voice shakes her.

He points to the ground beneath his feet. ‘And right here and around here –’ he swings his skinny white arms again and Wagadhaany feels a bit dizzy watching them flailing about ‘– this is where Gundagai town is going to be built, you’ll see.’

Yarri shrugs his shoulders and Wagadhaany follows her father’s actions. She expects the other man might do the same but he doesn’t. Instead, he slams his shovel down on the ground with a great thump. He puts his hands on his hips. ‘It’s going to be a service town for travellers and pastoralists between Sydney and Melbourne,’ he says, as if he is one of the official men Wagadhaany has heard her uncles talk about at camp. ‘There’ll be a punt service over at Stuckey’s Crossing too.’ He points in the direction of the crossing. ‘You just wait and see.’

Wagadhaany looks at her father. She has so many questions, because she doesn’t really understand what the man is talking about. Yamawa? She wants to ask her question out loud. What for, Babiin? Why is he here and angry, and yamawa are you talking to him? And what is a punt? There are so many new people, new things happening where they live, and so many new words that sound so different to the language they speak in the camp.

When she looks back at the White man, she sees his eyes flick to her. His bright green eyes are scary-looking, and Wagadhaany is a little taken aback, but she can’t look away. She stares at him when he mumbles something about Blacks not being smart enough to understand but he keeps talking to her father anyway.

‘I’m building an attic,’ he says.

Yarri doesn’t respond, so the man goes on.

‘That’s a room in the roof,’ he says sarcastically, ‘and we can go up high if there is any flooding, but I’m sure we won’t have to.’

Yarri shakes his head. ‘Come.’ Wagadhaany feels a gentle pull on her hand. ‘They never listen, Wagadhaany, never listen.’

‘Why didn’t you tell him, Babiin?’ she asks quietly, not wanting to upset her father any more than he already is.

‘Tell him what?’

‘What Marrambidya means.’ She takes three steps to each of her father’s lunges. ‘That it means big flood, big water.’ Wagadhaany looks up and smiles at her hero, hoping that he is proud that she remembers the stories he tells her.

‘No matter what you say, or how many times you say it, ngamurr, some people, especially White people, they just won’t listen.’



The sun beats down on the camp as Wagadhaany sits at her father’s feet in the shade of a eucalyptus tree. She listens intently as he tells the other men of his exchange with the White man that morning.

‘Things are changing. More White people, more White people’s animals, White food and White sickness. Things will change for us too because of that,’ Yarri says, and Wagadhaany hears the worry in her father’s voice. ‘I don’t know how long we can stay on this land, our land. They have marked the land over that way already.’ Yarri points in the direction he and Wagadhaany had walked earlier that day, towards the sun.

‘They are making their own homes, like ours, but they will not be moved on, not like us. Their way is different, no campfire for everyone to gather around to talk – no sitting like this, and it looks like no sharing.’ He motions around the circle where all her uncles and some of her aunties and cousins sit, preparing their catch to share that night, and shakes his head. ‘They do not understand the land and river like we do, and they don’t care that they should not build on the flat earth there, that it will flood again, one day.’ He looks to the sky, then pats Wagadhaany on the head. ‘As sure as day becomes night and night becomes day again, things will change. And it will flood.’

Yarri recounts the morning’s events to the other men as they show Wagadhaany’s brothers – Jirrima, Yarran, Euroka and Ngalan – how to gut a kangaroo. Wagadhaany moves to squat on her haunches, watching, happy that she only has to look on. Her brothers are in the thick of the gutting and she turns her nose up at the smell of the raw flesh and internal organs. She likes it much more when the wambuwuny is cooked. She is fascinated that her brothers participate with precision and enthusiasm, and even though she usually prefers to be with the women, weaving and looking after the younger children, right now she is staying where she is, hoping that they can all go make mud cakes together soon.

‘They don’t understand what it is capable of,’ her uncle Dyan responds, as he points to the river. All her mamaba-galang are smart, but Mamaba Dyan might be the smartest. ‘That bila has already taken so many people, he will again.’

All the men nod. They know the truth about the strength in the flowing Marrambidya.

‘They don’t understand the land, they just keep chopping down trees to build their ganya-galang,’ Mamaba Dyan says, as he removes the main organs of the kangaroo. ‘Some of our men are helping them. To get flour and sugar and tea.’

‘They build roads too, and those roads are changing this place,’ Mamaba Badhrig says, as he holds the hind legs of the animal down to make the dismembering easier.

‘And the new animals, those cows and sheeps, they are changing the land too,’ Yarri says. ‘And our men, they are being asked to help work with those cows and sheep. I reckon I could ride a horse better than they do,’ he adds confidently.

‘And ride ’em well,’ Mamaba Badhrig says.

‘We could teach them a lot, if they just listened,’ Yarri adds.

Wagadhaany watches her uncles all nod in agreement, but her attention to the man-talk is waning, she wants to play.

She knows her babiin is watching her through the corner of his eye as she walks off towards the bila. Sometimes she thinks he has eyes in the back of his head because he always knows where she is, sometimes before she even gets there. When she reaches the sandy riverbank she plops down on her bubul, crosses her skinny brown legs and starts mixing earth with water. She waits impatiently for her brothers to come down and fish.

