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Praise for Compassion

A powerful, moving, and rich story. Julie Janson has captured the lived tragedy, horror, humour, and survival of Aboriginal people across nineteenth century south-eastern Australia. This book is a must read.

JOHN MAYNARD, HISTORIAN AND AUTHOR OF FIGHT FOR LIBERTY AND FREEDOM

This new First Nations historical novel set in New South Wales Compassion exists as both narrative and truth, sufferance and healing, resistance and victory. It is our extraordinary and beautiful continuing. Compassion is us.

NARDI SIMPSON, YUWAALARAAY MUSICIAN AND AUTHOR OF SONG OF THE CROCODILE

Compassion is a long overdue, beautifully written chronicle of the violence and trauma of Black colonial Australian experience. With an unflinching eye Julie Janson beckons us to follow her magnetic heroine, Nell Duringah, through the terrible but complex Black colonial experiences of mid-19th century Australia. It is at once harrowing, beautiful, inescapably violent and traumatic – and yet delicately balanced with adventure and unsettling, fabulous, laugh-out-loud, dark humour. Her characters dance and sing on the page with honestly, venality, empathy – and, yes, with compassion – but always with profound humanity. This is a remarkable and truly wonderful novel from a writer with enormous insight into how Australia was … and how little it might have changed.

PAUL DALEY, AUTHOR OF JESUSTOWN

I am completely bowled over by the ambition of Compassion, including the breadth of research woven through it about those years of colonisation, settlement, of the minutiae of how people lived, and the varied nature of those lives for men and women and people from the various nations, Indian, Chinese, etc. The protagonist Nell James reveals her encounters in relation to others and society, how she is acted upon and acts upon others as a woman of colour, a sexual woman, an outlaw woman who wants to determine her own life but meets the resistance of white society and sometimes Koori, too.

JANE MESSER, AUTHOR OF HOPSCOTCH

This is a sprawling and magnificent genre-blending epic where colonial gothic meets the unashamedly erotic. Recounted in prose that is lyrical at times, and rough and bawdy at others, it codeswitches between Darug and English, creating a new vernacular that embodies the indomitable Duringah. Compassion showcases compelling storytelling across history and country.

JUDGES OF THE 2025 MILES FRANKLIN AWARD

Often confronting yet utterly compelling…With so much of existing Australian history told through a colonial lens, Compassion (and Benevolence) offers a rich and evocative counter narrative from an Aboriginal perspective. A gripping yarn that is also essential reading.

MELINDA TOGNINI, WRITING WA

The novel continues her commitment to the emotional and penetrating exploration of the difficult and dangerous lives of Aboriginal women in colonial NSW…

THE AUSTRALIAN

Janson has produced a kind of gothic historical novel that does justice to both the sorrow and the story of what Aboriginal Australia suffered, and the complexity and power of romance that came with the savagery of settlement and moments of mercy.

EDDIE HAMPSON, THE AGE

Janson, writing from knowledge of her own (Koori) ancestors… writes against lying history…Janson’s poised and significant work needs to be on the curriculum.

HELEN ELLIOT, WEEKEND AUSTRALIAN




Praise for Benevolence

Janson’s writing is evocative but unsentimental. The shame of colonisation is amplified by the proud complexities of the narrative. The white characters are, in large part, not the monsters that we would take comfort in distancing ourselves from, but people uncomfortably like ourselves. They are the white saviours who believe that token generosities should be received with gratitude – as if the deep insult of being ‘rewarded’ with land that has been stolen in the first place is something someone should ever be grateful for.

BEC CAVANAGH, SYDNEY MORNING HERALD

The gut-truths presented in Benevolence are tied to a larger reckoning needed in Australian society – one that involves a centring of First Nation voices, a willingness to address not just a violent history, but a hostile and violent present – and it’s worth reading Julie Janson’s book for this alone. But the reason I will keep returning to this work is the beauty of its language and the connection I felt with its protagonist, Burruberongal woman, Muraging.

HAYLEY SCRIVENOR, MASCARA LITERARY REVIEW
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In memory of my father, Neville Walter Janson




‘Writing saved me from the sin and inconvenience of violence.’

– Alice Walker
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Prologue

1854 Barrenjoey, New South Wales

In the pink dawn on Barrenjoey headland, old Koori women sat with possum skin drums stretched over their thighs, beating out ancient rhythms of yabun by small bright fires. The cold air filled with smoke and mist. Muraging, Little Mary and I danced as we summoned spirits from sand and earth. All we women danced together in a line, spiralling, with a long twisting rope of human hair gripped in our hands joining us to country and to our mother’s mothers. We hugged against each other with our thighs and chests, singing song cycles of Eagle-hawk and Crow, Burumurring Wugan. We sang of the seven sisters Dhinburri in the dark sky.

