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Praise for Dirrayawadha


‘Dirrayawadha (Rise Up) is a story of the courage of the Wiradyuri nation and the love of their Country. Anita Heiss is a remarkable writer. She carries the story to us through the bravery of the novel’s central character, a young Wiradyuri woman, Miinaa. We are fortunate to share in this act of generosity and become enriched by it.’

Tony Birch, author of Women & Children

‘A story from the past given vivid life for new understanding.’

Kate Grenville, author of Restless Dolly Maunder

‘Anita Heiss’s Dirrayawadha is a tender yet clear-eyed portrayal of love, justice and longing; a riveting novel that highlights the personal and historical consequences of Australia’s violent past. Historical in tone, yet absolutely contemporary in scope, Dirrayawadha is a beautiful triumph. The heart-wrenching story of Miinaa, Dan and Windradyne will stay with me forever.’

Mirandi Riwoe, author of Stone Sky Gold Mountain

‘In illuminating the devastation of war and the vast upheaval and destruction of the Wiradyuri people, Dirrayawadha is a significant contribution to ongoing truth-telling in this country. If anyone ever doubted the existence of internal war in Australia, this is the book to read, and to consider all that’s been lost and what could yet be learned. Dirrayawadha is a beautifully written and masterful telling of a pivotal point in our history.’

Nicole Alexander, author of The Last Station

‘Heiss is at the height of her powers in Dirrayawadha as she reckons with a time and a truth many have chosen to forget or deny; that of the brutal Frontier Wars that occurred on our soil. Told with heart and courage, Dirrayawadha is an epic tale of resistance, love, belonging and perseverance that returns presence and language to disregarded or silenced historical figures. By fearlessly confronting the impacts of this country’s violent past, Dirrayawadha is a commanding act of truth-telling and Heiss is to be applauded for having the courage to deliver it to us.’

Sally Piper, author of Bone Memories

‘Anita Heiss rescues the memory of a nation with the intensity of her voice. Dirrayawadha is a story of love, of survivors. You start reading and you lose your breath. There is no one like Anita to captivate you from the first line. In Dirrayawadha love prevails in the midst of the most terrible war. A novel about Australia for the world.’

Armando Lucas Correa, author of The German Girl

‘Dirrayawadha shines a fresh light on one of the most extraordinary people in this continent’s past, woven together with a deeply personal story of loss and love. Heiss’s wonderful writing, as ever, takes us to the heart of the historical truths which still reverberate today, and movingly chronicles their human cost. Dirrayawadha should be required reading for anyone seeking to understand our colonial past, and especially for those of us who live on unceded land.’

Meg Keneally, author of Free
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Dirrayawadha is written with yindyamarra for my Wiradyuri Elders, those who have passed over, my Ancestors and ngurambang.

I acknowledge with yindyamarra the descendants of Windradyne, including Dinawan Dyirribang (Uncle Bill Allen Jr), and I thank the late Mary Coe and historian Stephen Gapps for the important and valuable research and writing done to record Wiradyuri truths in history, not just for the mob, but for all Australians.

This novel is a work of fiction but tells truths as I understand them today.




Author’s note

I share this fictionalised account of the Wiradyuri wars as part of truth-telling in Australia. What happened in Bathurst in the 1820s, and across Wiradyuri ngurambang (and beyond), has been referred to by Dinawan Dyirribang (Uncle Bill Allen Jr) as the Homeland Wars, by others as the Frontier Wars, and by historian Henry Reynolds as the Forgotten Wars – events that happened on Australian soil that the nation has chosen to forget.

And therein lies the subjectivity in history. One person’s or party’s truth is not necessarily the same as another’s truth. Let’s not forget that much of the history of the world has been recorded by the colonisers. And the way in which the colonisers remember and record history is significantly different to the way in which colonised peoples remember and record history.

This is why the work of the late Mary Coe, and the memories and knowledge of our people, are important: to share our truths in history.

Along with Mary Coe’s Windradyne, a Wiradjuri Koorie (Blackbooks, 1986), and the more recent and comprehensive study by Stephen Gapps, Gudyarra: The First Wiradyuri War of Resistance – The Bathurst War, 1822–1824 (NewSouth, 2021), I hope my work helps to force the memory of this nation to engage with the truth of war on our soil: the bloodshed, the trauma, and the fact that settlement was not often peaceful, but devastatingly violent, brutal and inhumane.

If you consider the timeline documenting the extent of warfare and conflict, it is painful to see how constant the attacks across Wiradyuri ngurambang were.

Dirrayawadha is a work of fiction, an interpretation of life for Wiradyuri people and others on the land in the 1820s, and what I have imagined the people may have experienced, thought and felt at the time, particularly those who were part of the resistance.

I have taken some liberties in writing this story. I haven’t included every incident – that would be a different book, and it has been done comprehensively in Stephen Gapps’s work, which I read with a very heavy, respectful heart. I recommend you read it for an even greater understanding of how sovereignty was not ceded by Wiradyuri peoples. The resistance was strong.

My goal here is to give not just a broad understanding of the overall impact of the invasion and settlement of Bathurst but, importantly, the blatant disregard it entailed for Wiradyuri life and sovereignty. I also hope to portray through this story the link between the Irish desire for autonomy and Wiradyuri sovereignty.

Truth-telling, as we know, is on the national radar now, particularly since the Uluru Statement from the Heart and the Referendum of 2023.

I believe our country needs truth and courage. I think we can create a better future for all if we can be honest and brave in our storytelling, in truth-telling, and in being willing to listen to what needs to be heard, particularly around warfare across the land, which in the main still goes unheard.




Glossary of Wiradyuri words

Wiradyuri language used within Dirrayawadha has been gratefully sourced from my own language lessons under the guidance of Dr (Uncle) Stan Grant Snr and his protégé Letetia Harris. I have also used A New Wiradjuri Dictionary (Restoration House, 2010) and A Grammar of Wiradjuri Language (Restoration House, 2014), both co-written by Dr Stan Grant and the late Dr John Rudder, and the WCC Language Program App, developed by the Wiradjuri Study Centre: wcclp.com.au/wiradjuri-dictionary/ (with language spoken by Dr Stan Grant, Elizabeth Grant and Midnight Brydon).

In my novel I have used the spelling ‘Wiradyuri’ as there is no ‘j’ in our language alphabet. The ‘j’ sound is made by the letters ‘dy’. ‘Wiradjuri’ is commonly used by most today, and is recognised by the government, as noted in A Grammar of Wiradjuri Language by Dr Stan Grant and Dr John Rudder.

I acknowledge Dinawan Dyirribang (Uncle Bill Allen) for his advice on the names of those in Windradyne’s family and I have used the term ‘White ghosts’ throughout as it appears in Mary Coe’s Windradyne, a Wiradjuri Koorie (Blackbooks, 1986).

Many Wiradyuri words have multiple meanings and some words have different spellings. I will be learning for the rest of my life.


	Baayami –

	creator spirit

	Babiin –

	father

	Bala-dhu –

	I am

	Bangalang –

	autumn

	Bangalbuwurayi –

	the country all over the earth, the whole earth

	Barraburrun –

	quail

	Barray yanha –

	to come quickly

	Bidyaydya-galang –

	aunts

	Bila –

	river

	Biladurang –

	platypus

	Bimbarra –

	to burn, or to set the grass on fire

	Binbin –

	stomach

	Biran –

	young boy, male child

	Birig –

	ghost, or spirit

	Budhanbang –

	black duck

	Bulanbulan –

	crimson rosella

	Bundhi –

	club with a thick knob at its end, a war weapon

	Dharraay –

	please

	Dhuluny –

	absolute truth

	Dhundhu –

	black swan

	Dhungany –

	greenleek parakeet

	Dhuri –

	intercourse

	Dinawan –

	emu

	Dirrayawadha –

	a command, to rise up, to get up

	Durrumbal –

	some water weeds

	Gabang –

	insects, butterflies, moth grubs

	-Galang –

	a suffix used on the names of things to describe quantity of items, much, plural, many

	Galing –

	water, rain

	Garru –

	magpie

	Gibir –

	man

	Giil –

	urine

	Giilang –

	a story

	Giiny –

	heart

	Girawuu –

	goanna

	-Giyalang (a suffix) –

	belonging to a group

	Giyalung –

	sharp, smart (can also mean insulting)

	Gudha –

	child

	Gudha-galang –

	children

	Gudharang –

	duck

	Gudyarra –

	war

	Gudyiin –

	time of the Ancestors

	Gugaa / gugar –

	goanna

	Gugabul –

	fish

	Gulaangga –

	frog

	Gulaman –

	dish of bark or wood

	Gumbal –

	brother

	Gunang –

	poo

	Gunhi –

	mother

	Maayul –

	warriors

	Mabinya –

	stop

	Magaadhang –

	clover

	Mamaba –

	uncle, grandfather

	Mandaang guwu –

	thank you

	Marambang ngulung –

	beauty, handsome face, good, pleasant, sweet or rounded face

	Marambangbilang –

	exceedingly good

	Marang yariya –

	good evening

	Marrumbang –

	kindness, love

	Mayiny –

	people

	Migay –

	girl

	Miinaa –

	very hot

	Minhi –

	younger sister

	Minyali –

	about what?

	Mirri-galang –

	dogs

	Miyagan –

	family

	Murnong –

	yam

	Murrung –

	box tree

	Ngamundhuray –

	pregnant, with child

	Ngamurr –

	daughter

	Ngarrarr –

	sorrow

	Ngawa –

	yes

	Ngawaal –

	power, force, weight

	Ngawang –

	the flowers are used as a mouthwash for ulcers and to treat chest infections. The fruit is collected in summer when ripe.

	Nginhugir –

	yours (belonging to all of you)

	Ngiyagir –

	clever, wise

	Ngumambinya –

	trust for help

	Ngumbadal –

	unity

	Ngurambang –

	Country, land

	Ngurrbul –

	love

	Ngurrbul-dhu-ndhu –

	I love you

	Nguru –

	evil

	Niiringal –

	tomorrow

	Wambuwuny –

	kangaroo

	Wargu-ndhu wiray yuray wirrinya –

	why do you not sleep

	Warrama –

	turtle

	Wiiny-galang –

	fires

	Wiinymaldhaany –

	firemaker

	Wilay –

	brush-tailed possum

	Winhangagigilanha –

	to care for each other

	Wiray –

	no

	Wiray-dhu yuray –

	I am not sleepy

	Yamandhu marang –

	are you well?

	Yarraga –

	spring

	Yarraman –

	horse

	Yarruwala –

	very mighty, very strong, almighty

	Yinaa –

	woman

	Yinaa-galang –

	women

	Yindyamarra –

	to respect, to honour, be polite, to go slow

	Yiradhu marang –

	good day

	Yiraybang –

	summer

	Yirangguray –

	penis

	Yuray –

	sleep

	Yuwin ngadhi –

	my name is






Prologue

Bala-dhu Gunhi Bangalbuwurayi. I am Mother Earth, home to girawuu and biladurang dreaming.

I am founded on granite and sculpted by melting ice and volcanic lava that created the Wambool Bila that runs through me like blood through the veins of my Wiradyuri mayiny. Over time the landscape has changed, but my people have continued to live, love, thrive with me, as one.

The Wambool Bila is a place of sustenance. It is abundant with large trout, the river blackfish and the silver perch, but the bila is more than a source of food. Its galing is the giver of life that brings people to its banks. Galing cleanses spirits and bodies, and the overhanging trees along its banks are used for shelter from the elements, to sleep.

The rise and fall of galing over seasons mirror the rainfall of this place of birthing, of living and ceremony. I am the place of reflection, of serenity and tranquillity, where the sounds of silence allow those who listen to remember or imagine the time of the Ancestors – gudyiin – walking this place, often coming together for sharing, for celebration and corroborees, and for sorry business.

The Wiradyuri have been part of me for millennia, hunting and gathering and feasting on native animals – the wambuwuny, the dinawan, the budhanbang, among many other species that nourish and sustain them. All the while respecting their totems, ensuring no living creature will ever die out.

While the life of the Wiradyuri is not without its challenges, it is one to be admired and respected for its longevity and its value system: yindyamarra, marrumbang, ngumbadal and winhangagigilanha. Values that focus on responsibility and accountability to miyagan, kindness, love, unity, caring, where ngumambinya means each member of the Clan can trust others for help. But that trust will be tested in times ahead.

News from other tribes travels across the land through word of mouth, and warnings abound of the white ghost interlopers, the people of the white-skinned tribe, making their home in what I am known as to them: the new country. The white ghosts see me as useful for their own ways, willing to change Wiradyuri culture forever, disrespecting ngurambang, its Ancestors, its creatures, its kin.

But I am Wiradyuri ngurambang, and Wiradyuri people will never give me up, give up on me, for we are one. We have our own lores, even if the white ghosts do not recognise them. And Wiradyuri will never give up on the freedoms they have always known here.

The white-skinned tribe will follow Wiradyuri tracks across the ranges; they will build pathways that will act like an acceptable entry to our homeland, and while they may initially be welcomed as friends, they will behave like the invaders they are.