As she moves her hands through the wet sand, she thinks about the looks on the faces of the young boys she saw earlier that morning and how they were giggling as they played in the mud. She giggles too and wishes her brothers would have fun with her instead of always leaving her out. Sometimes she wants to scream at them that it’s not her fault she’s a girl. Wagadhaany waves over her younger cousins and other camp kids who join her and she shows them what to do with the sand and water. Together they make mud cakes and their chuckles rise up the bank to where her balgalbalgar-galang are drinking tea and talking. Now that the wambuwuny is on the fire they can rest a while. She wishes she was an Elder and could drink tea too, because they seem to laugh a lot when they are talking together around the fire.

As the day draws to a close and dusk settles in, Wagadhaany and her brothers and cousins, who have formed one big group along the bank after several hours of throwing mud at each other, are oblivious to time. But the sun is about to set and the kuracca-galang are screeching along the river.

‘Beware the waawii!’ Wagadhaany’s gunhi sings out.

Wagadhaany looks up at her mother with worry on her face, as do the others. They are frightened of being gobbled up by the scary bunyip. All the Wiradyuri kids know the story about the bunyip, having been told it many times, even though once was more than enough. It’s why they aren’t supposed to go too close to the water, and although Wagadhaany has never seen a bunyip, she’s positive she never wants to.

‘I saw the waawii once,’ Jirrima says.

‘Don’t lie!’ Wagadhaany screeches, shaking her head with a quiver in her voice.

‘I did too, he was like a strange water creature in the shape of a star,’ Yarran says, using his hands to show the shape and size of what he claims he saw.

‘No, I saw him, and he was like a big snake with a long, wide face and a flat nose with big fangs,’ her brother Ngalan says. He seems to be enjoying making the smaller kids cry.

‘Nah, I really saw the waawii come out of the water and walk right up the bank and he was taller than Babiin with Mamaba Dyan on his shoulders. He was like a giant with big claws and a head like a dinawan,’ Jirrima adds.

Wagadhaany tries not to think about this monster with an emu head. ‘Stop it! Stop it!’ she cries.

She takes flight back up the bank to her gunhi who is waiting, expecting the tears and fears, because inevitably the boys manage to upset their baby sister around the same time every day. She can hear her brothers laughing behind her, and her round brown face is soaked in tears when she buries her face in her mother’s neck. It is the place she feels most safe, most protected, most at home.

‘Ngamurr, your gumbal-galang don’t mean harm, but you will have to be strong around them.’

‘Are all boys like that?’ she sobs.

‘Not all, but most.’

Wagadhaany can almost hear a giggle in her mother’s words and is confused. She cries louder when her brothers call out again. She doesn’t understand what they are saying but she knows they are still making fun of her. Her mother releases her from the tight hug just long enough to sing out to her sons who are still by the water.

‘Your babiin will speak to you,’ she calls down to the river. ‘Now get up here.’

She pulls her daughter close again. From the corner of her eyes Wagadhaany can see the boys taking short, slow, almost shy steps up the bank. She smiles slyly to herself because she knows that even though the bunyip might not get them tonight, their father will not let them get away with anything. She is his favourite gudha and they all know it.

‘Show yindyamarra to your sister, to everyone,’ says her babiin. ‘The bunyip knows everything, so always be respectful.’

Yarri is serious and they all feel it. Wagadhaany is still clinging to her mother as her brothers are being spoken to. She watches them staring at the ground and kicking dirt around, waiting till their babiin has finished. Sometimes he is scarier than the bunyip.

‘Come!’ Her mother puts her down, takes her by the hand and walks her to the women who are teaching the young girls to dance. ‘Waga means to dance,’ she reminds her daughter. ‘You are our little dancer, Wagadhaany, always remember that.’

She looks up to her mother, feeling special, as though she has an important role, a place with the women, with all her family. And she starts to move her feet, gently kicking up the earth as she watches the older women’s moves, mimicking them as best as her little body can. She likes being their little dancer.



In the ganya that night, Wagadhaany nestles closer to her younger cousins – Ngaayuga, Gandi, Yiri and Yirabiga – and they lace their legs through each other’s as much to keep warm as to have fun.

‘What’s a bunyip?’ Ngaayuga asks.

Wagadhaany sits upright, almost breaking her cousin’s leg as she does so, which results in a loud screech, drawing the attention of the Elders outside by the fire.

‘Way!’ Yarri calls out for them to be quiet. ‘You girls go to sleep.’

Wagadhaany puts her finger up to her lips to shoosh the others, then slumps back down and leans in to her little cousins. ‘The waawii is a very, very, very scary creature that lives in the Marrambidya Bila,’ she whispers. ‘When you see the water go around and around in circles, that’s when you know he is there.’

She waves her hand in the air in circles and makes a whooshing sound as her cousins look and listen intently.

‘How do you know it’s a boy?’ Gandi asks.

‘Because only boys are scary and would hurt children,’ Yirabiga responds.

They all nod in agreement.

‘Gunhi says that if we go down to the river alone and get too close to the water then…’ Wagadhaany pauses, letting her wide eyes and a shake of her head suggest what will happen. She sees the fear in her cousins’ faces and stops. She’s not like her older brothers who enjoy scaring young kids. ‘So, we should always have an adult with us near the river, especially at night.’