Twenty women manifested the rising up of earth spirits. In the dawn light we chanted and thudded and stamped the earth to wake it up. We were the shape of hills and mountains, the lakes and creeks and the mothers of ancestral creation. Weeping filled the air, and I shuddered, feeling one with my Koori sisters. Their ochre-painted nabang titties bounced as we pressed side by side in the sweat and goanna grease, wearing possum fur belts, carrying digging sticks and string dilly bags. The dust flew in the night air and clouds of white ochre blew the spirits amongst us. A deep trembling sound of the spirit world summoned, it rose up to meet us. We sang for the ancient ones, unending and forever, and I shuddered, knowing I had come home, and I was one of them.


They are always there, at the billabongs of swans and ducks, at the glistening water. With heaving breasts, invoking the wind, gura, gura.

We saw the bodies breathing, bringing rain, muruku.

They are always there by eagle nests, burumurring ngurra.

Thunder rolls by rising water, bardo, invoking clouds and singing of gan earth serpents,

Whose tongues flicker and clouds rise, garaguru.
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Chapter 1

1836 Bandi Bandi Prospect farm (nallawailli waibala)


Ngoonungi – Murrai’yunggory – Spring was a bit cool but the sun shone warm on our backs. Waratah flowers grew red and juicy so Ngoonungi flying foxes came to eat. Soft rains fell.
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I saw a glittering billabong with a hundred swimming black swans. I thought, ‘they are mulgu’, whispering my mother’s language. One white swan drifted in their midst. My heart cried out to the bird, asking how it came to be amongst the others, so alone and wildly strange. I counted mother swans with fluffy cygnets while my master loaded his gun to shoot and eat those birds baked with potatoes in beef dripping. I wondered if the meat would be white or black.

The dawn mist slipped into my lean-to and I heard heavy breathing. I shifted on my straw pallet bed and felt a heavy weight on the blanket. I sat up. A dead black swan lay on the blanket, its red beak open and neck oozing crimson blood. The webbed feet, like grey bat wings, dangled over the edge. I screamed and he stood and pointed at me.

‘A little present for my girly,’ my master, farmer Bryant, laughed as though he would burst.

I was ten years old, and I wanted to kill that man, but farmer Bryant was sneaky and swift as a snake. I stared daggers into the back of his pimply neck, like maybe I could pop one and watch the exploding green pus. His sweaty pong made me gag. I hid a sharpened stick in my smock, sharp enough to draw his white blood. It was a heavy boondi. It would slide inside his gullet. By touching the point, I felt better. Anyway, a bum trap constable might get me if I stabbed the master. My nose had to be stuffed with fingers to escape the blasts of his farts, like blunderbuss shots.

There I was, standing minding my own little business, hidden in the dark passageway of the grand farmhouse playing with a penny whistle. I heard a footstep. My hair stood up, skin prickled. A slight out breath of rancid air near my ear and he had me. A hairy hand took hold of my neck and squeezed. Pee trickled down my bloomers.

‘Give us a bit of tickle, lass.’

Fast as a quoll cat I slithered out of reach.

I could not run away. I wanted to find my mother. Somehow, she had lost me. I knew she had looked but I must have been hidden from her eyes. She might return here and not be able to find me. She had been gone for years but her soft face visited my dreams. I felt her watching me and loving me.

But soon I realised she was not coming back, and I would have to find her. I searched the bush tracks for any Koori woman who might be my mother.

One sunny day, Mr Bryant tied me on a bullock cart with a thick hemp rope. I was a dark-skinned gurung, a child in a linen sack dress and bonnet, pathetic and snivelling with a parcel of damper in brown paper wrapped with string.

The cart full of wheat moved down the Great Western Road past convict chain gangs digging holes. They begged for bread, so I pushed my fingers into the parcel and dropped crumbs along the track so they might eat them. They scattered like crows picking up scraps and waved to me. Bryant grunted and swung his whip across the bullocks as they trotted along a dirt track and we passed through a yellow grass plain waving in the breeze.

This master at Bandi Bandi farm was a grunting pig, and he kept me like a pet. On another day I rode up front in the buggy to the creek to catch freshwater yabbies and tied Cedric the horse to a branch. The air filled with the sound of cockatoos as we walked across grey gum leaves.

On bright mornings I remembered skipping with my mother in the bush. Boronia perfume still wafted in the air with gymea lilies and red waratahs. I licked nectar from red honey blooms. My hands traced rock grooves for making stone tools near the creek. We looked down at the Wollondilly stream, where Garangatch, the great eel, ran from a quoll cat Merrigan, who took his mootin spear and tried to kill that eel. The fight created the rivers and mountains, caves and rock holes. It made the whole earth beneath us. Garangatch’s eye shone like a silver star from deep pools, and the great eel slithered in the rain and a sacred quoll growled in the night.

Cedric lived behind a timber wall. He was my friend. I fed him carrots and brushed his brown coat and picked stones from his hooves.

In the big house stood a magic tiny ship in a bottle. I asked how the ship got into the bottle. Why was it dancing in blue water? The white sails seemed to blow in a wind. I wanted to touch the little ship and climb aboard. I studied the ropes and knots. My master, Mr Bryant, put it on a top shelf so I could only see it by climbing up on a chair.