Whispers that come with the winds also say the white ghosts are bringing with them weapons, sickness, and a language that defines us in ways we know nothing of: savagery, cannibalism, worthlessness. They are bringing their own countrymen, convicts bound in chains, to be whipped at will, often considered the worst of society, some driven to a life of hardship simply because they needed to eat. The inhumanity demonstrated against these men and women will be shown towards the Wiradyuri too.

The white ghosts will create a way of life that keeps Wiradyuri separate from them, but worse, separate from each other. And when they mix their blood with ours through the rape of our yinaa-galang and girls, the Wiradyuri will not have the language to express the grief of such violations, or the anger that will build within them.

Such violations will not go unpunished. Nor will their imposition upon and theft of Wiradyuri land, of our cultural ways and our own humanity.

Wiradyuri culture is yindyamarra and winhangagigilanha, respect and caring for each other. But our culture has no meaning to them, and I have witnessed the tragedy and trauma befall the Gadigal, Bidjigal and Dharawal mayiny already. The white ghosts have arrived without invitation and are travelling without yindyamarra for those who have lived here forever; they will cross Gandangarra ngurambang and find their way here, there is no question about that – but when?

There have been many ghosts who have attempted to come over Katta-toon-bah, the place of ‘shining falling water’. The ngurambang of the Darug, the Dharawal, the Darkinyung and Gandangarra have been encroached upon, and their warriors have resisted, and that intrusive pressure will be upon me too, soon.

The white ghosts have been trying for many moons, since the big canoes arrived into Kamay and carried a leader they called James Cook. He was challenged by the Gweagal, mayiny of Dharawal ngurambang, but he did not leave. And his canoes kept coming and brought with them more white ghosts and new, bigger animals, first leaving them at Wuganmagulya.

The white ghosts will travel over land on the backs of other creatures, sitting upright with an air of authority, as if their way of being is better than that of the custodians of ngurambang here. They will call themselves explorers and will be worshipped by their own for finding places that have long been known by Wiradyuri and other tribes. Even to get to the place they will name Bathurst, they will need the guidance of those from this land. But the footprints of the First Peoples will not be acknowledged.

Their arrival will bring curiosity and the white ghosts will think the Wiradyuri a novelty at first. They’ll come with yarraman and belongings that will be new and strange to the Wiradyuri, who at first may be afraid. Possum skin cloaks and other adornments will be traded for weapons and white ghost tools. And the newcomers will try to act like guests, even offering gifts in exchange for knowledge, for guidance across the land. They will attempt some level of ghostlike-friendship, and in return the Wiradyuri will treat them with yindyamarra, as is the Wiradyuri way. They will generously share food and knowledge in exchange for white-ghost ways of doing new things.

But will that extension of friendship last? Will it be reciprocated? Or will it be exploited and abused? Will the white ghosts dismiss Wiradyuri as naïve, or consider them of lower intelligence to themselves? Will they create a hierarchy where Wiradyuri will find no place of power, their desire for control over their own lives ignored?

Will the white ghosts disrupt and destroy the life Wiradyuri have known since the beginning of time, since Baayami created the waterholes, the animals, the songlines.

My questions are born from fears their beasts will turn me inside out, digging at my heart as if I am replaceable, irrelevant, unnecessary in their new world order. I fear they will, as they have done elsewhere, create their own boundaries, fencing me off from my people, and stripping me bare, until eventually I have no more to give; no nourishment, no sustenance, no life. I fear they will manipulate me to a point that the Wiradyuri way of life will become unrecognisable, and the impact of loss will cause a spiral of depression among the mayiny.

I believe that when the white ghosts find the Wiradyuri to be protective of all they love, they will learn in the most brutal way from the people of this ngurambang – from the Blue Mountains in the east, to the western slopes in the south, to the grassy plains in the north and west – that they will fight for what is rightfully theirs.

And even though the white ghosts will arrive with firesticks they will point and shoot, poison they will lace food with, disease they will spread, and a hatred born from nothing other than greed and ignorance, they will learn that the mayiny of Wiradyuri ngurambang are resilient and strong, and though they may be displaced and disempowered, they will never give up their ngurambang, ever.

The journey of the white ghosts to conquer me for their own purposes will be devastating, but when the warrior Windradyne commands, ‘Dirrayawadha!’, his people will rise up.




Chapter One

‘There are too many white ghosts here,’ Windradyne whispers to his sister Miinaa, and she is thankful to hear her natural tongue after a day of trying to speak only English at Cloverdale. She is exhausted mentally and physically as she tries to settle three restless gudha-galang for the night. The eldest, Giyalung, is an astute six-year-old, Yarruwala, a confident five-year-old, and Ngawaal, a boisterous four-year-old.

Miinaa’s accommodation consists of a small room with a single bed pushed against a stone wall. The full moon can be seen through the window above the bedhead this evening, and the sunrise will wake them in the morning. Even though other windows at Cloverdale have curtains, she prefers the natural light – it reminds her of sleeping under the stars before she arrived at the Nugents’ property. There are lumps of wood fashioned into something to sit on in one corner and a small lamp offers a dull light as she puts the children’s meagre belongings neatly in one spot.

Windradyne’s own children live with their mothers along the Wambool Bila, as do the rest of their miyagan. Other families are scattered across Wiradyuri ngurambang. Some live and work on land granted to, and now legally owned by, white settlers. The arrangement that Miinaa has at Cloverdale is unique, and not something many others want. Some see it as becoming like the white ghosts. But Windradyne just wants his minhi to be safe.

‘This is what the Gubbna Ghost wanted, back when he drove that carriage to our ngurambang many, many nights ago,’ Windradyne says, with a bitter tone. ‘When they built that road over our trading routes, when the white men in rags and chains came here as their punishment, they brought punishment upon us as well. Making us live their way.’

Miinaa was a younger girl when the white ghosts first arrived, but she recalls the day that the Gubbna Ghost raised a piece of red, blue and white material and renamed her homeland a settlement, calling it ‘Bathurst’. She remembers vividly the first time she ever saw a white ghost: his coat was the colour of blood, and when he removed that coat, she thought he was peeling off a layer of skin. She had to blink hard before realising there was another layer of cloth there, and then very, very white skin beneath that. She felt silly that day, but then she felt sick.

Those earlier times, of seeing convicts arrive, threw her into emotional turmoil she’d never known. Seeing them beaten if they did not work past exhaustion shocked her and the other yinaa-galang, but they came to learn it was important for the white ghosts to finish the road, so that more of their kind could arrive. And that the people giving the orders were often far, far away.

It was back then that she first realised her gumbal, Windradyne, was a leader; that it was his role to meet the leader of the white ghosts, the one they called the Gubbna. He took that meeting with two other men, and they were given some food and tomahawks and a piece of yellow cloth in exchange for a possum skin cloak.

Her thoughts are broken by the sound of Ngawaal giggling.

‘The gudha-galang are restless tonight,’ she says, smiling, grateful for the laughter of the children, the only joy in her long day. ‘They’ve had a good feed of wambuwuny, thank you,’ she says to her brother, who is known as a skilled hunter among their own. She observes him as he watches the children; she notes his strong features. Some yinaa-galang say he is marambang ngulung, but she never strokes his ego. She also thinks it would be strange to tell your brother he is handsome.

Miinaa has a much smaller frame than Windradyne; she hasn’t the height of her brother, but is lean like him. Her dark hair falls down the length of her back and is tied together loosely with a piece of calico to keep it off her heart-shaped face. Her full lips curve upwards tonight after many hours in the vegetable patch today, and she thinks sleep will come easily to her tired body.

As Windradyne plays with the children, she admires his strong Wiradyuri features, similar to most of their men, and she can see both Yarruwala and Ngawaal are growing to have the same body shape and looks: broad shoulders, muscular arms and legs, and thick, black curly hair. Windradyne has his hair pulled back tonight, and his beard is plaited in three sections.

She hopes the young boys who look up to Windradyne will have the same physical strength, and walk with the same fierce pride and confidence, when they’re older.

But Miinaa also sees a side of him that many don’t – the gentle, loving man, not afraid to show ngurrbul to the younger ones in their Clan. And it warms her heart when he visits them at Cloverdale straight from hunting, bringing with him wild turkey or geese for everyone to enjoy, or when he takes the gudha-galang out fishing.

Tonight, the children seem extra happy to see their uncle, and he tickles Ngawaal, making the child chuckle loudly. When the youngster pulls on Windradyne’s plaited beard, he mocks pain and falls to the ground groaning, making them all laugh.

‘Why you have this, Mamaba?’ Ngawaal asks, pulling on his own chin. ‘And why this many?’ He holds up three fingers.

‘One for each of you gudha-galang.’ Windradyne tickles the young fella some more.

Their laughter warms Miinaa’s heart. There hasn’t been much to smile about of late, as the Nugents’ station continues to grow, with more convict workers, which means more work for her, cleaning, cooking, tending to the needs of her miyagan but also the owners of Cloverdale, Andrew and Susanna Nugent, and their children, Oscar, Edward and Lalla. Yesterday, she had to darn all the socks of the men on the station, and threading a needle was an exercise in patience she didn’t enjoy.

‘And why this?’ Ngawaal asks his uncle, touching the red cloth wrapped around his forehead and tied at the back.

Windradyne picks the gudha up and rests him on his lap. ‘This says I am a warrior.’ He watches the young one, whose eyes focus on the cloth as he runs his little hands along the band, concentrating on the sense of touch. ‘You come from a long line of strong Wiradyuri mayiny, and you will grow into a big, strong man one day. You’ll be next in line soon enough.’

‘Your gumbal is the next warrior in line,’ Miinaa says, pointing to Yarruwala.

‘And then you!’ Windradyne lightly pokes Ngawaal in the belly, making him wriggle about.

‘Me?’ he asks enthusiastically. Miinaa’s heart fills when she sees pride in the child.

‘Yes. Your name, Ngawaal, means power and force. And you carry your name within you.’ Windradyne rests his palm on the boy’s chest for a moment. ‘It is part of your identity.’

‘I am powerful!’ The child beats his chest and chuckles.

The five-year-old pipes in. ‘What does my name mean, Mamaba?’

Windradyne’s grin tells Miinaa that he’s happy to be sharing culture with the children. ‘Yarruwala means very strong and almighty.’

‘Ha!’ Yarruwala boasts to Ngawaal. ‘I am strong, and almighty.’ He flexes his barely-there muscles.

Miinaa knows their sister will want to be front and centre of the activity, and seconds later she’s there, forcing the two boys out of the way, pushing her face up close to Windradyne’s.

‘What about me? What does my name mean?’ she asks excitedly.

‘Your name means that you are very, very smart.’

‘I’m very, very smart,’ she says proudly in the direction of the boys, her blue eyes lighting up her face.

Miinaa and Windradyne glance at each other knowingly. It is never spoken of by the adults who know the dark girl with the blue eyes was born from rape. Her mother’s role with a settler was often exploited, and then one day she was abused in the most heinous way, her spirit never the same after the brutal attack. Before the child was born it was agreed between the Clan that the happy-go-lucky girl would only ever be told she was loved, that she had grown from love, and would always be loved. Giyalung had been nurtured and protected in the communal way the Wiradyuri had raised all their gudha-galang, generation after generation, for tens of thousands of years. She is one of the reasons they have ended up at Cloverdale – it is added protection for the young girl. For all of the children.

Miinaa understood the look of grief and anger in Windradyne’s eyes whenever Giyalung asked about her own story, though; it reminded them both of the violation, and the need to avenge it. The fire that stirred in his belly was stirring in hers as well.

‘I’m smart,’ the girl says again, satisfied, without asking anything else, and crawls into the bed sheets next to Yarruwala, while Ngawaal climbs back onto Windradyne’s lap.

‘Where’s the line you said?’ he asks, pulling on Windradyne’s plaits.

‘What line?’ Windradyne doesn’t want to sound cranky, but Miinaa knows he’s tired and that the plait tugging will be annoying him. He takes Ngawaal’s hands in his own and holds them still.

‘You said that I was in line after Yarruwala. Where’s the line?’ The child looks around the cramped space.

‘Ngawa, Windradyne, where’s the line?’ Miinaa laughs, and her brother shakes his head and rolls his eyes.

‘It’s not a line you can see, silly.’ He rubs the boy’s head. ‘It means that you’re the next man in the family to do an important job.’

‘What job?’ The boy’s eyes are wide, as if what is expected of him in reaching manhood is something to look forward to.

‘Your job will be to teach your sons and their sons the same stories, the same responsibilities that you will learn as you grow up to be a man.’

Ngawaal springs from Windradyne’s lap and stands tall, chest out, ready for the call to manhood and yet too young to understand what that call will look like in years to come. Cloverdale and Wiradyuri ngurambang is set to change dramatically.

‘What’s your name mean, Mamaba?’ Ngawaal asks.

Miinaa smiles. It’s a long time since she’s heard his birth name, and she looks forward to his answer.

‘Well, the name I had when I was your age was Wiinymaldhaany, and that means fire maker.’

‘But, Mamaba, why does everyone call you Windradyne?’

‘You ask a lot of questions, Ngawaal, and I’m too old and too tired for any more talk.’ Windradyne lifts the young boy from his lap.