Chapter One
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The Great Flood – 24 June 1852, Gundagai

Wild wind and torrential rain thrash the Bradley home. The pitter-patter of the first drops to fall has been quickly replaced with a pelting that hits the windows so hard they risk smashing. Wagadhaany shivers with fear as a bitterly cold draught comes through a gap in the door frame.

‘We need to sandbag,’ Henry Bradley says forcefully, his role as patriarch of the family never more tested than now. ‘Others have already done it. We’re going to lose everything if we don’t take action now!’

It’s an announcement and an order in one, his four sons jumping to attention instantly, as does Wagadhaany, waiting for her instructions as their servant.

Henry Bradley’s bright green eyes are as scary to her today as they were the first time she saw them. Little did she know back then that the man she encountered building this house would be the man she would end up in servitude to.

Many of the White families have domestic help, young women to clean, cook and help with children, and young men to help on the sheep and cattle stations. In some ways she feels lucky that she and her father work for the same family, but she often wonders if her babiin remembers the day they first met Henry Bradley all those years ago. She’s been with the Bradleys for four years and never has she seen any warmth in Mr Bradley’s eyes.

‘No!’ Mr Bradley’s wife, Elizabeth, has never raised her voice in their home and her challenge to her husband comes out with a tremble. She is fighting back tears and is visibly shaken by the torrential rain that is drenching their town. ‘We should just leave now, we should go to higher ground.’

She looks pleadingly at her husband as she keeps a firm grip on her Bible and prayer beads, shivering in the winter cold as it has been impossible to keep the living-room fire alight.

‘Some families have already moved to safety. Mr Johnson said some of the natives from the camp on the flood plain moved to Mount Parnassus this morning,’ David Bradley says.

Wagadhaany knows that her family would have been in that group and her heart skips a beat waiting for her boss’s next words.

‘They led anyone who wanted to go up to the hills,’ David adds. ‘Andrew and I could take Mother to safety.’

‘No, we stay together as a family.’ Henry Bradley doesn’t look up. ‘I don’t think it will come this far into town.’

‘Sheridan Street is less than half a mile away from the river and the water is rising fast, Father, and we are not on the high end of town,’ James says with urgency in his voice.

His father ignores him.

Elizabeth Bradley’s lips are turning blue as she starts crying. ‘Why didn’t you listen to Mr Johnson when he came by on his horse? He told you to leave, but you never listen,’ she says, chin quivering. ‘Never listen.’

By the look on Henry Bradley’s face, he isn’t happy being chastised by his wife. Wagadhaany is reminded of her father saying White men never listen on the day that she first saw Mr Bradley.

So much has changed in the fourteen years since – the size of the town, the number of shops and houses, so many new townsfolk, and more Aboriginal people working for White families. Her own father is one of many men who have become stockmen and shepherds on the Bradleys’ and other local stations, riding horses with skill to herd cattle and sheep, like her Uncle Badhrig said they would. The one thing that doesn’t seem to have changed is Henry Bradley’s refusal to listen to people who know better. Wagadhaany has vivid memories of her father saying it was a bad idea to build here. Her ears are filled with his wise words as the rain continues to fall without mercy.

She hopes the Bradley patriarch will not be his usual stubborn self. Without realising it, she looks pleadingly at him as well. Will you get your family to safety soon? Will you take me with you?

‘Only those families in the lowest part of the town, over on the north bank of the river, have moved,’ he responds, looking at each family member in turn, but bypassing her altogether. ‘We are fine here, I think. Those living above shopfronts are still there.’ He strains to see the lights on buildings either side of their home. ‘The river will not reach us.’

Wagadhaany thinks her boss sounds confident but his face defies his voice. He looks worried, and she is positive she is not the only one in the room who notices this. She is fighting back tears of fear for many reasons, but first and foremost, she cannot swim well, not like her brothers. She rarely fished with them, and her confidence could never match the current that would often pull them downstream. She has seen the rushing water outside, and she is certain she will not have enough strength to keep herself safe if the house is flooded and she is caught. She looks desperately at Henry Bradley, completely at his mercy. She swallows the tears back because she knows he will not tolerate seeing her cry. He never has, not for as long as she can remember working for him. And for that matter, tonight is the first time she has seen Elizabeth Bradley cry in this house that has been stifled by manners and decorum for too long.

The four Bradley sons move in silence as they follow their father outside, falling naturally into order of age from eldest to youngest. The bossiest, James, she believes to be twenty-six years old. The physically strongest, David, is only a year younger. The usually chattiest of the four, Harry, is twenty-two, while the kindest of the brothers, Andrew, she thinks is probably only a couple of years older than she is, but she can’t be sure. Andrew is the son always by his mother’s side, though all four of the brothers adore their mother.

With her own safety at the forefront of her concerns, Wagadhaany steps gingerly in the direction of the window so she can see what the men are doing. When she touches the glass she realises her fingers are numb, and she doesn’t know how long they have been that way. She rubs her hands together as fast as she can, and then down her thighs, but they are frozen too. She panics, thinking that if she doesn’t drown she might freeze to death. She hears the men yelling over the rain and watches them start to position the loaded wheat bags and other hessian bags they have managed to get their hands on earlier in the day. They set to work filling them with sand, anticipating that the rain will continue to fall. She is surprised to watch the labour of men who hardly lift a finger around the house.

‘I don’t think we have enough gunny sacks,’ Harry sings out to no-one yet everyone. ‘We need to get more!’