‘Mr Charles Darwin’s ship The Beagle has departed from Sydney harbour just this month. I might go on a ship one day. Ships take people over the ocean every week.’

‘They won’t take a girl,’ said Mr Bryant.

My chatter made the master angry, and I had no way to stop my cheeky tongue. It was a curse. Behind my back, the servants laughed at me, an abandoned half-caste, said I was not fit for polite company. I would never bow down. I often spat and kicked the master.

One night I dreamt flashing pictures of my mother on the run with me searching for her. I hated her in the dream, but pity then took me over. She was desperate to feed me.

I never forgot my dark-skinned mother Muraging. I waited by the window, expecting her figure to bob up with her dilly bag bulging with good tucker. I cried for my waiana mother every night and stood guard on the road watching for her shape to come running back to me. I felt alive with memories of my people, keeping the sense of them hidden inside. They were eating me up.

The farmer’s wife had died of typhus fever and he had mourned over her green body. Then Mr Bryant took me out of his warm house and placed me in the care of one of the convict farm workers. They put me outside, and I lived in the draughty gunyah bark shelter working as a maid and a farm labourer. I learnt to read and write by candlelight from an English servant. We read the bible and an alphabet book like my mother had shown me. We weeded corn and wheat and raked and hoed the hard ground. I carried buckets of water to the house and animals. Best of all, I fed chickens and stole eggs. Sometimes we pushed cobs of corn into pockets to eat raw at night. The other workers did the same. We stole or went without food. When it rained, the cold water trickled onto my straw bed.

I learnt many English words and saw horrible things amongst the convict labourers. Melancholy, sodomy, murder, bottom prodding, cunt licking, nose picking, laughing and sorrow. The men spoke of regret and guilt, and some went half mad with hunger when they sold their rations for pipe tobacco. Bloodcurdling sounds echoed in the black nights, and I knew the people laboured for nothing, while I cried as a child living alone in a gunyah.

Some convict lasses gave me cheek, spitting in my gruel, and said I was a dirty wild thing. They told me my family must have been sable brethren savages, brutal dark-skinned beasts, the sons of Cain, to forever suffer for their crimes spoken of in the Old Testament. All dark-skinned people were the spawn of Satan, in league with the devils, holding pitchforks with whipping tails. Nobody should believe such rubbish, and I poked my tongue at them, growing tougher by the day.

Some of the farm Koori labourers talked in lingo and protected me by camping nearby at night. I knew one man as the Captain of Cattai, and his cousin George Boomerang and Jack Longo Murrell of the Lower Branch tribe taught me to eat wild figs and bake a goanna on coals and how to make a drink of waratah red flowers into cordial. Those uncles made me a bangalay dish to carry water and carved me a digging stick with a snake curved around it. They said I was a proper little blackfella.

In the mornings, I mucked out the pigsty, raking goona and laying fresh straw. I washed buckets, rubbed dirt from eggs, looked out for foxes, cut grass, winnowed wheat, and shucked corn, but sometimes I hid in the paddock. All the time, the farmer boss yelled at me. I hoped waiana might come back soon, but she did not come. My body grew little breasts.

One day a post messenger delivered a letter to the door.

‘Mr Bryant, is that letter from mother? Where is my mother? You sent her away but I need her. Give me her letter!’ I stood defiant by the farmhouse door. Hands on hips. My mother’s face swept past me in the middle of the air. He sniffed and laughed and lit his pipe. A huge hand took hold of the horse whip in his lap, he smoothed it with a thumb.

‘Cheeky sod. It’s not for you. As if anyone would write to you! She’s long gone, not coming back. If she did I’d have her arrested, she was a blooming thief.’

‘She’s coming back! I know she’s looking and probably sent me that letter but you shiteater, you hid it.’ I held out my hand to him. He snarled and laughed at me.

‘Get away from the door before I set the dogs on you.’

‘I won’t leave until you show me her letter!’ I shouted at him and shook my fist.

‘Silly girl, you know I’m a kind and generous man, like a daddy. I got something.’

I squatted down and held out a kind stroking hand then his slap missed my face. I ran into my gunyah and barricaded it with logs, hearing him laugh aloud. Inside, I leaned with no breath against the wood, and he banged the bark, but stopped after a few terrible moments. He seemed to enjoy biding his time. Through the slats, I noticed him sharpening an axe. Perhaps he meant to cut my head off? My heart banged like thunder and my hand clutched my boondi stick. He was coming for me, waiting for me to drop my guard. I wanted to sneak into the house to find that letter. It might have told me where to find her.

Later, when dark came in the farmyard, I smelt the smoke. Bryant sat nearby with his clay pipe and grinned and waited for me. I was like a trapped rabbit. His smoke flickered in the mist. He shook the pipe and sighed, drinking rum from a bottle. Then he took out his long smelly winji and rubbed it. His purple mouth groaned. My face stayed under the blanket, and I prayed I could stab him if he grabbed me. Then, he rattled small change in his pocket and piled up the farthings and half pennies in little mounds. Was it a payment? I stayed inside, watching a coin roll under some wood. When no one was around, I might get it for myself, never having owned a coin. I would need it on my travels to find mother. The next day, I took the money and hid it in my dilly bag with my treasures of shells and glass flakes.