‘Into bed now.’ Miinaa ushers Ngawaal who climbs willingly between the sheets, squishing into his sister’s back. Yarruwala is then pressed up against the wall where he is trying to get to sleep. The three tussle for a few seconds before quietening down.

Ngawaal rolls over and faces the adults, eyes wide open. ‘Mrs Nugent said when you are tired, you say it’s time to sleep.’

‘Then it’s time to sleep,’ Miinaa says, tucking the sheet tight under the thin mattress so the child can’t escape easily, as he is prone to do at night.

‘Come,’ Miinaa says to her brother and nods in the direction of the far corner, where she places the lamp on a tree stump used as a table. Windradyne follows, rolling his shoulders as he walks.

As they sit, Miinaa whispers, ‘What’s wrong, gumbal? Why so much worry in your eyes?’

He shakes his head and sighs, taking his time to answer. ‘I don’t know how much longer we can be welcoming, friendly to the white ghosts. We have tried for long enough, but there is no yindyamarra from them.’ He looks over to the bed. ‘And then, even when we are kind, they treat our women…’ His voice trails off, but she doesn’t need him to say anything more.

‘I know.’ Miinaa agrees with him generally, but feels the need to defend the one family that has always shown her Clan yindyamarra. ‘But the Nugents have treated us as friends. They’ve acted kindly towards us.’

‘They treat us kindly, ngawa, but, Miinaa, they just treat us like we’re human, how we should be treated. We shouldn’t think of it as special. It’s how everyone should act towards each other. With kindness, with ngurrbul, and ngawa, always with yindyamarra. But that’s not the case with the other white ghosts.’

Miinaa understands the point her brother is making. She knows that since the white-skinned tribe arrived, things have never been equal. There has been some courtesy and exchanges of knowledge and trading of goods and food, but she has never felt the same about life on their own ngurambang.

But the Nugents, the Irish people she works for, the people who have given them a room in their house, who let her Clan move freely on what is now regarded as their land – these white ghosts are learning the language that Miinaa and Windradyne have spoken since birth. In her heart she believes that this family is different.

‘They may not understand our connection to ngurambang, but they do listen when we talk, when we tell them things they should know,’ she continues.

Windradyne nods in agreement, then says, ‘But the rest of the white ghosts, they don’t care though. They don’t listen, and they don’t want to know.’

‘I know, gumbal,’ she nods. ‘But the Nugents are trying to do it the right way. We’re showing that sharing is our way of doing things too. Surely, learning about each other will help us understand each other better.’ It’s a question as much as a statement, and there’s hope in her voice. It’s a hope that her brother does not share. Windradyne believes that hope is a luxury in a landscape that is rapidly changing in ways that do not benefit his own people. Even Miinaa is learning that hope can be a wasted emotion.

But hope is all she has these days, as she watches her brother get more frustrated, angrier, overwhelmed by the changes happening around them daily: more white ghosts, more foreign animals and plants, more pressure on their own food supplies, more movement off their traditional lands as they are fenced off for the invaders to control. More of everything except control of their own daily lives, because that has declined since the first white ghosts arrived. Even speaking language now they mostly do in private, forced otherwise to speak the white ghost language around them.

‘Windradyne?’ she prompts. Her brother is bowed over, with his head in his hands.

He sits upright. ‘It’s true the Nugents are walking with us, but why can’t all the white ghosts show the same yindyamarra?’ His voice has started to rise and Miinaa puts her finger to her mouth, nodding in the direction of the gudha-galang, who are finally asleep. He nods, and speaks more quietly.

‘It’s one thing to welcome a few of these ghosts, to show them our campgrounds, and where to find food; to be hospitable and caring as you would be to visitors to your home. But it doesn’t mean they can take over our home, our ngurambang. We never agreed to that; we never said that was all right, that we approved. We never gave them what is rightfully ours.’

‘I know, gumbal, but we’re here, at Cloverdale. We’re safe and the gudha-galang are happy.’ The children are always her main concern.

‘Ngawa, but I think Andrew and Susanna Nugent feel they owe us, because one day I showed them where the creek and the rivulet met, and then they built here.’

Miinaa is not sure about her brother being responsible for where the Nugents built their house, but she lets him continue.

‘And, ngawa, we’re all safe and happy, but you’re here to work, to help raise their children. Others are simply being pushed off their land, moved away, having to find new places to camp along the bila. Most are not as lucky as you and the gudha-galang here.’

Even though she has to live the white ghost way, Miinaa knows her quality of life is better than other yinaa-galang on stations nearby, because the Nugents are kind to her. Mrs Nugent is teaching her and the gudha-galang the language of the ghosts and they work together to grow potatoes and cook for the family and the employees.

‘I guess it’s good, too, that the Nugents are the Irish tribe,’ Windradyne says, adjusting the lamp to make the room darker as Ngawaal’s eyes are still open. ‘I understand them to be better than the English tribe.’

‘Why?’ Miinaa shrugs. She’d never noticed much difference between the ghosts, other than that some have yellowish hair, or light brown hair, and that Susanna and her children all have reddish hair, and some of them have freckles. But they all go red in the sun, because their skin is pale white – not like the colour of the whitest clouds, but still so pale she thinks many of them look sick.

‘Mr Nugent said the Irish are different to the English, and they have tribes inside their own tribes too, like we have clans within our tribes. But the Irish clans aren’t miyagan, they’re religious clans who go to the same church where they pray to their creator god.’

Miinaa is fascinated, impressed that her gumbal has listened and learned from Andrew Nugent, one of the few white ghosts he has confided in over time.

‘The Nugents belong to the Catholic tribe and the other big Irish tribe are the Protestants.’ He stumbles over the foreign word but it doesn’t matter because Miinaa doesn’t understand the Irish tribes anyway, though she knows about the Catholics and has heard Susanna mention the Protestants before, with a cold tone.

‘How does it work, with the two tribes?’

‘Apparently they don’t get on,’ Windradyne says, ‘and they’re all controlled by the English tribe. And there are two different areas of land separated by galing.’

‘Like a bila, maybe, like the Wambool?’

Windradyne shrugs. ‘I don’t know, but Andrew says he came to this land because the English are trying to control the Irish, and their ngurambang as well.’

‘So, the Irish are still white ghosts, but they are better than the English ghosts?’

‘Ngawa, because it is mostly the English ghosts who are making the rules here and causing havoc on our ngurambang, on our mayiny. We know the Darug have already tried to fight back. But we need many, many spears to fight against the white ghost firesticks. We know over the ranges the people have fought back against the English, but the fighting hasn’t ended either.’

Windradyne frowns.

‘What is it, gumbal?’

‘I hope what happened over the mountains with Pemulwuy will not happen here.’

‘It might,’ she says. ‘He was a warrior like you. And they shot him!’ Miinaa’s shoulders slump as she reflects with yindyamarra about the warrior from Botany Bay that they had all heard about. They knew him as Pemulwuy, a Bidjigal man who led the resistance for his own people. There had been bloody battles fought in Parramatta and on Dharawal ngurambang at Appin. She’s heard heartbreaking stories of people massacred or left wounded. Stories that Pemulwuy’s head had been cut off and sent to another country over the seas, a vast body of water she can only imagine. Such brutality would never have crossed her mind, had she not heard it from her own brother’s mouth. A story so vile she threw up what little was in her stomach that day. There were already too many stories that scared her; she didn’t want, couldn’t cope with any more.

Windradyne’s words break into her thoughts.

‘Word has travelled to our camp by those who have walked carefully over the ranges,’ he says, straightening his spine, ‘that down in Sydney-town, where the white ghosts are taking over all of the ngurambang with force, moving all the Clan off their homelands, and worse,’ he pauses, ‘the warriors Cannabaygal and Durelle have been murdered too.’ Windradyne hangs his head in silence.

Miinaa puts her hand on her brother’s shoulder.

‘I don’t want to hear any more.’ Tears form in her eyes. She stands because she is too restless to sit any longer. The men Windradyne speaks of were warriors like her brother, and her greatest fear is losing him the same way.

Windradyne rises from his slumped position, takes a deep breath, and looks up towards her. ‘They—’ he gulps, then resumes. ‘They cut off the men’s heads, and left their bodies hanging from trees. They are savages,’ he says, teeth clenched, trying to contain his anger only because he doesn’t want to disturb the children.

Miinaa almost loses her balance at the image that flashes past her eyes. She squeezes them shut tight and shakes her head, wishing hard for what she sees to disappear, but the horrific scene remains in her mind long into the night, until she finally falls into a restless sleep. It will be many nights before she can dream of better things.




Chapter Two

Low clouds move across the sky above the thirsty property of Cloverdale, but rain is unlikely. Windradyne and Andrew Nugent stand side-by-side, worlds apart but sharing a journey of change.

‘Are there more sheep here, Dhungany?’ Windradyne uses the Wiradyuri name he has given the Irishman who loves birdwatching. As he weaves his language into the foreign words he’s been taught and forced to use at Cloverdale, he wishes Andrew Nugent would try harder to speak the language of the ngurambang he now lives on, and wonders if the Irishman understands that Wiradyuri language, land and people are all one, and being further disconnected with the coming of more white ghosts and their beasts. He turns to Andrew. ‘It looks like there are more sheep.’

‘Yes, Windradyne,’ Andrew says, in an unsettling voice.

‘More of those hard feet,’ Windradyne ponders.

‘Hooves,’ Andrew offers.

‘More hooves,’ Windradyne repeats, learning another white ghost word. Staring forward he adds, ‘They are hard on the ngurambang. They damage it.’ He points, moving his left arm back and forth, left to right. ‘The more they roam this property, the more damage they do.’

Andrew is silent.

‘We live on the land differently. We choose smaller patches of the earth at a time, so the other patches of land can rest and recover. We move around to let the earth breathe and grasses have a chance to grow again. Not like this.’ He gestures to the property again, to the sheep scattered all over the place.

Andrew is still silent, but Windradyne can see the Irishman’s mind ticking over.

‘The sheep’s feet… their hooves, they make the earth hard. It is not good for what’s underneath the grasses.’ Windradyne bends down to pick up some dirt from a bare patch of ground, tries to grab some of the soil, but it is already hard.

‘This is only good for durrumbal to grow here now.’ Windradyne pulls up some weeds, also foreign to his ngurambang. The land is changing so rapidly, right before his eyes. ‘This also came with the white ghosts,’ he adds, holding the weeds up to Andrew who looks around the property then back to Windradyne, ignoring the comment about the weeds.

‘Is it because of the farming your family don’t want to stay at Cloverdale?’ he finally asks.

‘Wiray, Dhungany, my kin prefer to live far from white ghosts and to be together near the Wambool. My wives tend to the children together; they rely on and support each other.’ It is the first time that Windradyne has spoken so candidly and personally about his thoughts on the Nugents’ property, and about his family. He can see Andrew is hesitant to ask, but he knows what the Irishman is thinking.

‘I have three wives.’ Windradyne looks into the distance as he speaks, imagining what his miyagan are doing at that very moment. ‘Dyillybarnya is the first wife. She is from Dunghutti people. And then there is Warrama – she’s Wiradyuri, so this is her Country too. We have two boys – Murrubri, he’s four years old, and Wirrarai, only a little gudha.’ His heart swells with love at the mention of their names. ‘And the youngest wife is Yaayacuu – she is Bundjalung tribe.’

Windradyne turns to look Andrew in the eye. ‘It’s those connections to other tribes that mean leaders can work together, for whatever needs to be done.’ He is subtle, wondering if Andrew Nugent understands that the warriors from all areas will come together if need be, to fight for their ngurambang, because none of them will ever give up their place here.

‘They’re welcome to visit whenever they want, Windradyne. They will always have a home here,’ Andrew says sincerely, and Windradyne can feel his fists curl a little. He won’t hit Nugent, but he is astounded every time a white ghost speaks in a way that fails to acknowledge whose land they are on. Of course Wiradyuri people will always be welcome on their own ngurambang; it is not the role of the white ghost to offer that.

‘I hope that welcoming your people to Cloverdale will lessen any future conflict, Windradyne, as it’s something that Susanna does worry about – being a target,’ Andrew says, with concern in his voice. Windradyne doesn’t offer any comfort; doesn’t tell the Irishman that while they have a solid foundation of respect, and his family are looked after, everyone at Cloverdale can rest easy, feel safe.

As they walk towards the homestead, Windradyne sees his minhi at the clothesline. She is hanging linen but her eyes are darting in many directions as she follows the children playing hide and seek. He sees Giyalung behind a whitegum to the left of the house, smiling as she pokes her head around the base of the tree. Oscar, the seeker, can’t see her.

‘We have a new convict arriving,’ Andrew says without ceremony, interrupting Windradyne’s thoughts. ‘Tomorrow, most likely,’ he continues. ‘He’s also Irish. Catholic. He’ll see the rest of his time out here. I might put him to work on building some fences, to create smaller pockets of land.’

Andrew winks at Windradyne, an acknowledgement that he was listening, that he will attempt to do less damage. Windradyne doesn’t react. He’s not going to praise the white ghost for small positive acts. They should be accountable; they should have yindyamarra for ngurambang, just like he and his mayiny have.