His brothers don’t respond, perhaps because there are no more bags to be had. Wagadhaany continues to watch the men quickly but carefully placing the sandbags lengthwise and parallel to the rainwater that is already flowing past their home and rising by the minute.

‘Faster! Faster!’ James orders.

The others do as they have been instructed, but Wagadhaany sees a look of contempt on David’s face, as if he hates to be ordered around by his brother. If anything, though, James appears to be the only one who knows what he is doing.

As the men work on protecting the house, Elizabeth Bradley works through her prayer beads, one at a time. Wagadhaany stands in a corner, watching her and waiting for instructions. She asks Biyaami to keep them all safe – the Bradleys, her own family, the townsfolk – and without wanting to be selfish, she asks twice for herself.

The Bradley brothers re-enter the house, shouting at each other about what they should do next. David Bradley paces furiously back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, as if he is in a trance and doesn’t know where he is. His brothers notice but no-one says anything because they are still arguing about whether they should stay or leave.

Wagadhaany wants to leave and get back to her family, but she has no right to say that, to say anything. She is without a voice in this house. Her job is not to offer an opinion, or even to have one. At the camp it is different. There she has a voice and a purpose. There she is a woman, and her role is to nurture the little ones. Her life at the Bradleys’ has no real meaning, no real purpose. Her job is to clean, cook, sew and be of assistance wherever and whenever Mrs Bradley requires her. Mostly she is invisible to the men, only necessary to them in that she prepares their meals and washes their clothes and is an aide to the matriarch of the family. While they have rarely taken much notice of her, Wagadhaany has often observed their egos, and tonight is no different.

When Henry Bradley finally returns indoors, the men continue to debate how to manage the flood. Elizabeth Bradley looks to Wagadhaany for support but she knows that her husband would never consider what the Black girl might think they should do, and tonight will be no different. Support, humanity, friendship… These are not qualities that have existed between the two women before, but tonight Wagadhaany recognises that she and Mrs Bradley are essential to each other’s survival.

‘We are not leaving the house!’ James Bradley says. Known to share his father’s stubbornness and temper, he thumps his fist on the dining table.

There is shocked silence in the room.

‘Well, I am,’ David declares, and he stops pacing the room he has walked around and around in for hours.

‘You are not going ANYWHERE!’ Henry Bradley grabs his son by the front of his shirt. ‘We are a family and we will stay together.’

The other men step in to defuse the situation, prying their father’s hands from their brother’s body and forcing them apart. Father and son have their eyes locked in rage.

All Wagadhaany hopes is that in Mr Bradley’s demand to stay together, she is included. Even though her own family is at the front of her mind, she does not want to go out into this harsh weather alone. She can hear the miilgi continuing to thrash the town, and the sound makes her even more anxious.

‘Please, David, please don’t leave. We must stay together, your father is right. Please stay with me,’ Mrs Bradley pleads with her son.

Andrew moves to her side, gently resting a hand on her shoulder. As she leans forward and weeps loudly into a linen handkerchief, he crouches to his mother’s ear and says, ‘The doorways are sandbagged, Mother, but if I am forced to leave I will take you with me.’

She looks up to her son with tear-filled eyes and soaked cheeks.

‘Make some tea, Wilma!’ Henry Bradley barks.

And in a most uncharacteristic response, her own emotions rising like the water level, Wagadhaany responds just loud enough to be heard, ‘My name is Wagadhaany, wogga-dine.’

She turns swiftly, shocked at her behaviour, but also angry that even after years of Henry Bradley giving her orders he still can’t use her name. She knows she will pay for the disobedience; Henry Bradley has only slapped her once, but there is nothing to say that he won’t do it again. But before anyone in the room can comment, the crash of a tree against the house captures everyone’s attention and the conversation turns to that.

As she walks to the kitchen she wonders if being called her proper name even matters. If she is going to die, she may as well be Wilma. Tears fall down her cheeks almost as fast and full as the torrential rain falling outside. She thinks about her family, but she doesn’t worry as much for them as she does for herself and the Bradleys. This place has flooded before and her clan have always survived. They know when and where to move, how to listen to and act on the messages from the weather. She is certain that as soon as they saw the river begin to rise and the current flow faster, her babiin and uncles will have moved the women and their campsite to higher ground. They may be cold and wet, but they will be safe.

She puts a pot of water on the wood stove to boil. She notices the warmth in the kitchen compared to the living room and even though it would be cramped, she wonders why the Bradleys aren’t huddled in here. Her hands shake and the cups rattle as she prepares them on a tray. She tries to be as normal as she can with fear for her own safety racing through her veins and her heart beating at a pace she’s never felt before. ‘Keep us safe, Biyaami, please keep us safe,’ she whispers as she wipes her face on her apron and pours the steaming water into the teapot. She has to believe that everything will be all right or she will never stop crying.

It is rare that she has to pour tea for the entire family at once and she is nervous on top of being scared, especially since she has been rude to Henry Bradley. Careful not to drop the overloaded tray, she walks slowly into the room where there is silence apart from the sound of miilgi lashing the home. The Bradleys are fortunate their house is made of stone, when so many in town are made of wood or weatherboard, with shingle rooves that would never withstand the rain. That the Bradleys’ house also has an attic speaks of their privilege.