One morning, I saw a Koori man talking to Bryant, and they looked over at me. There was some agreement about my protection. With threats from uncles, I might sleep without fear.

After a long time, I got bigger, eating porridge. If I ran after blackfellas passing, I asked them, ‘You see my waiana? Mary James, you see her. Wilguja?’ But nobody told me anything. Then, one day, the ladies from the Windsor Benevolent Society came to visit and examine me. Maybe they thought I was an orphan, but I said, ‘I got a mummy.’ How could my mother find me if they took me from that place? They shook their heads. A man measured my skull and held a colour chart next to my skin.

After a long drought, Mr Bryant shot his dying cattle. Another awful day. I sat on the step of the farmhouse and in the distance I saw an approaching horse. It was the postman, he seldom stopped at Bryant’s farm but this time he trotted up to me and winked.

‘A letter addressed to Bryant. But it’s got darn feathers on it. Like it was dropped in an emu nest.’

‘Give it here,’ I said and stretched out my hand. The postman dangled the brown paper parcel in front of me.

‘For the master only, not a girl.’ He knocked on the door and Bryant came out and snatched the article while counting out mean coins for the postman.

I was incensed and saw myself snatch the letter and fart in Bryant’s face.

‘Is that letter from Mary James?’ I asked.

‘No harm for you to see it. I can barely read myself.’ He coughed and spat. ‘You, however, are a clever girl. But it ain’t addressed to you! I might just stick it up my rectum.’ The sun poured down and flies clung to our faces. I felt as if I would crack in half. Bryant grinned and slammed his door. I peeped through the window and saw him place the letter in a drawer with other letters. I was certain it was from mother and she wanted to find me.

I waited until late at night and I climbed through the back window into the kitchen and made my way to his sitting room where he had his desk. On the desk was a human foetus in liquid. It was a native child sucking its thumb in grey lips. I thought it was his half-caste child. I had heard rumours of such doings. Had he aborted it with a sharp tool? Horror tore through my heart and I wished Mr Bryant dead again. Not just quite dead but poisoned with rat bait lying in a cesspit.

Quietly I opened the drawer. The letter shone, and it was indeed decorated with string and emu feathers. I sniffed the parchment and hugged it to my chest. Suddenly a creaking floorboard and a candlelight flickered above my bent head. My breathing stopped, I held my breath in terror, heart beating like thunder. Now, he would throttle me.

‘Having a peep are we?’ murmured Bryant as he appeared in his sleeping shirt with a tight nightcap on his head. ‘No harm done, you are just wanting a lookie. Nice letter it is, clean paper and real interesting.’ His skull looked like the end of a pork sausage. He held a candle high and gritted his yellow teeth. He took the letter gently from my hand and placed it on the desk. I was about to read it. He smiled and I leant towards the beckoning paper.

A fist slammed into my face. I saw sparks and watched the poor baby head in the greenish glass, its eyes pressed closed as I sank to the floor. Whose was it? I wondered as I checked my teeth. My teeth loosened and I spat blood. The drops ran onto the boards and made a puddle.

‘Stealing is it? You little trollop!’ He yelled and snatched the paper away and tucked it under his arm.

‘Give me the letter! It’s from her, I want to read it.’

‘I tell you what, I’ll let you have it if you promise to be kind to me. We can have some fun now you’re nearly grown up.’

I hissed and spat at him. It landed on his boot. My body had changed, my woman form grew and it made me afraid of men and their leering. But no one would make me bow down to their will. He reached out but I ducked down and then ran straight through the house and out the window. I would rather die than let him touch me. I might just kill him. My boondi lay in a dilly bag and called to me.

A few days later, Bryant told me to go to the butcher. He was tired of mutton and wanted beef liver. He would make me cook it with corn and cabbage and it would stink. I hatched a plan to poison him with that meat.

‘You get me some nice meat and I might let you look at the letter. Might give it to you if you’re kind to me. If you undo your bosom and let me suck!’ He laughed. ‘But that letter doesn’t say much, just that she don’t want you no more and I can sell you to some man or other.’ I did not believe a word he said. I needed to read the letter.

I walked to a nearby farm to buy some offal meat from the kind Chinese butcher, Mr Chew Sing. The new fields were covered in tree stumps but the bush track led south towards Tharawal lands. It seemed a path I might soon take, but not yet.

I knocked on the wooden door to the meat shed. Flies buzzed around greenish hanging lamb legs. High up on a shelf was some rat poison in a bottle. It had a skull and crossbones on it. I might be able to reach up and grab it.

The muscled butcher’s boy cut up a bullock liver in front of me and he thumped brown liver lobes on the wooden block. He grinned and poked his tongue out and ran it across his lips. As he sliced the purple flesh, I watched the ash drop from a smoke dangling from his lip. He wiped his red hands on the filthy blue and white striped apron.