Chapter Three

The midday sun is brutal but Daniel O’Dwyer is shaded by a dark brown hat, which covers a mop of light brown curls and pale Irish skin. The leather convict cap he wore when he landed in Sydney-town years before was never about protecting his head. Rather, it was a symbol of his incarceration, his ownership by the prison system of England. He had accidentally on purpose lost (and buried) that cap long ago, an act of defiance against the British Crown.

His regulation clothes are far from the riches of royalty. He wears the unbleached cotton shirt and white calico kickseys that convicts are issued and, when cold, the blue woollen jacket that is also standard attire. But the overseer delivering him to Cloverdale today has been benevolent, unlike many others Dan knows to be cruel to their convict employees. He’s been given second-hand work boots and the old floppy brown hat that has saved him from sunstroke on many occasions. Dan is unsure if he will ever acclimatise to the Australian summer, which is far harsher than the cooler climes of his homeland.

The travel by bullock dray from his prevous station to Cloverdale today takes only a couple of hours, and it’s far from his experience of coming over the mountain ranges working on Cox’s Road. Back then it was hard labour, and sleeping rougher than he’d ever dreamed. Today, he’s forcing his mind to be positive, as this journey marks the beginning of the end of his convict life, at a station owned by a fellow Irishman with a reputation for treating his convict employees well.

Even the air today seems fresher, the sky clearer, the landscape greener than it actually is. Dan is leaving the worst of his transportation life behind and, with his hand resting over the shamrock tattoo on his chest, his mind turns to his last days in Ireland. The day his sentence was handed down, he was sent back to the county jail until preparations were made to transport him to the port in Dublin. He feels a chill remembering the nights in Dublin’s Kilmainham Gaol, and the conditions he endured there, glad that as a transportee and a non-violent political convict, he was at least kept separate from the more hardened criminals until he was shipped out.

Before embarking, though, the first of the humiliations began, with a physical examination, as authorities feared convicts carrying any form of illness or epidemic aboard. He hadn’t contemplated what life on the journey over would be like with dysentery or, worse, cholera. He hadn’t considered the overcrowding or the bad conditions on the ship. He just wanted to get on board and begin his sentence, so he could end it. He hadn’t thought about what was at the end of the journey over the oceans, only that he’d heard it would take some weeks.

And then it hit him, the moment he knew he’d broken his own mother’s heart. As he boarded the ship that would carry him away from his mammy possibly forever, he witnessed a woman pleading with an official to let her children board the boat with her. The anguish in her voice and the tears streaming down her cheeks as three children held firmly onto her tunic has haunted him ever since.

‘I’ll kill myself if you don’t let them come with me. Don’t steal my happiness. Please, please! I will kill myself,’ she cried out for all to hear.

I’ll kill myself! The words rang like alarm bells in his ears. Suicide. It was something he had contemplated only days earlier, waiting in the dark cell, when being gone from the earth altogether had seemed more acceptable than being lost to the other side of the world forever. The anxiety of waiting for suitable winds to arrive to sail away, of sitting in the dark for weeks, was almost more distressing than the voyage that followed. Dan had heard that the long detention in port led to more convict deaths, and he knew why.

On the ship, no new clothing, no bedding at all, spending most of the time in irons in the hold in unhealthy conditions, meant he was surrounded by sickness, from Dublin to Cork, then Cork to Botany Bay. He spent the voyage to the new British colony reflecting, questioning the actions that had led to his circumstances. Was being a political prisoner worth it? Was he, after all, any better than those convicted with larceny, or the less common offences of housebreaking, assault or arson? He wasn’t sure of anything anymore. At least, he reasoned with himself, he was doing it for the betterment of his country, of Ireland, not just for himself. He was doing it for the memory of his da.

Dan’s father had told him as a young boy about the Irish republicans of 1803 who had attempted to seize the seat of the British government in Ireland and trigger an insurrection. Dan knew it had been a failed attempt but was inspired by those who had tried, and he grew into manhood still believing in the morals and ethics behind their efforts. And though leader Robert Emmet was executed, he remained a hero in Dan’s eyes.

In spite of this, Dan had ended up wondering if he would be better off dead. But his mammy, a devout Catholic, had always told him that taking one’s own life was going against the Church; that God had a loving plan for each of his flock.

‘Suicide is a rejection of God’s sovereignty,’ his mammy had once told him. He hadn’t known if she was serious or not. His mammy, like many of the Irish, was God-fearing, but she also had a sense of humour born of great darkness.

Since arriving in Bathurst, Dan has focused on his survival, and thoughts of suicide have not been frequent, though thoughts of his family leave him with a heavy heart.

He rests his hand against the shamrock again. This new land has not been generous with the symbol of faith, hope and love he had yearned for on the long journey over.

At twenty-eight years of age, Dan O’Dwyer is more than ready to start his own life, and maybe Cloverdale is the place for him to do that. Could it even include love? Dan shakes his head at the thought, the thought of anything beyond the needs of the flesh that rush over him late at night when he can’t sleep. Maybe he will find someone, if he maintains his faith and hope. But any woman who has travelled to the ends of the earth to build a dream here will already be with a man.

As he steps down from the bullock dray and nods to the overseer a silent farewell, he throws his swag over his shoulder and scans the property, manifesting the elements of the shamrock: faith, hope and love. He starts dreaming about the freedom that awaits him once serving his time here.



‘Daniel O’Dwyer.’ A tall, lean man addresses him warmly and walks towards him smiling. ‘Andrew Nugent. Welcome,’ he adds, extending his right hand, taking a firm grip, then shaking it enthusiastically.

‘I am known to most as Dan. Thank you,’ Dan responds, as if it’s a normal first day at work, and he immediately feels less like a convict and more like an Irish comrade.

He takes a quick look around him, trying to orientate himself. He sees sheep roaming aimlessly, some finding shade under grey and yellow box gum trees. He notices the upper half of a majestic red spotted gum tree in the distance. Its trunk must sit on the banks of the river which he knows runs along one side of the property. He’ll later learn that a rivulet and creek run off the river at different points also. The red gum will undoubtedly have been here long before convicts, sheep and everything else the British have brought to this country.

‘What would you like to know about me, sir?’ he asks now, conscious there is still an overseer–convict hierarchy to be acknowledged and adhered to.

‘I know some of your story,’ Andrew replies. ‘Convicted for agitating for another uprising against the Protestant landowners where you resided.’

How much of the story does Andrew Nugent actually know? How much of the story should Dan fill in if required, and how much of his past might be used against him? He can feel his pulse racing.

‘Sir.’ He clears his throat. He decides there is no point in being anything other than honest. ‘My da was part of the Wexford Rising. He died working for a Protestant landowner. My mammy, she worked her fingers to the bone for the same man.’

Dan hopes he isn’t off to a bad start with his new employer. The truth that fuels the fire in his belly is always simmering, waiting for a little gust of wind to fan it, and reminds him of why he was sent to Bathurst in the first place.

Andrew is watching him and waiting for something more, it seems.

‘To be clear, sir, I was not the leader of the uprising in my hometown. It was a staunch republican, Sean O’Malley, who organised the Catholic militia against the Protestant landowners. I was just a follower, but an eager follower, to be sure. I will not, cannot, deny that. I will never deny my patriotism to Ireland.’ He puts his hand to the hidden shamrock, and waits for a reaction from Andrew Nugent, but is met by silence. He is sure he has given away too much of himself and put the fear of God into his boss.

As if Andrew can read his mind, he says, ‘Relax, Dan O’Dwyer. If I weren’t married, I would’ve been with the Irish republicans too. And my life would be very different. I would most likely be a convict and not a settler. But’ – he nods towards his wife across the way – ‘while I love my country deeply, my family will always come first. See there, Susanna is giving her daily lessons to our children.’ The two men observe those gathered under the shade of a silky oak. Dan sees dark coloured children there as well, and wonders if they are Andrew’s, but daren’t ask.

‘My own da and grandda were members of the Society of United Irishmen,’ Andrew says proudly. As a man whose family history included several uprisings, Dan can feel the fire rising in his belly again as Andrew reminds him of the solidarity of the oppressed back home.

‘They believed, as do I,’ Andrew’s tone turns serious, ‘that the abolition of the Irish Parliament in Dublin and the incorporation into the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland was the death of our sovereignty.’

Dan wonders if Andrew Nugent’s family had been to Trinity College, he is so well-spoken, but he has never been one to be impressed by the privilege of others.

‘I couldn’t agree more, sir.’

‘Nearly two centuries of successive English government policies of colonisation,’ Andrew continues, his voice getting louder, ‘imposing greater control over Ireland, and the Protestants gaining more power and rights than the Catholics.’ He shakes his head.

There is a moment of dead air, and Dan isn’t sure if he should speak or not. He is, after all, the employee. When Andrew starts to walk and talk simultaneously, Dan follows.

‘Then when the English parliament passed a law providing for the more rapid transportation of felons, the removal of some of His Majesty’s subjects,’ Andrew spits the words out with venom, ‘I believe they had convicts from Ireland in mind, and to be sure, anyone publicly against British rule would be transported swiftly. To America, or anywhere outside Europe.’

Dan relaxes a little. It appears his master at Cloverdale lives and breathes the same value system as himself. He takes a moment and chooses his words carefully, since he is still a prisoner. ‘I could never pledge my allegiance to what became the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland.’

‘Nor could we.’ Andrew’s words come as an affirmation. ‘Susanna and our families have long been against British rule back home. It’s the reason we’re here. As well as wanting a better life for our family.’ He pauses, wipes his brow and adds, ‘I suspect more Irish will follow.’

Dan nods. He too believes the hulks will bring many more of his countrymen and women, some as convicts, others as free settlers, because this new land has more promise and hope for them. And looking at the size of Andrew’s property, the fertile land seems to promise success in farming.

‘Let’s walk this way, towards the river.’ Andrew leads the way. ‘You’re probably not aware, but I asked for an Irish convict, so you’re here for a reason. I was pleased the overseer agreed you could see the rest of your sentence out at Cloverdale, and I’m thankful he delivered you today. But he didn’t tell me where you’d been previously.’

‘I worked on the road gang over the mountains.’ Dan doesn’t want to admit his sentence was extended because of a violent brawl he’d been part of at his last post. He scans the Country, finds his bearings and points in the direction he believes the road to be. ‘We followed the ridgelines. There was a worn path already, no doubt formed by the local Blackfellows.’

‘No doubt.’ Andrew nods as they move across the grazing paddock. ‘I don’t believe the educated convicts, nor the political convicts, to be dangerous. Well, not Irish ones at least. But it’s not like we don’t have our own troublemakers.’ He cocks an eyebrow as if to say, You better not be one of them, Dan O’Dwyer.

They continue to walk as Andrew explains his plans. ‘I intend to make use of both convict and local labour,’ he says matter-of-factly, ‘to run sheep and potentially grow crops, if Susanna feels she can manage some more female labour as well – beyond the little local domestic help we already have, that is.’

Dan is surprised at the level of familiarity in his boss’s speech. It’s not the style of communication he is used to, but he assumes it’s because of the Celtic connection they share, and is more thankful than suspicious. They walk towards a row of huts by the river.

‘This is the convicts’ shelter,’ Andrews says, seeming almost proud of himself, and Dan knows why.

‘Well, sir, this looks a lot better than what I’ve been used to sleeping in, as with most of my countrymen, and the English convicts too, for that matter.’

Andrew turns to him and says seriously, ‘I will not be spoken of as someone who did not treat my labourers well. I know how you ended up here, and to my mind you’re not a criminal, so I’ll treat you as an everyday employee, though we know there are rules that must be followed. None of the men who work here have been granted tickets of leave yet, but they’re not considered dangerous, and are all close to receiving their certificate of freedom, so I believe none of you would risk that freedom by trying to escape, or doing ill to me or anyone else. It’s in everyone’s best interest that you all follow the rules you are given.’

‘I’m used to rules, sir.’ Dan wonders what the lady of the house thinks. There are few women in the region, and he knows many are fearful of the unknown and unkempt convicts on their properties. He doesn’t ask, though. Freedom is so close, and he wants to build healthy relationships at Cloverdale, to lead him into a fruitful future.

‘My wife and I will ensure you have decent quarters, and you’ll have my trust while I have your word that you’ll do the work required, and behave in a respectful manner. It is not always easy here on the land, Dan, in these harsh conditions, as we both know, but we’re here, and I believe we’re better off than those left behind.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I have great hope for my family’s future at Cloverdale, and I intend to make the most of this opportunity, and you, Dan O’Dwyer, have a choice to make: to join me in this opportunity, or not.’

Dan feels that the next years of his sentence are unlikely to be as harsh as the years gone by.

‘And,’ Andrew adds, ‘as much as I will respect and protect the Irish convicts here, I feel the same way about the natives. They are known as the Wiradyuri tribe.’

Dan is surprised by this declaration because there has been little positive talk or goodwill towards the Blackfellows in his experiences to date, especially among the convict population, who mostly refer to them as ‘the Blacks’ and see them as a hindrance to their own current and future plans – except when they are violating the women for their own pleasure. Dan is somewhat relieved to see that his new employer brings a fresh, more humane approach to speaking about the original people of this place.

‘If I may, sir, how did you end up here, specifically?’