As the skies continue to open, the four brothers and their father put their disagreements aside and huddle together closely, heads down, as they strategise their next move. Wagadhaany hears the odd word: flooding, safety, Mother. The men all look towards their matriarch, knowing that she is their number one priority.

James finally speaks. ‘We should’ve known this was going to happen. The flood of 1844 claimed two lives. All that damage, we should’ve learned.’ He walks to a window while his family looks on.

Wagadhaany stands still in the corner, waiting for further instructions, never acting without direction or approval. No-one has touched their tea. She wishes desperately that the rain was not falling and she was sitting around the campfire with her family, her parents, her brothers and cousins. Her mind is racing as fast as her heart.

‘We tried, James,’ David reminds his brother, angrily. ‘We petitioned Governor Gipps to relocate the town, remember?’ He starts pacing again, and turns abruptly. ‘It’s not like we didn’t try.’

‘I remember only too well,’ James nods. ‘I remember his mouthpiece, the Colonial Secretary, telling us we bought for better or worse, like our future lives and any threat to the townsfolk meant absolutely nothing. We were simply to be tamed by his words. Nothing more than that.’

David shakes his head. ‘They never listened to us.’

Wagadhaany’s babiin was right. None of them ever listen.

‘The thing is,’ Harry finally interjects, having been unusually quiet, ‘is that everyone said the big one was behind us, but I don’t think it is.’

He looks out the window into the darkness of the night, then they all do. Wagadhaany can see very little. Her vision is blinded by rain beating against the glass, and with the decrease in visibility comes an increase in fear. She hears yelling from outside. ‘The banks have broken! The banks have broken!’

The water will be rushing through the town within minutes, she knows. The surrounding flood plains will soon be well and truly under water. She remembers this happening before and the floodwaters being strong enough to carry heavy carriages and houses downstream.

‘The banks have broken!’ James frantically repeats, and his voice reverberates throughout the house and Wagadhaany shakes with fear. Her heart beats so hard she thinks she can hear it. She wants to scream, but her lips barely part as tears begin to fall again.

As Andrew races outside, she imagines his face being hit hard by the icy rain. Winter in Gundagai is brutal enough without stormy weather. She can see that the wind is forcing him to put his hands up to his face to protect it. ‘Hey,’ he calls out to a lone figure, who is still yelling, ‘The banks have broken! The banks have broken!’

As James and David move to the door, Wagadhaany strains to see what is happening. A man pushes his body against the wind, back towards Andrew Bradley. ‘The banks have broken,’ he yells again, leaning into Andrew’s ear before a gust of wind pushes him away from Andrew and the house.

Andrew’s face is ashen when he re-enters the room.

‘What is it?’ his mother asks as he puts his arm firmly around her.

He shakes his head, forcing out words. ‘A boat crossing the river has been swamped.’ He pauses. ‘He said five children drowned.’ He exhales, closes his eyes briefly and then adds, ‘The boatman too.’

Everyone in the room drops their head in shock. There is an unplanned moment of silence until Henry Bradley commands, ‘Everyone to the attic, now!’

Wagadhaany moves as fast as the Bradleys, even though it’s not clear that she is included in the order. Andrew holds a wooden chair firmly on the large dining table, as James helps each onto the table, then carefully onto the chair and through the opening in the ceiling into the attic. When Wagadhaany reaches James there is a moment of awkwardness. For the first time she looks directly and desperately into his cold eyes. He says nothing, just motions for her to climb, and she does. Andrew assists her and then follows. Finally, James uses all his upper body strength to lift himself through the opening, just as there’s the crash of water in the room below. He is visibly disturbed as he looks down to see furniture tossing and turning, the torrent ruining their belongings. His face is ghostly white and when he looks back to his family, his troubled expression makes Wagadhaany even more nervous than before.

Anxiety runs through her veins, her heart begins to race and she feels dizzy. She is overwhelmed by the sound of the miilgi pelting the roof, and she can’t understand how the miilgi that brings so much life to the river, to the land and to all living things, can now be causing so much devastation. She turns her thoughts to the animals that will not survive. The normally noisy kuracca-galang and the mulyan-galang that will most likely be flushed from the trees to their death. The flood will take all the land animals with it too. Where will the animals find refuge? And what of the townsfolk who don’t have attics to climb into?

She fears for her own family too but tells herself they will have moved fast enough to avoid the flooding. In her heart she knows that her babiin and her mamaba-galang will have prepared everyone in time; the Old People, the women and children will have been made safe, because Wiradyuri people know better than anyone what the river is capable of.

In the dead of night, Wagadhaany thinks about those who have already been swept away by the floodwaters that continue to rage past them. No-one is speaking. Henry and James are keeping watch from the roof but not reporting back what they can see. Wagadhaany wonders if whole buildings are being swept away, washed out of town, out of sight. She wonders if every other person in town is as terrified as she is.

Through a small window Wagadhaany sees flashes of light across the way. A lantern is being waved slowly by someone in a tree, a man. The light moves from side to side as if he is signalling for attention. She can just make out that with his other arm he is clinging to a branch.

Can anyone else see him? How long he has been there? Where is his family? Maybe he is not a strong swimmer either. But no amount of strength would be useful tonight, no human can win against the flooding streets.