Mr Chew Sing waved to me from the back of the shed. His pigtail had bits of meat in it, while his long black gown hung loosely, and his boots stood in bloody ankle-deep sawdust. Immense pigs’ heads lay pierced on hooks above him.

As I waited to be served, the butcher boy’s eyes darted at my nabangs. Then he handed the dripping liver in a cloth to me, and he ran his thumb hard over my fingers. Blue eyes on mine, he wiped his mouth. Suddenly he climbed over the woodblock and grabbed my titties. His thin arms grabbed me to his chest. He smelt of dead animals as he breathed into my ear and growled. I pulled away as Mr Chew Sing dashed in and took hold of his assistant and clouted him on the ear.

‘Sorry girly, no good this one. Stupid fella,’ said Mr Chew Sing.

‘I forgot. My Bryant don’t eat liver,’ I hissed. ‘Might have worms in it. Can you get something else from out back?’ I smiled and saw myself grab that dark bottle.

‘Worms? You get out!’ said the butcher’s boy. He shooed me out and I had lost my chance to feed poison to Bryant. Mr Chew Sing shook his head as his cleaver slammed a pig head on a block.

I dreaded going back to the Bryant farm empty-handed, so I bought a kangaroo leg from a cousin. Grey fur stuck to it. Mr Bryant seethed in anger while he slapped my face with his whip, but he ate the baked leg and I got none of it.

One afternoon, shadows grew long, and I walked by the fence at the end of the farm, past cows and sheep. I stopped to talk to a sheep, and she baaed back at me. I asked her why my mother had not come for me. Had she really written to say I could be sold? Did she ask for payment? I looked for a path through the bush to escape. A dark pit appeared and the sky turned pink, and before me a rope dangled over the edge of the deep hole. It looked frightening, as if someone had strung it up to tempt themselves to hang. The leaves from the gum trees nearby tasted of sugary manna and I scraped the manna off with my teeth. A storm brewed and gusts of fierce wind grabbed my shift. I was not looking ahead, and I slid down the pit over jagged rocks. Tumbling, tearing my skin, I thought ghosts talked to me from that howling wind above. I imagined I might just die of sadness. But black cockatoos called me back, my mother’s voice in their cries. I climbed back up by grabbing the rope and tugging it to test the strength. Slowly I pushed my feet against the dirt walls and wrenched my body up nearly to the top, but the edge was crumbling. Breathing fast and tears in my eyes I waited to find strength to finish the climb. At the top I breathed hard and walked back to the farmhouse. The end of my troubles might come soon, I could feel my escape to find mother getting closer.

One day the leader of the Koori workers asked Mr Bryant for food for the tribes who would come for a big corroboree. Maybe the Burruberongal mob would come, and they might bring my mother. The leader agreed they would not raid Bryant’s farm, like many farms that suffered raiding by Koori warriors. Feelings of excitement and fear were rushing through my body. Sneaking around the trees, I watched Koori men clear a campground on open ground. Near the creek, the men worked at cutting brush and two gooraboolan bora rings were dug ready. I knew to stay away and hide when the tribal men arrived. The men created a place for ceremony and women for forbidden to look on pain of death. In this ceremony boys became men. Tracks carved on sandstone showed the way. Women sat far from the men’s secret camp and I ventured to sit with them and ask about my waiana. The old women brushed the casuarina pods from the blanket and I warmed myself at their fire. I had brought wood and some flour, tea and sugar to cook a damper.

‘Wallawa, jannawi. You got tea?’ said one old lady.

‘I got tea and sugar, I make it for you.’ I smiled and stoked the fire.

‘Nyan? Who you mob?’

‘Waiana Mary James, I look for her.’

‘Barawul long way. Ngiinka mother her. I know grandmother for you. Finish up now eh? When they dead women come back dhilmung brown tree creeper bird. No dunga, no cry, we might find her eh?’

The bull roarer boomed, a terrifying sound from the bush near the farm. I shivered and hid, keeping close to the visiting Koori aunties. We huddled under blankets and giggled.

Later, the night pulsated with singing and boomerangs beating time. I learnt to play a possum skin drum between my thighs, and the old lady dabbed my face with white ochre patterns. I took my role alongside old women corroboree bosses who protected me from seeing too much. Some things were sacred, but farmer Bryant strolled into the bora grounds to see some of the welcome ceremonies just like he owned everything. He sat still on a chair and smoked his pipe. I avoided his greasy looks. The fires leapt into the sky and sparks lit up the bush. Spirits moved amongst us. A hundred men danced.

We females danced in a separate clearing, and we linked arms and our nabangs bounced in time to our chanting. I was laughing and happy, being accepted as one of them. The oldest woman gave me a little leather bag necklace with a crystal stone hafted on tree resin.

‘You keep this, you got name Duringah, keep you safe,’ said the old woman. I held it and felt it throb, and my name became my secret power.