‘We were given a permit for this land, of course. We accepted it from the government. But that doesn’t mean it’s not without accountability and responsibility. My wife, Susanna, and I recognise the gift also of the Wiradyuri people in accommodating us so peacefully. We have four living with us. Miinaa helps Susanna with the domestic duties, including raising our three children, and she brings with her three of her own family. I am not sure if they’re her siblings, niece and nephews or cousins, because the network of family they have is beyond my comprehension, but we understand they’re all from the one family, and responsible for each other. As Catholics, we take a Christian approach to welcoming them to our home. Miinaa and her family, including her brother Windradyne, will always have a home here at Cloverdale. You may have heard of him as the man they call Saturday. That’s what the station owners who congregate in the town square call him.’

Dan has indeed heard of Saturday, known to be a great hunter and a leader among the local Blackfellows, and also known for his resistance against the colonials. Many of the convicts have spoken of him as a man who walks with pride, and is fearless. But most of the English are too lazy to learn the Wiradyuri names, and so those with reputations are given European names.

‘I look forward to meeting everyone,’ Dan says, following Andrew to a large white gum tree.

Andrew looks up and points. ‘A crimson rosella,’ he says, taking his notebook out, and writing furiously. ‘They’re native to this place, as is the magpie and the galah – a funny name, that one.’ He scribbles some words. ‘I like birds, and they have different breeds here to what we have at home.’ He chuckles. ‘Windradyne calls me Dhungany. In his language, it means greenleek parakeet. He knows green is the colour of Ireland – I assume that’s why he chose that name for me. It’s not like I’m swift and graceful like the bird.’

Dan takes in the size of Andrew Nugent: an easy six feet four inches, with a wide girth, and certainly unlikely to be swift and graceful.

Out of nowhere, Andrew says, ‘Dan, my wife will expect you to join us for prayers.’

‘Of course, sir.’

‘There’s no Catholic priest here, but we must maintain our faith. Three of our own priests were sent to New South Wales as convicts from the 1803 rebellion. One of them by the name of Dixon said mass as a prisoner, but not for long. They sent him back. He’d still be preaching otherwise, to be sure.’

‘Sir, they may be able to control how and when we pray, but that cannot control our beliefs.’

Andrew shakes Dan’s hand again, as if he is an equal. ‘Mrs Nugent will be pleased to hear you say that. And when she’s happy, the entire home is happy. A lesson to be learned there for you in the future, Dan: a happy wife means a happy life.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Dan hopes that one day he will have a happy wife to share his life with here in Bathurst too, or wherever the future takes him, when he is finally free.

‘Also,’ Andrew adds, sounding somewhat disappointed, ‘Susanna will not have smoking in the house, and there is to be no alcohol on this property.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘However, if by chance you come across some rum… I’m aware the convicts have their ways.’ He winks and lowers his voice to a whisper. ‘I’d appreciate you sharing it with me. Rum as currency can buy almost anything in this land, but not the forgiveness of my wife.’ He laughs.

Dan had heard of one settler selling his wife for four gallons of whiskey, and of five gallons of whiskey being offered as a reward for the capture of a bushranger. But it was also common knowledge that rum was a significant form of currency in Bathurst.

‘Can you ride?’ Andrew asks.

It is not a question he wants to hear, but Dan knew it would come eventually. He coughs, stammers. His own father had been trampled to death by a horse, and he had vowed never to ride. He’d managed to get away with it because he is an expert carpenter. Self-trained, he can build almost anything with wood, a hammer and nails. And because he is good with his hands, he has also been expected at times to make shoes – crab shells or hopper dockers, as some of the convicts call them. He’ll do anything that doesn’t involved getting on a horse.

He was afraid of riding, not of hard work, and nothing could be as backbreaking or soul-destroying as building the roads, shackled together around the ankles with irons, watching men assaulted with the cat-o’-nine-tails and whipped into submission, losing the flesh from their backs and the spirit from their being, when they didn’t work hard enough.

‘Ah, riding… it is not one of my strengths, sir.’ Dan would ride if he had to, but he wasn’t going to offer to do it.

‘Right, you’ll become proficient here, then. All the workers here ride. The Wiradyuri stockmen are the most skilled. They’ll teach you, as well as my twin boys, Oscar and Edward. My sons are only five years old, but they must learn soon enough, and the Wiradyuri boy, Yarruwala, he will need to learn the same skills also. I’m sure it will come naturally to the boy. His younger brother Ngawaal can wait another year, I think, before he saddles up. He still clings to Miinaa a lot.’

Dan nods, feeling slight panic at the thought of having to master the beast that took his da from his family. But he hasn’t time to dwell on the past today. Andrew Nugent is giving orders about the present.

‘Right, put your swag away, then make your way up to the homestead so I can introduce you to Mrs Nugent. And I’ll give you a tip.’ Andrew stops in his tracks. ‘Ask her if she knows when prayers are held. That will endear you to her immediately. She’s not happy there’s no priest or church service here, and believes we need to be reminded to live the word of the Lord constantly.’

‘Understood, sir. My own mammy was always sprinkling us with holy water, she was.’

As Andrew walks away, Dan feels that he has struck gold: the end of his sentence is closer, and he has been employed by another Irish republican. If only he could ride. He touches the tattooed shamrock on his chest, as he has done every day since being marched onto the boat at the Dublin docks. He searches for one occasionally, or a four-leaf clover, wishing to hold a real one in his hand and keep it safe. Maybe he will find one at Cloverdale and the luck of the Irish will truly be with him.




Chapter Four

The Nugents, their three children Lalla, Oscar and Edward, Miinaa and the gudha-galang sit crushed around a small wooden table, eating porridge made from oats Susanna bartered from another property owner. She gives them potatoes grown at Cloverdale in exchange for oats for breakfast, or wheat to make bread for them all. She also receives corn from another settler at a property further away, via the bullock dray, but she exchanges her potatoes when she can.

In some ways, Miinaa sees the sharing of food among the settlers as similar to her own way of life, but they don’t eat together like Wiradyuri. They live in separate dwellings, and the offer of food to another is always with an expectation of something in return; it is never just a gift.

Susanna works hard on the property alongside the help, often enlisting the services of the children to water the potato patch with small vessels they can carry easily from the rivulet to the garden.

As soon as the meal is over, Oscar, Edward, Yarruwala and Ngawaal are outside in the summer sun, having fun chasing the two dogs Arthur and Collie. The screeching and laughter carry to the house as Miinaa cleans the kitchen while Giyalung and Lalla fix each other’s hair, and the Nugents move to the tiny window and watch the boys. Miinaa knows it won’t be long before the youngest is exhausted by the heat, which can be fierce in December.

‘Sometimes it’s hard to believe they’re twins,’ Susanna says of her sons, and Miinaa can’t help quietly agreeing. Oscar is playful and cheeky and never stops running around, while his brother is generally shy, concerned more about sharing whatever he has at hand than anything else. They have been raised to be kind and gentle, just as Wiradyuri children are. Lalla and Giyalung, both the eldest, assume the roles of nurturing young women, ready to help her and Susanna, or oversee the younger boys.

The language barrier has never bothered the children, and they use gestures or draw in the earth to explain words they can’t find in English. The laughter that springs from the group during these times is something Windradyne hasn’t witnessed but it’s these moments that also give Miinaa hope for a positive future.

Miinaa is also glad that the Nugent boys treat Yarruwala and Ngawaal like brothers because the Wiradyuri gudha-galang miss seeing their own kin regularly, but with all the uncertainty that has arrived with the white-skinned tribe, Cloverdale is the only place she feels completely safe.

‘We may not be among the wealthier of the free settlers, my dear, but we should thank the Lord that we are some of the luckiest, to be here,’ Susanna says as she turns to Andrew, who is squinting into the sunlight.

‘We certainly have some of the most fertile ground around, for your potatoes, but also for the sheep,’ he answers.

‘Did I hear you telling an employee that the Governor was under pressure to open the floodgates?’ Susanna asks.

Andrew looks at his wife suspiciously. ‘Were you eavesdropping, my dear?’

‘Absolutely not,’ she responds indignantly. ‘I was bent down in the potato patch when you were giving instructions about the fence to one of the men.’

‘Of course,’ he smirks.

‘Am I to understand, then, that there will be more people, more convicts, more cattle coming to Bathurst?’ There is concern in Susanna’s voice.

He nods.

‘Things will change indeed. For all of us,’ Susanna adds.

Andrew pats her hand as though she is a child. ‘Let’s just see what happens, dear. There’s only a small number of us now, and it may just stay that way. But you need to know that another assigned convict has just arrived.’

Miinaa turns immediately from the sink to see a worried look on Susanna Nugent’s face, a look that does not escape her husband either.

‘Susanna, you know this is not just a penal outpost. The convicts aren’t only sent here for punishment as much as they are to work for people like us, who have permits for sheep grazing. Or to work on public infrastructure. You’ve seen them yourself, building roads and the like. Who else is going to do that kind of work?’

‘I worry about the children playing down there where the convicts live.’ Susanna points to the row of huts built alongside the bila, which are far enough away to be completely separate from the family, but close enough for Susanna to feel uncomfortable.

Andrew looks from the huts to his wife. ‘Many of the convicts in this town are educated. They will be more inclined to work hard, to get ahead in life. I imagine they’d want to leave their convict stories behind them, not create more trouble for themselves.’

‘I’m not convinced that more convicts around the homestead is a good thing.’ Susanna looks over at her daughter, Lalla, sitting with Giyalung as they flick through one of the six volumes of Moral Tales for Young People that Susanna had managed to bring with them to Australia. The younger girl listens intently and watches as Lalla sounds out the words as she reads.

‘This new fellow,’ says Andrew. ‘His name is Daniel O’Dwyer, and he has taken the option of emancipation in return for labour. He did some of it on the road across the range, and the rest of his labour will be as an employee of ours. He has only six years left on his term.’

Miinaa is not sure what emancipation is, but she already blames this new convict for helping to build the road to bring more of the white-skinned tribe to her ngurambang. She could quite happily live with the number of his tribe already here in Bathurst, but she knows the Nugents need help if more of the fluffy white animals they call sheep are to arrive.

Susanna looks out to the boys playing together as if life in that moment is perfect. ‘I pray for them every day,’ she says, and blesses herself at the same time. ‘For their safety, for their futures. All of them.’

‘Your prayers are important, my dear, of course, but you really should not worry so much. There’s a group of citizen magistrates responsible for overseeing the convicts, and administering punishment for any bad behaviour or wrongdoing.’

‘So, they expect there will be trouble, then?’ Susanna says, with shock in her voice.

‘No, no. It’s always good to have policies and committees, dear. It’s how things get done when needed, that’s all. I’m sure, I know, we’ll be fine.’ He puts his arm around her slim waist.

‘But how can you know that, Andrew?’

It is clear to Miinaa that Susanna is trying not to look worried in front of the girls, but her questions and tone betray her, and Miinaa herself has the same queries. Her days are spent looking after the gudha-galang, but she is aware of what is happening across Wiradyuri ngurambang, and now she is reminded that more convicts, the bad, dangerous white ghosts, are coming to work for the Nugents, living near her and the young ones. She wants reassurance from Andrew Nugent as well, that they will all be safe. The images of the men hanging from trees remains branded in her mind, and her heart races with fear whenever the visions flash past her eyes. Did a convict white ghost enact that cruelty?

‘I understand this fellow was in Sydney for some time already, and he’s one of our lot,’ Andrew says.

‘Irish?’

He nods. ‘In Ireland he’d be a hero, not a political convict. His stand back home bodes well for us here.’

‘Perhaps,’ she says with a shrug, then adds, ‘at least we won’t need to explain our ways to him.’

‘Or our distaste for the English. Or the Protestants.’ Andrew laughs.

Susanna Nugent rolls her eyes, as she is prone to do when her husband says non-Christian-like things.

‘And that reminds me, Andrew, since there is still no Catholic priest here, we need to get back to our prayers, with the children.’

‘Yes, dear.’

Miinaa notices a warm look pass between the pair. She wonders if one day she might have that same feeling; if she will ever have a man look at her that way.

‘Speaking of Catholic priests, word has it that Governor Macquarie deported Father Jeremiah Flynn back to Ireland for ministering to the convict Catholics,’ Andrew says.

‘Why?’ Susanna asks, shocked.

‘They say he didn’t have the official sanction of the church or state.’

‘That is unchristian, Andrew. Did they not realise he was following the call of the Lord?’

Miinaa had heard Susanna speak about the Lord many times before, and Jesus. It seems they are not real people, but spirit people, like her own Baayami. As she moves to sit with the girls on the floor, she continues to eavesdrop on the conversation nearby, trying hard to understand the English language that has just as many words as the Wiradyuri she wishes the Nugents would speak.

‘Agreed, dear. And even the Protestant leaders protested the father’s deportation.’

Susanna flicks a speck of something off Andrew’s shoulder. ‘Well, if the Protestants can say something good about the Catholics, then maybe there’s hope for all of us on this side of the world.’

‘I wouldn’t be getting carried away, dear. They are still Protestants, after all.’

‘That is not Christian-like either, Andrew.’ She shakes her head and turns to Miinaa, who is now sitting with Lalla and Giyalung, learning new English words and sharing Wiradyuri with them both.

‘I’m just saying, we have some independence here, this is our land, and they can’t touch us here.’