Suddenly the light disappears. The lantern has been dropped or, worse still, the man has fallen into the icy, raging water. Wagadhaany gasps out loud. She can’t bear to think what has happened. Reluctantly, she imagines his body twisting and turning in the current, and how fear must be choking him, how he may never see daylight again. She hugs her legs as close as possible to her body and closes her eyes tightly, overwhelmed with the fear of falling into the river. Her tears begin to fall again. She sits silently, desperately trying to ignore the blisteringly cold air coming through every crack in the roof. She rocks back and forth slowly, quietly whispering to Biyaami, Please keep us safe, please keep us safe. The Great Spirit is her only hope.

The hours pass and the cold is too cutting for her to do anything but listen to the rain pelting on the tin roof. It is loud and unrelenting. The attic is like an ice box, and while Wagadhaany is shivering, she is at least dry. She wonders how the men are coping outside. She turns from her lonely place near the window and watches Andrew, the devoted son who has not left his mother’s side. She wishes someone was there to comfort her also. She looks at David, who is mumbling under his breath. He appears to be praying, the son who always takes himself to church every Sunday without any reminders. Wagadhaany closes her eyes and as the wind and rain continue to hammer against the house, she pleads with Biyaami again. Please keep us safe, please keep us safe.

Not for the first time she wishes that the rains had started falling when she was at camp with her family. If the rain had started during her weekly Sunday visit, she would’ve been safe with her family on higher, safer ground, with much less uncertainty than she feels right now in the Bradleys’ attic.

It seems like hours before James climbs through the hatch from the roof back into the attic. Wagadhaany is hopeful when she sees him. Perhaps his view of what is happening outside is better than hers through the tiny window. Her optimism is shattered when he declares, ‘It’s time. We need to move to the roof now. Andrew…’ He nods to his younger sibling to support their mother in climbing through the small opening that will lead them into the storm.

One by one they awkwardly make their way out. Rain whips Wagadhaany’s face. It feels like it is cutting into her skin. The force of the wind knocks her backwards into the arms of David, who catches her. She doesn’t have time to consider whether it is simply reflex or concern on his part, she is grateful, but still it is an uncomfortable moment.

‘I’ve got you,’ he reassures her, holding her arm firmly.

It takes a few seconds for both of them to find their balance. She watches as David grips onto a branch overhanging the roof, and together they sit down close to Mrs Bradley and Andrew. The four link arms and anchor themselves against the gale. She feels safe for the moment.

‘We’ll be fine, we just need to wait for the rain to stop,’ Harry says to his mother. ‘I’m sure it will ease up soon and then the water will drop and we can head back inside,’ he continues, as if chatting about a normal situation.

But he is not convincing anyone. There is no reason to believe the sky will stop crying for some time yet.

Wagadhaany does not understand weather patterns but she thinks Harry is outrageously confident given the chaos of what is happening all around them. Then, only seconds after he stops speaking, there is a heart-wrenching screech, the sound of a woman in distress, and not far away. There follows a howling chorus of screams and cries of women and children. Everyone’s ears are filled with the terror the river is inflicting on the townsfolk. Mrs Bradley weeps uncontrollably and as Wagadhaany grips onto David like a frightened child, there is some attempt to shelter them both from the elements under his jacket. She is grateful for this, but his efforts are in vain. Everyone was soaked to the skin within seconds of climbing outside.

‘I can’t swim well,’ Wagadhaany cries, looking directly into David’s eyes. It’s the first time they’ve made proper eye contact, ever. ‘I’m not strong enough.’

There is pleading in her voice. There is no time for shame tonight, not when her life is hanging by a thread. She needs him to understand the terror that is gripping her mind, the fear that is numbing her to the core. She is panic-stricken that she may end up in the river and be swept away like the man and his torch, that her screeches may be the next to be heard. She doesn’t want to die. She doesn’t want anyone to die. But Wagadhaany can’t see any response in David Bradley’s eyes, so she turns away, hangs her head and calls upon Biyaami again.

When she opens her eyes she sees that David is praying too. She hopes his prayers are answered. She knows his is a Christian God, but they need all the help they can get tonight.

‘Hold onto me this way,’ he orders, raising his arm up for Wagadhaany to link her arm through his, more comfortably and securely, as Andrew moves across to the chimney, his arm firmly linked with his mother’s.

She feels him pull her firmly against his body, tighter and tighter. It feels strange to be so close to any man, but being anchored to him makes her feel safer.

They sit and wait. As time passes, Wagadhaany loses feeling in her feet and her hands. Her teeth chatter uncontrollably. Being weighed down by David gives her some sense of security, but it does nothing to stop the feeling of horror she experiences every time she hears a scream for help.

In the numbing cold and darkness, her mind controls her emotions and her heart. She rises slightly from her seated position and screams whenever she hears the crash of a building nearby. Her imagination evokes a terrifying nightmare of what dreadful things must be happening to families in the town, and reminds her of the fear she has for her own family, wherever they are.






Chapter Two
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The Wiradyuri people know to move to higher ground. They have done it many times before, and they will probably do it again. Camping and having ceremony on the flood plain is their way of life, but so is understanding the ways of nature, the flow and power of the Marrambidya, and when to get out of his way.

As the waters begin to rise rapidly, Yarri and the other men move their women and children swiftly to Mount Parnassus. There is no doubt in Yarri’s mind that the centre of Gundagai town will be under water eventually, so the tasks are divided into looking after their own women and children and going to help the townsfolk. Yarri, a shepherd on the Bradley Station, is desperate to get to his daughter, but by the time he has the chance to even look for her, the town is submerged. All he can hope for is that his boss has taken care of her, and placed her on high ground also.