Then he appeared to me. In the line of painted male dancers, one youth’s eyes followed me. Thomas Freeman moved like a cheeky goanna, wriggling his back side, he smiled at me. My nipples stiffened as he brushed past in the corroboree. I felt wet between my legs. After the corroboree, that tall, dark-skinned young man turned up at the farm gate. He was lanky and beautiful and his eyes shot danger into my heart. I imagined my body curling against him, warm and safe. Loved. I yearned for it.

I thought he was a very fine youth with plump gold cheeks, strong arms and broad chest with cicatrice scars and I feared my own face was too ugly. My nose too big, my hair too wild, my legs too skinny. I had never had a kiss.

Day after day, I sneaked from the house to watch as he worked splitting logs and smoked tobacco from a homemade pipe. Watching from a stump outside, I sighed and ached as he stood with legs apart and his trousers held tight with a big wide rope, his ankles poked out of the pants. He had no shirt. Curly black hair flowed to his shoulders and feathers of red parrots danced in his top knot. He twitched a rolled smoke between his lips. His white teeth gleamed. Looking at his lips I thought I might die of longing. The elder Koori women shook their heads, they whispered and said I was the wrong skin group for him. He would already have a promised wife.

The women taught me that I could stop my menstrual blood weeping as I squatted with my heel to stop the flow. I learnt to tie a rag in my bloomers. They talked about secret drinking medicine of wild hibiscus to stop pregnancy. They whispered of a magic elixir of poisons and ant bed to soak a person’s clothes and sing him into madness. An old lady might shake a bone at him to curse him. They showed me how to sing a man to me. Catch him with love magic.

I thought of this as I stood by the gate and opened it for him to walk through to the logpile.

‘You dance the other night. You’re not a bad dancer, eh?’ Thomas whispered as he passed by with an armful of logs. He looked over his shoulder and put out his hand and touched mine with a squeeze.

As Thomas walked away whistling, he turned and winked. I could not look away. My fierce nature turned into giggling shyness as I followed him. He looked up at gathering clouds.

‘Rain coming … What do you want girl?’ he asked.

‘To find my mother and father,’ I said.

‘Then what?’

‘Dunno, might be punch father, or make him feel bad.’

Thomas asked if I wanted to work at another farm with him. This was the moment I had longed for. I considered the chance to run and be like him, wild and walking free. I dreamt of snuggling against the young man’s body, and the cicatrice marks of initiation on his chest and shoulders. He winked. I felt my gumirri tingle differently. Strange impulses swept my girl’s body.

By the end of the week, the men with possum skin waistbands danced in front of us young women, luring us to make love in a ceremony to renew the earth. I was too young and felt afraid. At last the longed for rain came. Rivulets trickling down the men’s thighs and then sperm mixed with blood in amongst the trees. Thick and oozing, fecund. Warm spit gathered in my mouth at the thought of Thomas coming to me in the night. But he did not appear and I slept alone.

One morning, I heard Thomas call out a goodbye to the farm workers. Mr Bryant shouted at him to get going to another farm. He kept his sharp eye on the young man as he made ready to leave and cracked that whip in the dust as the young man walked away.

‘You’ll be back begging for work, I’ll wager it!’ shouted Bryant.

Thomas tousled my hair and touched my chin. He had forgotten that he had invited me along! He wore a white ruffled shirt and red kerchief and he danced down the track, whistling. I wondered how he had got hold of such nice clothes. Maybe by stealing them from a clothesline.

He carried his rations of flour, sugar and a piece of mutton in a sack over his shoulder. I put on my straw bonnet and took off the apron. I gathered my few belongings in my dilly bag and ran down the track after his disappearing figure, my heart hot and throbbing with excitement, following him in secret as he strolled towards the gate. I hoped he would turn and run to me, lifting me up and kissing my eager lips. He smelt like danger and something wild, like gum trees, ash and sweat.

Then a shock came as a buxom convict lass walked out of the bushes and took his arm. Other women wanted pretty Thomas. I ducked behind a rock. My face burnt. My nails gripped my palm. A curtain of red Irish curls swung about her head, glorious curls. She was more mature than me. She had big lovely breasts and I was fuming with jealousy. Thomas picked the girl up in his arms to kiss her. A big slobbery kiss right in her mouth. He kept kissing her right in front of me and I wanted to run away. I felt a fury at that brazen red-haired girl. He spied me in the bushes and winked again and wriggled his shoulders, showing his muscles. I felt like spitting in his face. The cheeky flirt.

I yelled out to him.

‘Tom, take me with you! You asked me, not her!’

He stopped. The two of them turned around to see me standing proud with my pathetic bundle. He laughed at me. So did she!

‘A fella wants a woman, not a bloody girly. Off you go,’ he said. He shooed me off. They held hands and ran off towards the bush to do whatever they might want. I wanted to do things I had never done.

‘Where did you get them fine clothes?’ I yelled.

‘Took ’em. I might hang one day for my crimes eh?’ he laughed into his girlfriend’s face.