Susanna moves close to Andrew and whispers, and Miinaa desperately wants to hear what they are saying, so suggests the two girls go outside to play. When they do, she quickly finds the broom and begins to sweep the floor as close to the couple as she can get without appearing suspicious.

‘This is not our land, Andrew,’ Susanna says. ‘We have a permit that gives us permission to be here, but only from the government. It is not our land.’ She looks to Miinaa, who moves away and starts sweeping aggressively, hoping Susanna has not noticed she was listening.

‘Under British law, this is a settled colony,’ he says.

Susanna reacts angrily and loudly this time. ‘We despise British law, Andrew. We didn’t want to live under it back home, so do not be so hypocritical as to cite it back to me when it suits you.’

Andrew, shamed by his wife’s chastisement, looks down at his boots. Miinaa’s eyes follow his and she notices she needs to polish them.

‘Miinaa’s people must have their own laws, surely,’ Susanna continues. ‘How else would they have existed here for as many years as I imagine they have? It certainly wasn’t by violence and theft. I’m sure they have their own ways of permitting people to be on their land. No one’s bothered to ask them.’

‘It’s not my fault!’ Andrew responds, and Miinaa drops the broom.

Engaged in their argument, Susanna and Andrew have forgotten Miinaa is there, but now they both turn to her, and there is no use pretending she hasn’t heard it all.

‘Miinaa?’ Susanna says. ‘Does what I say have any truth in it?’

‘Ngawa, yes,’ Miinaa says, then realises Susanna is expecting her to respond more fully. ‘We do have our own ways of welcoming people,’ she says, ‘those who come respectfully and acknowledge our home. If someone came through your door now, you would welcome them and give permission for them to enter, to step inside and maybe stay for some food, maybe even to sleep. Maybe you would invite them to stay forever, but I doubt that.’

Andrew and Susanna look at each other, eyebrows raised.

‘Or maybe you wouldn’t allow them inside at all. Maybe they’re not the kind of people you want in your home. Maybe they’re Protestants?’ She’s not sure why the people referred to as ‘the Protestants’ are not the kind of people or tribe the Nugents would invite inside, but she is sure that Andrew Nugent would not give them a permit.

‘Exactly. Mandaang guwu, Miinaa.’ Susanna thanks her in the Wiradyuri language, a small act of yindyamarra.

Miinaa goes back to her sweeping and Susanna turns to Andrew.

‘You heard Miinaa,’ she says, ‘and you know that we agreed to work alongside the people originally from this place, not just follow the intentions or ways of the English, else we could have stayed at home.’

Andrew is not going to give into Susanna so easily. ‘All I’m saying is this is the government’s grazing frontier. The Governor has reserved it for stock and agriculture, for private use. Governor Macquarie doesn’t want to use this land for commercial purposes, so we aren’t doing anything wrong, really.’

‘What are you trying to tell me, Andrew?’ Susanna says impatiently.

‘I’m acknowledging that we’re privileged and must make the most of the opportunity of having one of the few grants available.’

‘And?’ Susanna’s eyes shift in Miinaa’s direction.

‘And,’ he whispers, ‘we can take care of Miinaa and her family, and any other Wiradyuri who come to us. But we can’t really promise anything more than that.’

Miinaa is still close enough to hear him. She is not sure what promises might be needed in the future, but the conversation has left her thinking, and she moves away with the broom, pushing the dirt towards the door.




Chapter Five

Dan has a spring in his step in the days that follow as he meets the other employees and is assigned tasks that involve his skills in carpentry: fashioning a small table for Susanna to use when teaching the children, and two stools to add to the communal eating area; repairing a window frame that came loose in a wild storm weeks ago.

He can’t avoid the riding lessons for long though, and he’s soon introduced to the Wiradyuri stockman Andrew calls Vincent, but the other men call Vinnie. Dan’s not sure what the Blackfellow’s real name is, but he’s positive it’s not Vinnie.

The lessons don’t come without embarrassment. Dan burns with shame when Vinnie tells him to mount the only available horse on the day, a pony that is generally ridden for fun by Andrew’s six-year-old daughter, Lalla, who he’s told can handle the animal without any problem.

Dan’s feet hang low, resting only inches above the ground. He looks like a giant on the poor grey pony, which has flecks of black and white throughout his coat.

At least there’s not far to fall, he thinks. Nearby, the children are laughing and pointing, and he feels anxious when he remembers the death of his father. He tries to focus but as he bounces in the saddle awkwardly, he sees the dark woman in the distance with the three brown children he hasn’t yet met. He goes to wave as if it’s the most normal thing to do, but in doing so loses his balance and falls forward into the horse’s mane, grabbing it and holding on for his life, and almost falling out of the saddle altogether. When he regains his balance and sits tall, he looks over and the woman and the children are gone. He feels the flush of embarrassment on his face, and takes a deep breath of determination. Even from a distance he can see she is beautiful, and he wants to make an impression.

Dan must master this skill, learn to ride a horse. It’s not only part of his job, he needs to save face in front of everyone, especially the children, who are now laughing hysterically. He finally takes control of the animal, digging his feet in and hoping he can at least ride a little way, just to shut the children up.

The final humiliation comes when Vinnie tells him to dismount. As he tries to get off the pony, Dan gets twisted and hits the ground hard, one foot stuck in the stirrup. The children race over, half worried, half giggling, untangle him then help him to his feet.

‘This is how you do it, mister,’ Lalla says, enthusiastically mounting the pony in a matter of seconds. She sits tall and trots off.

‘Thanks,’ Dan says half-heartedly, dusting himself off and heading towards the workers’ shed as he knows he’s got to assist the other convicts in getting feed out to the sheep by a certain time each day.



The following days are spent helping to build a new fence, swinging a hammer, sweat pouring off him. It’s still easier than riding Lalla’s pony, so Dan doesn’t complain.

The sun is setting by the time he returns all the tools to their respective spots. He walks to the bend in the river near the convicts’ huts, where some of them gather occasionally at the end of the day, to do their laundry and for collegiality. Much of the time, they complain about their aching bodies, their long or unfair sentences, the lack of women, and the issues they seem to have with ‘the Blacks’.

As he packs tobacco into his pipe, Dan is joined by others who arrive complaining from a long day of labouring.

‘I’m exhausted,’ says a fellow named Ronan who also pulls out his pipe. ‘At least Nugent treats us better than the rest of the masters in the area. Gave me some of this tobacco yesterday. Unlike others. I’ve heard some horror stories, that’s for sure.’

‘I was treated like the worse kind of convict at my last place,’ another by the name of Samuel pipes up.

‘Same for me,’ a fellow named Jack adds, kicking his boots off. Jack only has a few months left of his sentence and is desperate to find a wife and settle down. He is one of many transported to the colony who saw it as an opportunity for a better life, rather than a punishment for armed robbery back home. ‘There was never enough food for us, and the quality was shite. How are men expected to work as labourers without enough sustenance? Tell me that.’

Dan remains silent for a while; he knows what it’s like to be working without rights simply because they were targeted by British law for fighting for their own sovereign rights in their home country.

‘I know I’ve asked this before, many times, but what are we doing here?’ Jack says, rubbing his forehead, then adds, regretfully, ‘Why did we have to make such a noise back home?’

‘The uprising was important,’ Dan says.

‘Of course it was,’ Jack responds, ‘but should we have to starve for it? Tell me that, Dan O’Dwyer.’

Dan knows there’s no answer that will appease Jack. He also knows that while his countrymen sometimes have a sense of entitlement, salt, which was a basic commodity back home, is lacking here, and it means meat can’t be preserved, leaving many of his own to resort to thieving from the government stores and even stealing and butchering cattle themselves, just to survive. And every time they go against what is expected of them as convicts, they risk being retried. Dan knows that the conversation with Andrew Nugent earlier has put him on notice – to behave as if he wants to be a free man – and that’s what he’s going to do.

‘We should be grateful that the living quarters are decent here at Cloverdale, and Nugent doesn’t treat us like standard criminals,’ Dan advises. ‘At least we have some freedom, and aren’t shackled at night.’ He has been given freedom to move around the property and the surrounding areas solo, while some of the other convicts are sent out daily to work in gangs, watched over.

‘Don’t get too comfortable, Dan. I’m sure Nugent will report anyone who does anything out of the ordinary to the Commandant,’ Jack warns.

Although Andrew hadn’t outlined the daylight-to-dark working day, or the times allotted for breakfast and dinner, Dan musters at daybreak with the rest of the gang and has already fallen into the routine at Cloverdale.

For now, he is responsible only to the Nugents, and that alone makes him feel less like a trapped and branded man.

When Ronan takes his boots off, he moans at the pain of his feet rubbed raw where the leather met the skin, and sweat and dust has mixed with blood, now caked between his toes.

‘Stop moaning,’ Samuel says. ‘My aching back is worse than your feet. I was swinging a hammer non-stop for the last three days. Nugent wants more fences all of a sudden.’ He stands up and starts to twist at the waist, then throws his arms around in the air, trying to loosen up his shoulders. ‘I don’t know how long that first fence is, but if I had a property that big, I tell you, I’d be one happy fellow.’

Dan’s not sure of the exact size of the Nugents’ property, but he wonders if this is the place the young woman he had seen with the children has always lived on. He feels a warm rush wash over him at the thought of the attractive young woman he’d seen from a distance, forgetting his embarrassing riding lesson and instead thinking about when they might finally meet. And that image makes him smile.

‘What are you grinning at?’ Jack asks.

‘No one,’ Dan responds, forcing the grin from his face.

‘Not who. He said “what?” ’ Ronan says.

He must think fast. ‘Oh, I was just thinking…’ he pauses. ‘I was just thinking about freedom. About how we can make a new life here, maybe even have a property like this one. A family.’

‘That’s my plan.’ Samuel nods, throws a rock into the river and puffs on his pipe.

The men are tired and silence comes easily, as Dan lies back and looks to the clouds, allowing a smile to form again. For the first time he has a woman in his thoughts about his dreams and plans of a free life in Bathurst.




Chapter Six

Dan stops dead in his tracks, his mouth dry and his palms sweaty as he tries to ignore the involuntary movement in the crotch of his dusty trousers. As if the shamrock is working, he sees her – the young woman he had seen from the saddle of the pony days earlier. He is thankful she can’t see him lurking. She busies herself hanging bed sheets on the lines made from rope attached to two poles that look ready to collapse if any more weight is added to them. Then, as she hangs another bed sheet, one pole begins to fall.

He races to grab it, saving the clean sheet from hitting the dry, dusty ground.

‘Mandaang guwu,’ she says. ‘Thank you.’ She doesn’t look up, grabbing and rolling the wet material into a ball while Dan starts pushing the post back into the ground. He feels the muscles in his back working hard and hopes his biceps are showing through his thin shirt. He wants her to feel the same chemical reaction he’s just had.

But the woman is moving her feet impatiently, which doesn’t seem a good sign.

‘If you wait, I’ll have this fixed in a minute,’ he says, grunting and working the post in a circular motion into the ground, securing it as best he can without any tools or help. He lets out one last grunt and says, ‘There, that should hold.’

‘I must get this dry and remake the beds before Mrs Nugent returns.’ The woman looks to the path where the buggy will come.

He looks to the sun high in the sky. ‘It will not take long in this heat,’ he says. ‘Let me help you.’

He moves to assist her and together they unfold the balled-up sheet and throw it over the line. She giggles softly, and the sound of female laughter for the first time in what seems like forever stirs his loins once more. He cannot remember an urge like this in recent years.

As much as he tries to catch her gaze, she does not look at him, as if she is avoiding his eyes. Is it intentional? Dan, feeling agitated, tips his hat back, bends and weaves a little to put himself in her eyeline, as she stands shorter than him. He feels like a fool moving around as if he is dodging a bee. When she finally looks up and their eyes meet, his heart swells. But does hers?

‘I must go prepare the meal,’ she says, leaning over to pick the bucket up from the ground, but knocking it to its side instead, then almost tripping over it. Dan moves swiftly, reaching to help her regain her balance, but she pulls away immediately, his hand suspended in the air where he held her elbow only seconds before.

‘I did not mean to touch you,’ he says, but of course he did – how else was he to help her? ‘I just wanted to make sure you didn’t fall,’ he adds, hoping she realises his intentions were gentlemanly, but knowing full well what non-convicts think of his kind. He doesn’t know if Andrew Nugent has had time to inform the other employees that the new convict labourer is one of their kind, a decent Irishman, a Catholic, a man who prays and has hopes for a better future.

‘What will you make?’ he asks, desperate to keep her talking, to enjoy the soothing sound of her voice, so far removed from the harsh vocals of his peers, often raspy from smoking the tobacco they are sometimes given as payment.

‘Gugabul,’ she says, and he looks confused. ‘Fish, it’s fish. The men have been fishing in the Wambool.’

‘Wambool? The river?’

‘Bila, that is river. Wambool is the name of the bila. Wambool Bila,’ she says. ‘Our fish comes from there.’ She points in the direction of the spotted red gum he had admired when he first arrived.

It is the first time he has heard the Macquarie River called something else, but he doesn’t question her. Of course it had a name before the Governor named a river after himself – such a colonising British thing to do.