‘I do not have a favourite gudha,’ he tells his wife. ‘But…’ he pauses, takes a deep breath and sighs.

Yarri’s desperate concern for his only ngamurr and youngest gudha is causing his heart to beat faster than he can mumble his words. He thinks of the young woman whose eyes, nose and mouth mirror his own, and whose gentle temperament is the opposite of her mother’s, Yiramiilan, his fiery Wiradyuri wife, who has been anxious since the rains began falling heavily. She has not let her grandchildren out of her sight, and he smiles weakly at his grandsons huddled around Yiramiilan, as if protecting their grandmother. When she looks at her husband, Yarri sees the desperation in her eyes.

‘Find her,’ she says gently.

Yarri takes this as an order. He understands his obligation to his wife, to his daughter, to all of them. He nods and leaves the new ganya built only hours earlier to protect them from the miilgi they know will continue to fall. The Wiradyuri men know this weather won’t end soon. There has been talk that the miilgi will fall for days.

‘Let’s go!’ Yarri nods to Jacky Jacky, who has a flat-bottomed boat provided by a local White man who’s heard the two are going out to rescue locals. Yarri hopes Jacky Jacky will be able to manage the river. Having been raised by a White man after his mother was speared, his knowledge of the river is not as vast as Yarri’s. But he believes Jacky Jacky’s will to help rescue people in distress is as big as his heart. Together they carry their rafts towards the turbulent waters, determined to help in any way they can. Word has spread that lives have already been lost, and they don’t want any more deaths on their ngurambang, on their bila.

With no thoughts of his own safety, Yarri paddles his bark canoe, leading the way with purpose, and heading out to help save as many of the townsfolk as he can.

Yarri is strong and his mind is a powerful tool, and while used to mustering sheep, he now needs to muster all the mental strength he can to help him face the physical challenges of chilling temperatures and raging waters. He must ignore the fact that the water feels like liquid ice. He must put aside his own fear and any concerns for his own safety as he embarks on his mission. There is no Black and White tonight; there is just life and death.

As they head out in search of those stranded, Yarri is conscious of the strong current pulling them downstream. He keeps watch of Jacky Jacky as they both do their best in the dark, with only the faint moonlight to guide them. Yarri expertly dodges an enormous log that could easily have knocked him off his canoe, then nods to Jacky Jacky as each paddles in a different direction, following shrieks and shouting.

The night is filled with eerie cries, disturbing howls and pleas for help. These mix with the frightful sounds of houses crashing apart before drifting downriver. Piercing screams come at Yarri from all directions and his ears ring. The sight of people clinging to trees and sitting on rooftops is inconceivable and he is relieved his own mob are safe, protected from the flood and the sights and sounds he is witnessing. Yiramiilan would be distressed to see what is happening in the town, and he has always struggled when she is angry or sad. He is glad she has been spared from witnessing this devastation.

As he fights to cross the river, he sees a man and a woman clinging to a tree, about to lose their battle against the turbulent river.

‘Help me, help please!’ the woman screams.

Thoughts of his daughter in danger flash into his consciousness, but even though he aches to find Wagadhaany, Yarri can’t ignore this woman. The fearful desperation in her voice urges him to paddle faster. Eventually he reaches the tree and grabs hold of a wide branch. He coaxes the woman towards him, using as little English as required, and as much as he knows.

‘Help me, help please…’ she repeats. Her voice sounds tired as she falls across the canoe and struggles to secure herself.

‘Thank you, thank you,’ she says breathlessly.

The woman’s gratitude is obvious to Yarri as he watches her manoeuvreing herself into an almost comfortable position. He refrains from helping her, unsure whether touching a White woman would be acceptable, even at a time like this. They do not speak as Yarri paddles to a place on the riverbank where men have gathered to assist people back to safer ground. He paddles his canoe into a spot where he can lodge it, drags the canoe out, and is joined by townsfolk who swiftly get the woman to safety.

The townsfolk are grateful. Even amid their exhaustion and trauma, they are appreciative, but still they beg him to go back for other family. They offer bribes where possible, but Yarri doesn’t take them. Besides, he knows that after tonight they will have very little to give.

He wastes no time in relaunching his canoe into the river, and heads back for the man. To his relief he sees Jacky Jacky only metres away, and he knows that this man too will soon be safe.

Yarri’s canoe can only carry one passenger at a time, so it’s hard work going back and forth getting those in need to safe ground. He navigates the treacherous waters methodically, working with the current as best he can, and understanding what is required to get close to those he needs to assist. Although he is not thinking about anything beyond the task at hand, he focuses with the strength and determination of a man destined to be a hero.

The people he is rescuing are unknown to Yarri. He knows nothing of their stories. All he cares about is that a human life is a human life, and all he wants to do is save as many people as he can, and find his daughter safe.



The river has been flooding now for a day and a half. It’s early morning but with no sunlight and a sky full of dark clouds, it’s hard to tell. Yarri’s muscles are aching and he is mentally exhausted from having to concentrate so hard on dodging debris and staying afloat. There appears to be no end in sight as the miilgi continues to fall, and it’s clear that most of the town’s houses have been swept away with the flood. He paddles his canoe with less ease than the day before but with more urgency as he frantically looks for Wagadhaany and the Bradleys.