My face clenched with gritted teeth, and I raged back along the track to my gunyah to sulk, slashing at mountain devil bushes with a stick. My head tilted back, and I howled. I would show him. My body was worth something.

That convict lass wore a woollen skirt sewn up with red thread. She wore a beautiful Indian shawl with blue embroidery. She had long white fingers like an angel in a book. I looked at my bitten nails and dirty hands, my rags. Everything about that convict maid seemed pretty. No wonder he wanted her and not scrawny me. I was rubbish.

A few days later, the tribes walked off down the tracks back to Wollombi and south to Illawarra. Alone in my gunyah the next night, I was pining. I had had enough. Courage welled up inside like thunder. It was time to run.

Leaving in the dawn light, all I had was a dilly bag and a few shifts, a stone bottle of water and some bread. I moved quietly, hiding from savage dogs. I walked soft as a featherfoot, softly brushing my tracks, from then on I headed north, meaning to walk twenty miles to the black town. I stayed alongside the bullock tracks and hid in haystacks, with hay in my hair, losing my way in the bush. All the time, I was terrified of Mr Bryant hunting me.

One time, I walked near a billabong full of reeds and ducks with clean fresh water to drink. I passed oak trees planted by settlers to replace the forest of white gum trees. Our land was cleansed of blackfellas and spirits, and little English slab houses popped up everywhere.

A day later, outside Liverpool hospital, I met many friendly Koories from Cabramatta Tribe like Pialla Black Rose, Clara, Fanny, Queen kitty, White Polly or Dahla, Jack, King George and Kourban. They asked me for tobacco and shared their blankets and bread.

A fella beckoned to me. Bitugully was his name, and he spoke Darug lingo. I could not understand all he said, but he seemed an honest man. So we spoke in broken English and he gave me some roast echidna to eat. When he learnt my mother’s name Muraging, he called me wiang sister and I felt safe. He knew what group she belonged to. Now I could be taken into his clan and everyone would know how I was related. I followed him foot walking south to camp at Muringong with his tribe up near Cow Pastures with Tharawal and Gandangarra people. They worked on the Camden estate run by Macarthur, herding cows and churning butter in the milking sheds.

Near Cow Pastures, many wild cattle roamed in big herds and the Koories hunted them for tucker. At Liverpool there were tribal gatherings next to Collingwood House and many corroborees were celebrated.

Stay, they said, smiling at me while I stood next to my new aunties. Sometimes, I swam in the river, catching fish, eating mussels with Koori children. I had a good time becoming a Koori woman, learning my totem kangaroo and kin place. Even though they said I was a Burruberongal woman, I was related.

Weeks passed and it was so cold, with no porridge to eat. Just midin potato and buru meat, burnt a little bit on a fire. I had a new possum skin blanket, then one fella took my blanket. People just laughed. I was not Gandangarra or Tharawal, I was not important.

We moved camp to a billabong full of blue lilies. Horned cows grazed under gum trees, as the grass plains moved in the wind. We were near Wilton Road, between the Nepean and Georges rivers.

One evening a song came haunting me. The sky opened out to me, with rolling clouds, it was the north wind season for fishing and hunting. We arrived on country in midst of plenty, dilly bags ready, yams ready for digging and roasting in ashes, currawongs nesting, warkwark flying. The north wind blows, blows, rain heavy and lightning brother spirits everywhere, watch out! Black swan eggs were ripe for eating. Pelicans nested, and it was honey collecting season, with sweet-smelling stringy bark flowers. We ate sugar bag wild honey, it dripped down chins. Our spirits flew up high in cool winds. Freshwater billabongs dried while we watched burning grasses, and yams grew with green leaves. Whistling hawks dived for grasshoppers in sacred places.

I knew something important was about to happen. In the night I looked through the branches and the field was covered with a silver lake of shimmering creatures. Thousands of eels slithered over land to another pond as they migrated once every seven years. The air was cool and hushed, an omen. My thoughts were fearful. I hoped it might be waiana coming closer.

I saw a distant cart carrying a load on the track, and recognised the horse cart but it was too late to run. Someone searched for me.

The butcher Mr Chew Sing ran and grabbed me by the arm. He wrapped me up in a white cloth so tight I could not fight him. He had tracked me with promises of a reward. Nearby his mother, a grand Chinese lady, sat stiff on the cart. She wore a long black dress with red and gold embroidery and little lantern jewels in her sleek hairstyle and her ears hung with silver earrings of pearls and orange discs that tinkled as she turned her face away from me in pity.

Mr Chew Sing tied me up with rope and took me in his bullock cart back towards the Prospect farm. He sold beef to Mr Bryant and had spotted me in the Camden blacks’ camp where he traded meat and pumpkins for fish. He was polite and gave me yellow rice balls to eat. We arrived back near that accursed farm, but I could have killed Mr Chew Sing for his betrayal.

Mr Chew Sing shook his head.