Dan finds himself smiling, because she has spoken to him directly. He is mesmerised by her dark eyes and full lips, and the gentle way she speaks.

‘I like fish,’ he says. ‘I like cod. That’s what I’ve caught myself, and cooked.’ He can hear how eager he sounds, how childish he must appear, as if he is trying to impress a young girl. But the woman in front of him is young, though he cannot gauge her age. It’s hard enough to keep track of his own – birthdays aren’t something the convicts celebrate, but then nor did the poorer classes back home.

Dan’s still grinning like a fool, lost in the shine of her dark skin in the sunlight and her broad white smile. He just wants to look at and admire her for the rest of the day. He wants to touch the softness of her chocolate brown hair, caught in a long braid down her back. The influence of Mrs Nugent, to be sure.

‘I like potatoes, too,’ he adds after a stretch of silence that has become too unbearable. ‘I see there’s potatoes growing here. They’re popular back in Ireland too. We ate them a lot. In stews.’ He is rambling about a vegetable, and the girl screws her face up, confused, and even with the frown on her brow, she is still the most perfect woman he has ever seen. He chuckles.

‘Are you laughing at me?’ she asks, annoyed.

‘No, you screwed your face up and that made me laugh.’ He doesn’t want to offend her.

‘What is a stew?’ she asks.

‘It’s like a very thick soup. And we put potatoes in it.’

‘Murnong,’ she says, then repeats it, so Dan tries to say it.

‘Murnong.’ He tries to reproduce the sounds but she giggles. He feels warm at the sound of her laugh and joins in. ‘Does murnong mean potatoes?’ He says the word confidently this time, but she giggles again.

‘Murnong is what the white ghosts call yam. It is a little bit like a potato, and we use a digging stick to get it out of the ground.’

‘Murnong is yam,’ he nods, acknowledging the lesson in language she generously offers. When she smiles, he feels an adrenalin rush and the blood vessels in his face tingle and he knows a blush is creeping up his neck and into his cheeks. He hopes she doesn’t notice it, or she may be laughing for the rest of the day.

‘What’s so funny, anyway?’ he says. ‘Aren’t I saying it right? Murnong,’ he repeats.

‘Ngawa, you say it right, but the sound of your voice is like Mr and Mrs Nugent’s, but funnier.’ She laughs some more and then stops abruptly. ‘But I would never laugh at the Nugents,’ she says, as if she is about to be chastised.

Dan feels special now, knowing that she feels relaxed enough to laugh around him, and even laugh at him. If nothing else, the Irish are known for their humour, and he thinks this first meeting might bode well for his days ahead at Cloverdale. Appreciating his accent is strong, he makes an effort to speak more slowly.

‘So you like yams, potatoes?’ she asks.

‘Potatoes, yes! I can talk about them all day,’ he says, and then asks himself, why would anyone want to talk about potatoes all day, and why would a man think that a beautiful young woman would be interested in a man who talked about potatoes? He explains, ‘Where I come from, Ireland, potatoes are a staple part of our diet.’

He sees her frown again, understands she might not know the phrase, and is annoyed at himself for being so arrogant as to assume she would.

‘I mean, we eat potatoes a lot. Potatoes are a normal part of our day. Sometimes we eat them two or three times a day.’ He is definitely talking too much about potatoes, and she probably thinks the Irish are very simple, to eat potatoes three times a day.

She pats her flat belly. ‘I would like to eat more murnong. They fill the binbin up.’

Dan is considering how thin she looks – he wants to feed her up on lots of potatoes and other foods – when he realises they haven’t even exchanged names yet.

‘My name is Dan,’ he says. He is reluctant to hold his callused hand out, so simply tips his hat. ‘It’s short for Daniel.’

‘Yuwin ngadhi Miinaa. Bala-dhu Wiradyuri yinaa’, she says. ‘My name is Miinaa. I am a Wiradyuri woman.’ She pats her chest proudly.

‘Miinaa,’ he repeats it perfectly, though with his strong accent. ‘Miinaa is a pretty name. What does it mean?’

Because she is so dark, Dan isn’t sure if she is blushing, but he does notice her broad smile.

‘Miinaa means very hot.’

‘And what does yinaa mean?’

‘Yinaa means woman,’ she teaches him.

‘Miinaa yinaa, very hot woman.’ He smiles and she smiles, and then he smiles even more. He wants to just stand there forever smiling at her, with her. ‘In Ireland we would call you a Bonnie Colleen.’

She looks at him as if he is crazy and he can’t blame her. He doesn’t want to say that means ‘pretty girl’, it is all too awkward now.

‘I must go inside,’ she says, but he doesn’t mind. He has exhausted his conversation on fish and potatoes and names. He simply touches the shamrock on his chest, wondering if the elements of love have found him already; thankful for the brief moment he’s shared with his Bonnie Colleen of Cloverdale.




Chapter Seven

Cloverdale takes on a new sense of interest whenever Miinaa sees him. Shirtless, his pale skin is a variation of the colour of the sheet she hides behind. She thinks he could use some sun to help change that, but she has also witnessed the Nugents just go dark pink in the sun. And then back to white again.

This Irishman has marks on his body. They are on his chest and along his arms. Scars she has not seen on a man’s body before, and different to the colours of the ochre the Wiradyuri use for ceremony. The scars are not raised on the skin like those of the Wiradyuri men who have been initiated. She wonders if his marks will wash off with galing.

Her eyes follow his movements around the convicts’ quarters, and she is fascinated by the muscles in his back, his lean form, the way his trousers hang below his waist. He is very skinny. She wants to feed him up, but knows that wambuwuny is lean meat and won’t fatten him enough for his pants to fit him properly. She’s afraid the trousers sitting low on his hips might just fall right off him.

Miinaa likes the way he moves, his knees curved outward, as if he is built to ride a horse – but after seeing him on Lalla’s pony, she knows that’s not the case and chuckles out loud at the memory of him that day.

As she watches him wash his face with water from a wooden bucket, she experiences a longing she has never known, wanting to touch him. Her eyes and her body are drawn to him, pulled in his direction, like Ngawaal’s eyes are always watching the frogs he wants to catch. Staring at someone is probably not yindyamarra, but her eyes are fixed on him. She has been consumed by thoughts of him since they met by the clothesline, fascinated by the luminosity of his skin – so, so white. They have passed each other on the property many times since his arrival, and she has become used to the sound of his voice. She is flattered by the interest he has taken in her, in what she says, how she feels, what she thinks.

Thoughts of Dan have kept her awake late into the night as she tries to understand the emotions she’s experiencing for the first time – feelings that take her by surprise at odd moments during the day, and physical stirrings in her body that she cannot explain. The only word she can think of to describe them is magical.

Miinaa wishes she had the Wiradyuri yinaa-galang to talk to, to share the brief moments she and Dan have experienced, to find out if they mean anything. Most of all she needs to talk about what is going through her mind. She doesn’t think Susanna will respond well to her liking the Irishman, but she attempts to find out anyway.

As they fuss about the kitchen preparing the evening meal, she says, making it sound like an off-the-cuff, meaningless remark, ‘The new convict, Dan. He sounds like you.’

‘Yes, he is also Irish,’ Susanna says, without looking up from the pot of gruel she stirs.

‘So, he’s a good convict then? I mean, if he’s Irish?’ Miinaa presses, hoping Susanna will say something positive. A word of encouragement would mean she can open up to the only other woman in her life here, share her innermost thoughts. But to her disappointment, Susanna turns aggressively.

‘No convict is a good convict, Irish or otherwise,’ she says, waving a dripping spoon at Miinaa. ‘He may have those smiling Irish eyes, but don’t be fooled, Miinaa, they all have them. It’s what drew me to Andrew, and thank the Lord he was not a criminal, because I was lost to him immediately. Love at first sight, as they say.

‘And Andrew is a good man, but even he’s hard work. Men are focused on many things, Miinaa, but matters of the heart are not always, if ever, what’s most important to them. Matters of their loins, on the other hand… well, they’re always on the mind of the man. Even the Christian ones.’

Miinaa does not know the word loins, but she knows by Susanna’s tone that the Irish matriarch will never accept a relationship between her and Dan. But she wants to be alone with him, near him, to hear the sound of his voice as a whisper in her ear. And she believes, when his smiling Irish eyes are looking deep into her own, that he wants the same thing. But if they are caught together now, after Susanna’s warning, it might affect her safe haven at Cloverdale, and Dan’s eventual freedom.

Miinaa decides to keep her thoughts about Dan to herself, and she quietly smiles within her heart, knowing that Susanna’s words about men do not match the way she has seen Andrew behave towards her, with only caring and concern in his eyes.



It’s a scorching day and Miinaa feels the sting of the sun on the back of her neck, having forgotten her bonnet. She wishes for shade as a trickle of sweat drips down her spine, and another down the back of her leg, lodging behind her knee. She wipes her arm across her eyes as perspiration gathers on her brow. She desperately wants to cool off in the Wambool, but she has chores to do.

She drags the crisp, almost stiff sheet from the line and suddenly he is standing there, out of nowhere. Has he been privy to her most private thoughts and so come to her?

‘Oh!’ she says, startled and blushing, taking a step backwards. Thankful he has his shirt on.

‘I’m sorry, did I scare you?’ He takes one side of the sheet, as if this is to be their time of the day, their routine, their way of communicating, through the linen the Nugent family sleep in.

‘I’m not scared of you,’ she says defensively. ‘And I wasn’t thinking about you,’ she continues, unnecessarily. Miinaa can hear how silly she must sound, trying too hard to appear disinterested, when all she has been thinking about lately, all she is interested in, is this funny-sounding man in front of her. The one who likes to eat potatoes three times a day. The one still holding onto the washing.

Why doesn’t he let go of the bed sheet? She looks to the sheet, and then looks to him, and then back to the bed sheet and thinks his colour is closer to that of the sheet than to her own skin. And then she laughs.

‘What’s so funny?’ he asks.

‘Nothing.’ She chokes back the laughter, embarrassed. How can she tell him he is white like a bed sheet?

‘I like the sound of your laugh,’ he says, still holding the sheet.

‘Why?’ Also, why don’t you let go of the sheet? she wants to ask.

‘Your laugh reminds me of the robins that sing in the early morning,’ he says, ‘and it feels warm like sunshine. That’s why I like it.’

Miinaa blushes and her whole body warms to the flattery, the attention, the knowing that to this friendly white ghost, her laugh is warm like sunshine.

Her blush subsides and she feels unusually confident. ‘I will let you like my laugh then,’ she says, as if she can control what this man can like and not like.

‘Thank you, Bonnie Colleen,’ he says.

‘You can let go of the sheet now.’ She takes the part of the sheet he is holding back, and folds it. ‘Please don’t call me that. My name is Miinaa.’ She sounds cranky and doesn’t know why she is being a bit mean to this man who she really likes talking to.

‘I’m sorry, Miinaa. It’s just that you remind me of my mammy.’

‘Your mammy?’ It’s the word the Nugent children used for Susanna, but surely he can’t mean she is like his mother.

‘You remind me of my mother,’ he says, as if it’s a compliment.

‘Your gunhi.’ She doesn’t want to sound surprised or offended, so thinks teaching him her language word may help in changing her tone.

‘You remind me of my gunhi,’ he says, with his thick accent.

Miinaa appreciates him trying to speak her language but she does not want to be thought of as his gunhi, especially after the way she was looking at him with his shirt off, and the way he talked about her laugh. Maybe it’s the same way his gunhi laughed and he is just sick for his homeland. Her shoulders slump with disappointment.

‘I mean, one of my fondest memories of my mammy was of her at the washing line. She was always worried about the rain. Because if she was away from home and it started to rain, and we didn’t take the washing inside and the clothes got wet, well Jesus, Mary and Joseph, she would get the wooden spoon out and we’d feel it on our backsides.’ Dan laughs, patting his bottom.

Miinaa thinks he is funny to listen to and watch.

‘I’d tell Mammy that the rain was just giving the clothes another clean, but then she’d hit me with the spoon again.’ And he smacks his own behind again.

Miinaa is confused by his gunhi hitting him. She had never seen the Nugents hit their children, with a spoon or anything else. They were always told to pray for forgiveness if they misbehaved.

‘You must’ve been a very naughty gudha,’ she suggests.

Dan mocks being offended, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. ‘To be sure, I made her mad at times, but Mammy didn’t stay mad for long. She’d have a cup of tea and all would be right again.’

‘I need to get to my chores,’ Miinaa says abruptly, reaching for the washing bucket. When Dan leans over at the same time, they both take the handle simultaneously, his hand on top of hers. It feels warm and firm, and yet gentle. She imagines their fingers entwined. Her heart is beating fast. She is rooted to the spot, as if she is no longer in control of her own body. She looks up at him, heart racing. Silently she swallows, then smiles, not knowing what to do next, what is expected. She panics and pulls her hand out from underneath, and steps back, holding the bucket.

He takes the bucket and begins to walk. ‘We should get this inside, and I need to get to the shed before I’m missed.’

As they head silently towards the house, Miinaa looks around to see if Susanna is nearby. This is not behaviour she will condone. Her hands fidget, because she is used to always carrying something; washing, a broom, Ngawaal. She feels awkward. And she wants to tell Dan that she will miss him the minute he leaves her.