His eyes dart from left to right with determination. He watches with concern as a man climbs from a floating rooftop into a tree. The skilful move impresses Yarri, who manoeuvres his canoe towards the tree, dodging floating rubbish as he paddles. The man repeats, ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you!’ as Yarri steadies the canoe for him to climb in. Yarri paddles him to safety and resumes his search for Wagadhaany. For the first time he allows doubt to fill his mind, and the extreme fear of not finding her alive flows through his veins as rapidly as the river flows through the town. He feels a pang in his heart and almost loses balance of the canoe before he steadies his thoughts and the craft, and paddles towards the sounds of shouting further ahead.

With rainfall slapping his face he finds it hard to see properly, but in the distance, Yarri has a blurred view of a naked White man up a tree, where the fruit bats nest on what the townspeople call Bat Island. Yarri paddles and paddles until he reaches the island. He recognises the man as the punt keeper. He’s heard the same man is also a surgeon, a respected man in the town.

‘Thank you, thank you,’ the punt keeper says with enthusiastic gratitude. ‘I swam as far as I could.’ He attempts to cover his genitals with his hands in a show of modesty. ‘The river ripped my clothes off.’

Yarri nods in acknowledgement of the man’s efforts. ‘Here,’ he says, motioning to where the man should hold tightly to secure himself.

Yarri doesn’t know what else to say, and he is too exhausted to speak anyway. But as the canoe floats with effort to the shore, Yarri thinks about the two men there together; a naked White man and a barely clothed Black man are nothing but two men stuck in the midst of a devastating flood. He knows he has the power to save this man’s life. A life is a life, he says over and over in his mind, knowing that the weather, the rain, the river don’t care what colour anyone is right now, and that in this moment they are equal. Yarri takes a deep breath and works his arms harder than he ever has, willing them to bring both men to shore, and wishing they were both equals every day.






Chapter Three
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The sun has risen and set again behind the rain clouds and Wagadhaany is exhausted. There has been no talking for the long hours as she and the Bradleys have clung to life and each other on the roof. She cannot feel her limbs, and she does not attempt to move for fear of falling into the river that continues to rush by. She doesn’t know if anyone has slept and she keeps her eyes closed to protect them from the wind and rain. Just as she starts to think about her gunhi she hears a painful, long cry, forcing her to open her eyes.

Mrs Bradley is slipping from the tin roof of the house. It appears the weight of the water on her long, layered dress has added to the difficulty of holding on.

‘Noooooooooo!’ Wagadhaany screams.

In a split second Mr Bradley, Andrew and Harry follow her, all yelling at the top of their lungs. It’s hard to tell if they have slipped too, but Wagadhaany believes they were hoping to rescue their wife and mother. No sooner has Wagadhaany stopped screaming than the four Bradleys have disappeared.

James and David are yelling uncontrollably in the dark of night, their words making no sense at all, muffled by the wind and miilgi. Wagadhaany and David are still clinging to each other; his arm remains linked to hers. She feels their bodies jolt forward, as if David has thought to lunge into the bila as well. But he doesn’t. Something holds him back, and her gratitude is silent but overwhelming.

As the seconds and minutes pass slowly, she comes to understand the sheer luck that sees them still secure, while the other four Bradleys have been carried away, surely to their deaths. There can be no confirmation, not yet, but she can’t imagine that anything will be able to save them from drowning.

When the brothers stop yelling, silence follows as grief sets in. Hunger and sleeplessness drain all her energy, and she cannot even imagine speaking. Besides, what would she say?

The waters continue to rise through the town and, aside from the sound of miilgi that continues to fall, the three sit in sombre stillness. Wagadhaany’s heart aches at what she has witnessed, and what she knows the men have lost.

Her tears mix with raindrops when she sees remnants of Mrs Bradley’s dress caught on the tree closest to the house. Ripped straight from her person as the water carried her away. She hopes James and David can’t see it. Her own short, calico housedress is so light that it is like a layer of skin on her thin frame. If it were any heavier the weight of the soaking wet material might drag her away also.

Her quiet weeping is private and goes unnoticed by the men. She thinks they are crying too, grief-stricken for their parents and siblings. Her fear dissolves into grief for the family that has been a significant part of her life for the past few years, even if they would never consider her in the same way. Sorry business is sad business, and as the time passes, she wonders what ceremonies they will have.

She thinks of Mrs Bradley, who had been the only other female in a house full of loud men. She doesn’t want to think about where Mrs Bradley is right now, but she is sure that Andrew is still by her side.

Wagadhaany opens her eyes when the rain stops and she notices the water level dropping around them, but she continues to concentrate on holding onto David. Her right arm aches at the elbow where it loops and grips his. His other arm is still looped around the tree branch. She has no idea how long it has been since anything has been said, but the unspoken is accepted. As she waits, Wagadhaany allows her thoughts to drift back to her family, to where her father, uncles and brothers fish, to where her cousins Ngaayuga, Gandi, Yiri and Yirabiga wash and play when the adults are around. Her mother is also there, the marradir of the family. She knows her beautiful mother will be worried about her, about all her children, but especially her. She wishes she could dance with her now, with all the bamali-galang.
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