‘Sorry girl, mother need money, sorry!’ He climbed onto his cart. ‘Bird flu in the year of the rooster, swine fever in the year of the pig, so the year of the rat must be black death. This year of fire monkey, might get wealthy? You stay, work, good girl.’ Mr Chew Sing smiled at his silent elegant mother while she counted shillings, and he left me tied up against a tree.

‘Don’t leave me here! Come back!’ I yelled after him, frightened that a dingo might come and attack me. I struggled with the knots and waited for a sign that I would be safe. But none came.

The pale blue sky was filled with garadi cockatoos in great flocks, passing over like a wave of screeching. I tried to untie the rope. The air was thick with something coming. I saw a large draft horse coming along the track. He had white feet and was neglected and unbrushed. It was old Cedric. My heart raced. I had missed my old friend. He stood alone flicking flies with his tail. The horse nuzzled me as I rubbed his flank and whispered to him. He whinnied. He pulled a cart. So where was his master?

Docile Cedric recognised me, then fear rose like vomit, and from the corner of my eye I saw the old straw hat, my hair prickled my head, I heard the hacking cough and I knew.

Mr Bryant strode up from behind a tree and pointed at me with a bony finger. My old master yelled and pounced, his fists crushing my arms and shaking me like a rag. His eyes were dark with fury. My shaking legs knocked together. I feared he would beat me and rape me. I begged to be let free to find my mother. He hissed like snakes in a heap.

‘Run away, will you? I will teach you to run away. You motherless black. After I raised you with my own arms, you show no gratitude. I help your savage countrymen and you do this. Your mother has gone and left you, so stop whining. You will be pleased to obey or I will thrash you!’ He snatched my boondi stick and threw it into the bush. It twirled like a dying flame. I howled like the dead rising over the mountains.

We arrived back at the Prospect farmhouse and the farm workers watched my sad face as I stared from the cart. A chain secured my leg to a metal ring in the wooden floor. Convict workers piled up wheat in a field and looked idly at us passing as Mr Bryant whipped the poor horse. A tall blond convict stopped working at sawing wood and walked towards the cart. He shook his head and stared like death at the master. The convict helped me down and stood by while the master led me by the chain to his house.

Later, I was told to undress and put on a servant’s starched dress. I did not obey. I ran down the steps to the garden outside the house, sweating in desperation. Mr Bryant pulled me back inside and took my hand and ripped down his trousers and shoved it on his winji. He was shameless. I bit his hand hard and drew blood. He slashed my face with the signet ring on his finger and tore my smock from my shoulders. I leapt away into the yard, and he charged through the garden beds carrying a stock whip. He whirled the whip over my head. The crack echoed over the yard and dogs barked. Everywhere I stood, he cracked that whip. I danced in the dust to his stupid cracking. Convict workers came into the yard, but they did not laugh, and I could see their disgust for the boss.

‘Leave the lass be!’ shouted the tall blond ticket of leaver.

Mr Bryant spun around, lashed the man’s face, but the man took hold of the whip and pulled Mr Bryant closer towards him and rolled the leather around his arm and fist. Over and over he pulled near to Bryant, breathing hard into his ugly face. The two English men stared at each other.

‘She’s just a half-caste lass. Don’t lower yourself. A man will have no respect from his labourers if he carries on like a pork chop!’ The convict nodded to Bryant, and then to me he moved his head to the side to me, saying ‘get’. The farmer released the whip, and I clutched my smock to my chest and ran from the yard to hide behind a tree with my breath pounding in my chest. That convict tied his scarf around his big neck, walked back to the log-sawing pit, and whistled an Irish tune as though nothing had happened. Mr Bryant was the fool. No one looked at him. The air was thick with fury. With rebellion.

I saw Mr Bryant walk away with a smirk and he gave a shrug of his shoulders, flicking his lizard tongue at me. That greasy man had a nasty beckoning finger, but I hid from him. I should have run from the farm. But as his treatment became worse, I knew when I reached my mulamundra menses, he would no longer just try to finger me but have me to himself to do what he liked. He had started telling me about that future, calling me his ‘little black princess’. I vowed to find revenge. My hatred might fade if I cut off his winji. I had hidden a kitchen knife in my apron to wound him. I saw the cutting and the blood.

I slept at night locked up with the horses, stroking them with trembling hands. They spoke to me with kindness. I felt the breath of the big brown and white horses nuzzling my head. Old Cedric loved me.

One sunny morning, Mr Bryant sat on a stoop in front of his house and read out the newspaper to any indentured labourer who would listen: ‘“In 1838, the King of England established the ‘Protectorate of the Aborigines’ in Australia. The object was to rescue Aboriginal tribes from misery and save them from extermination which threatens the entire race.” How about that? “These so-called protectors were appointed in England and will impress upon the blacks the belief that they will be saved from violence and from some mysterious cause will be under the care of the King. Therefore there has been an outbreak of violence by the blacks and a general onslaught on Europeans all over the colony. We must endeavour to Christianise them.” Well, what do you think about that Nellie?’

I looked at the sky and at the distant bush and wished I was part of the outbreak against Mr Bryant. A cudgel would do well for his skull.
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