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To my powerful ancestral grandfather Mannarlargenna – 
the warrior who danced to avoid the spears.

And to Luggenemenener, good woman, fine woman …
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“It’s a story like weaving a basket, like twining string, using precious cultural stories interwoven with people’s emotions and experiences …”

PATSY CAMERON
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I spent 13 years writing a book with Aboriginal footballer Michael Long. I spent nearly as long trying to get him to read it. When it was being printed, he finally decided he had to read the book … frantic phone calls to the publisher followed.

The book took 13 years to write because Michael lived in Darwin and I lived in Melbourne and he doesn’t answer his phone. The day after I sent Michael the manuscript, he rang me — a rare thing. He’d read what I’d written and I gathered from his silence that he liked it. I asked him if it would be possible for him to give me some words that could go at the start of our book.

When Michael makes a statement of any seriousness, he goes looking for the words. It’s like he hunts meaning. These are the words he returned with:

“The way Martin writes, he’d be the person I’d want to write a book with. He’s got a connection with people, he goes deeper in trying to understand them. The way he takes a moment and uses it to go back in history is totally different from any other person I know. He’s connected to people and the land.”

In principle, I have written this book with Tasmanian Aboriginal Elder Patsy Cameron in the same way that I wrote the book with Michael Long but, in practice, it was different. I would drive up to Tomahawk in the far north-east of the island where Patsy lives, on her traditional Country, with her husband of 57 years Graham. I would interview her about the detail of her life and the history of her family or pursue some point from our most recent conversation. We would study historical documents pertaining to the treatment of her people, reading them together. I would invite her commentary on sections and record what she said.

Patsy regularly read the manuscript and had the final say on all cultural matters. This suited me because what I wanted was to see Trouwerner/Tasmania as she did. Her responses were like leads I followed up - they gave shape and direction to the book. I also tried very hard to record things exactly as she said them, the pace of her language as much as the words she used. I wanted to convey a sense of her calm. Patsy also took me out on Country to see the places stories occurred — we both believe stories are stronger in the places they come from. Then, after I’d taken the manuscript a stage further, she’d read it and off we’d go again. It’s the sort of dialogue that could have gone on forever.

Since she has a strong position on the issue of Tasmanian Aboriginal languages, I have also used Patsy’s words, her spellings, her terms. Patsy does not use palawa kani, the contemporary reconstruction of Tasmanian Aboriginal languages conducted under the control of the Tasmanian Aboriginal Corporation (the TAC).

There is also an issue with Mannalargenna’s origins. George Augustus Robinson listed Mannalargenna’s country as being from Saint Patricks Head south to Schouten Island — that is, in the Country of the Great Oyster Bay nation on Tasmania’s east coast, and this has been routinely repeated ever since. Patsy says it’s incorrect.

The first whitefella reference to Mannalargenna, by Captain James Kelly in 1816, places him in the far north-east, in the country of Patsy’s mob — those she calls the Coastal Plains people. The origins of Mannalargenna’s four daughters are given as being in the lands of the Coastal Plains people, and it is to that part of the island that Mannalargenna’s son Neerhepeererminer returned in November 1831 when he was frantically searching for his father.

Critically, Mannalargenna warned Robinson in strong terms that they were in danger when they approached the country of the Great Oyster Bay people in October 1831. They were his traditional enemies. Finally, in 1835, when Mannalargenna showed his grief at being taken into exile as the vessel he was aboard passed Tebrakunna (Cape Portland), Robinson described it — correctly in Patsy’s view — as Mannalargenna’s country.

MARTIN FLANAGAN
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People mentioned in this book

Archie Roach, musician

Benjamin Duterrau, an artist

Bullrer, one of the Tyereelore

Edward “Ned” Tomlins, a whaler, and brother of Bullrer

Edward Sydney Mansell, Patsy Cameron’s ancestral grandfather

George Arthur, former Governor of Van Diemen’s Land

George Augustus Robinson, preacher and leader of “the Friendly Mission”

Jo Cameron, Patsy’s daughter

Kate Warner, former Governor of Tasmania

Kickerterpoller, from the Oyster Bay people

Ling Roth, author of The Aborigines of Tasmania

Louisa Anne Meredith, author of My life in Tasmania, wife of Charles Meredith

Luggenemenener, from the Ben Lomond people

Mannalargenna, bungunna of the Coastal Plains people

Maytepueminner (Matilda), an abscondee alongside Tunnerminnerwaite

Michael Mansell, Tasmanian Aboriginal activist and lawyer

Neerhepeererminer, son of Mannalargenna

NJB Plomley, the man who edited George Augustus Robinson’s diaries

Pleenperrenner (Mother Brown), Patsy Cameron’s ancestral grandmother

Plorenernoopperner, wife of Tunnerminnerwaite

Pollerelberner (Old Black Judy), wife of Englishman Edward Sydney Mansell, Patsy Cameron’s ancestral grandmother

Silas Mansell, Patsy’s grandfather

Tanleboneyer, one of the Tyereelore, second wife of Mannalargenna

Teekoolterme, daughter of Mannalargenna, Patsy Cameron’s ancestral grandmother

Thomas Bock, convict artist

Timmee (Maulboyheenner), abscondee and one of the first two people hanged in Melbourne

Tongerlongeter, who leads the East Coast people in their war of resistance

Truganini, so-called “Last of Her Race”

Tunnerminnerwaite, from Cape Grim, accompanies Robinson to Melbourne before absconding, one of the first two people hanged in Melbourne

Woorrady, Truganini’s husband from Bruny Island
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