‘Did you help your gunhi with the washing?’ she asks.

‘When I was a young boy, my sisters said I was me mammy’s boy, because I did anything she asked me to.’

It makes Miinaa think of Ngawaal, and his eagerness to please both her and Susanna, even though he is often more a hindrance than a help.

As they enter the small kitchen, Andrew greets them and doesn’t look pleased. Miinaa is startled to see him there, but remains silent. Although she and her miyagan are welcome at Cloverdale, she does not ever presume she has the right to behave any way she wants to. She notices Andrew’s disapproving looks at Dan holding the bucket and grabs it immediately, taking it to the table, fussing with the washing while straining to hear what the men discuss. She hopes he doesn’t tell Susanna.

In hushed tones, Andrew says, ‘She’s a good girl, Dan. I believe her to be very young in her thinking and naïve in the ways of relations between men and women.’ Andrew coughs as if uncomfortable. ‘You’re much older, in your years, and in the ways of the world, and yours is a very different world to Miinaa’s. Do you understand?’

Dan nods respectfully.

‘And Susanna will not tolerate you or any,’ he pauses, ‘any of the convicts fraternising with the other employees. And she is very protective of our Miinaa. She’s like a sister to our own children.’

Fraternising is not a word Miinaa has heard before, but she recognises the tone Andrew is using – it is one of warning – and her heart sinks. Is he telling Dan to stay away? And if so, for how long? For the first time she wonders how old she is, and Dan too, and why it matters. She doesn’t want their conversations to end. She wants his hand on hers again. Whatever he has brought to Cloverdale with him, she wants it to remain, because she is enjoying her working days in a way she never has before. She feels a sense of joy when he is near, like the joyful sound of a gudha laughing brings. Yes, he is just like the sound of a child laughing.



At the end of the day, when most of the chores are done, and the children have finished their lessons, they are outside playing while Miinaa supervises. Dan appears and begins hammering nails into a wooden paling leaning against the house. When he is finished, he hands each of the children a piece of rope that has been tied into a loop.

‘This game is called rings,’ he says.

‘Rings!’ they echo.

‘I played this when I was your age, back in Ireland. But we played it inside during the winter. Do you want to play?’

The children jump and squeal, and as he walks a few steps away from the house they trail behind him, watching his every move.

He drags his foot along the earth, marking a spot they must stand behind, then he lines his rope ring up, and throws. It lands on a nail on his first attempt and the kids all cheer, eager to have their turn. As Dan walks away, they are already arguing over who will go first. Lalla lines them up in order of height, from smallest to tallest. The smallest, Ngawaal, is making the most noise. Miinaa thinks Lalla will make a wonderful mother one day.

‘It’s good of you to play with the gudha-galang.’ She smiles and nods towards the children. She hasn’t mentioned Dan again to Susanna, and knows being seen talking to him could land them both in trouble. Today, she’s thankful the Nugents have gone to town for some supplies and left her to watch the children alone. Since Dan’s smiling Irish eyes appeared, she has not been able to take the smile off her face.

‘We didn’t have a lot of toys as children, but we did have this game,’ he says. ‘It looked a little different, but they don’t need to know that.’ Dan takes his hat off and sits on the ground beside her. ‘Are you happy?’ he asks.

She thinks that’s a strange question to ask and considers it for a few seconds. ‘I’m happy to see the gudha-galang, the children, having fun and laughing, yes.’

‘Are you happy here at Cloverdale?’ he asks, and she wonders what he is really trying to find out.

‘I was happier before the white tribe arrived. Before, when I lived with all my miyagan, before they took over our land, and our lives.’ She pauses and looks to the children playing. She’s not sure what else he wants to hear. ‘Now, I am happy just to be safe with at least some of my miyagan. I’ve had to learn a different kind of happiness here. I was happy before we moved to Cloverdale, when we all lived together with our family in one place, only moving with the seasons, for food or ceremony. We have walked on this land forever, and now we are fenced in. Or fenced out, as my brother says.’

Miinaa looks to Dan who is looking towards the ranges, as if imagining life before he arrived. At least she hopes that is what he is thinking.

‘Since the white tribe came and brought with them so many changes to my ngurambang, my miyagan have been split up and moved to different places. So that happiness has gone.’ She takes a breath, remembering that time before Cloverdale. ‘The fear my mayiny feel is real, because there is fighting and some of our people are being hurt badly, or worse, killed. I feel safer here, yet I also feel trapped.’ She’s not sure if she is making sense.

‘I’m sorry,’ Dan says, moving his hand towards hers but stopping before touching her.

‘It’s better to be here, protected from the bad white ghosts. But I miss the rest of my miyagan, the other yinaa-galang to talk to.’ She does not say that it is he she wants to talk about, to another woman who is not Susanna. ‘My matriarchs give me strength, but I don’t see them much, and I can only teach the gudha-galang here so much. They need the Old People around them too. So we’re missing a lot of our normal life being here.’ She pauses, hoping Dan will not share her secrets with anyone else. ‘So it’s not true happiness, but I’m as happy as I can be here at Cloverdale.’ In articulating it, she’s suddenly sad, and breathes deeply.

There’s a comfortable silence between the pair as they look to the children, and Miinaa’s spirits rise. She looks around to see if there is dust along the track leading from the front gate of the property to the house, in case Susanna and Andrew are already back. Her nervousness about being caught talking to Dan adds to the butterflies in her stomach. The track looks clear, and she points to the group of young ones and says, ‘Windradyne, my brother, says it’s best for the gudha-galang if we stay here, because we always put them first.’

‘I’ve not met him.’

‘He’s very smart, and wise, and he’s very protective of the gudha-galang. Ngawaal usually hangs off me, but when his uncle is around, it’s like I don’t exist. Giyalung is growing into a strong young yinaa, and Yarruwala – he already walks tall and proud in his uncle’s footsteps.’ Miinaa’s heart swells as she speaks of the children. ‘So we stay here at Cloverdale, because Windradyne says it’s best for all of them, and for me.’

‘He’s probably right, because the Nugents have some power here in Bathurst. You could say they’re part of the elite. Which means they’re in a good position to take care of you. I can tell you that they’re not like the others. I’ve met other settlers and they’re not…’ he pauses. ‘Not so generous.’

‘What is elite?’ she asks, because there is no point in pretending she understands everything the Irishman says.

‘Elite means the best in society. Most of the elite people live in Sydney, not on their properties here. There’s not enough for them to do here in Bathurst. The elite,’ he says, with a hint of disdain, ‘usually have special societies of their own kind of people to spend time with, and they don’t live in slab houses like Cloverdale.’ He nods to the house behind them. ‘And I doubt they’d want to have their homes near convicts, either.

‘The Nugents are wealthy, but they’re different. They came to your Country with a conscience, and they understand their privilege. Most of the new settlers here are very busy just trying to stay alive.’

Miinaa frowns at Dan, as if the life of these elite people he speaks about is harder than that of her people, harder to find food and stay alive on their own land. But she listens as his tone changes.

‘They can’t see past their own needs and wants, and many are also power hungry, here where there’s potential, more than there was back home.’

Before Miinaa can ask about all the words she’s heard and not understood, Ngawaal lets out a loud scream and they both look in his direction. The gudha has thrown himself face down on the dry earth. Miinaa thinks she could use Dan’s mammy’s wooden spoon to coax the gudha up again, but within seconds the boy is standing in line to throw his ring again, as if nothing has happened, and she returns to the conversation.

‘The Nugents have been good to us, and they don’t act like they’re better than other people. They try to learn our language, and they always say when we have better knowledge about something, like fishing or catching wambuwuny. Not that Mr Nugent has ever tried. He likes to look at birds in trees instead.’

Dan laughs. ‘Yes, he told me your brother gave him the name of a bird. He’s very proud of that. And I can see how considerate they are to the convicts.’

‘There are some other settlers who’ve lived here peacefully with us, since they first appeared, even though we have nothing in common, but—’ She stops as Ngawaal starts wailing again, but as fast as he fell, he has dusted himself off and is lining up to throw his ring, as if this little performance is going to be his routine.

‘But?’

‘But now, with more and more people coming, and just taking all the land, our land, I don’t think we can be so welcoming and generous anymore. Sharing, and caring for each other, is the Wiradyuri way, but you can’t just take what you want.’

Miinaa feels Dan looking into her eyes with intensity, but she’s not to know that her words and the emphasis she has placed on her land has planted a seed, and from here on his thoughts will turn to the injustices around him.

The pair sit in silence for a few minutes, watching the children throwing their rings, and Miinaa enjoys the warmth of the sunlight hitting her cheeks. She’s conscious of how easy it is to be around Dan, even though her eyes drift to the gate often with worry they’ll be caught talking.

She is thankful for the company, being the only other adult living in the house with the Nugents, and around the family all the time. The only other adult conversation she has is with Windradyne, and that is nearly always riddled with fears and concern about the tension building between the Wiradyuri and the invaders.

‘Penny for your thoughts,’ he says, and before she has a chance to ask what he means, he corrects himself. ‘I mean, what are you thinking?’

‘About seeing a white man for the first time. I thought he was a birig, a ghost.’ Dan turns to look at her, but she faces straight ahead.

‘Why would you think they were a ghost?’

She looks at him now and is momentarily flustered when she sees the intensity in his eyes. ‘Because…’ She hesitates, then pulls herself together. ‘Because I was told that when someone dies, they may come back in the form of a white spirit. So when I saw a white man for the first time, I thought he was the spirit of someone who’d passed over.’

She starts laughing, and puts her hand over her mouth.

‘What?’ he asks.

‘The man I thought was a birig was on a horse.’

‘And?’

‘And… nothing.’ She can’t stop herself from laughing now.

‘A birig on a horse makes you laugh?’

‘No,’ she giggles, ‘but you riding Lalla’s pony did.’ She bursts into uncontrollable laughter. Then Dan starts laughing too, and tears are running down both their faces. She can’t remember the last time she laughed so hard, and when she has composed herself and they have both wiped their faces, she apologises.

‘I’m sorry, it is not Christian-like to make fun of people, so Susanna says.’ Miinaa has one last chuckle that she can’t hold in. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘I’m sorry I can’t ride a horse,’ Dan laughs, ‘or I couldn’t, but I’m much better now. I just think that horse was too small for me.’

‘Ngawa, yes, it was,’ she says, but she has never heard anything more silly in her life.

After a few seconds of silence, Dan asks, ‘Do you know who that white person was? The one you thought was a spirit? Was it the Governor?’

‘I told Mr Nugent this story and he told me the man must’ve been someone called Mr Evans. He had something on his head and lots of strange clothes on.’ She starts giggling again. ‘I’m not laughing at you,’ she assures Dan. ‘It’s just that I thought his jacket was his skin.’

‘Why would you think that?’

‘Because I’d never seen anyone dressed like that before. And my stomach went all strange when I saw him take off his coat, thinking he was taking off his skin. But I was younger then. It was before we met the Nugents and came to live here. Before I learned how to speak their – your language. But Susanna has taught me a lot about the ways of the white-skinned tribe since then. When you die, you go to a place called heaven, yes?’ she asks, so naively, so innocently, she cannot know how much Dan O’Dwyer wants to take her in his arms and talk about life, not death.

‘I don’t like to talk about death so much,’ he says, ‘because it makes me sad about being so far from my own family. And the thought of never seeing them again.’ He sounds sombre.

Miinaa feels thoughtless for not considering Dan’s circumstances. Even with the changes to her own miyagan’s lives, she still has some family with her, or within travelling distance. She still sees them for ceremony and feasting. But his miyagan is far away, and she assumes he hasn’t seen them for many years.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says softly.

‘It’s all right. I’ve accepted my lot, and I know my future’s here. Maybe one day I’ll see my mammy and clan again.’ He shrugs.

‘Clan?’

‘My family.’

‘Your miyagan,’ she translates for him. ‘Tell me about your miyagan, please.’

‘Back home I lived in a village called Wexford. It was different to here, to Bathurst, with many more people, and it was on the coast, not inland. We had beautiful beaches. I miss the sea.’ He pauses and she can tell he is thinking back to his homeland. ‘But we lived under the rule of the British too. And we lived on a property. Mammy and Da worked for the Protestant owners.’

She recognises the word Protestant and feels uneasy, knowing the Nugents don’t like that tribe.

He takes a deep breath. ‘My da,’ he says on exhaling.

‘Your babiin,’ she cuts in.

‘My babiin,’ he says awkwardly, but just the effort endears him to her even more. ‘Babiin,’ he says again. ‘He was a very strong man, in his mind and spirit, and he fought for what he believed in. He taught me to do the same.’

Miinaa is reminded of her own parents, living so far away from them now, and how they raised Windradyne to be strong and confident, to lead and live like a warrior, to stand up for what he believes in.

Dan appears to be struggling to find words, and she waits patiently, knowing that a man who has the manners and kindness he has must have been raised by very special parents, and he must miss them deeply.

‘My babiin worked for a wealthy Protestant landowner, and we lived in a stone tenement cottage on the property. All of us in one room with a fireplace and a few pieces of wooden furniture my da made himself. He taught me how to work with wood. Ma hated working there as a domestic servant, but we had no choice.’ He pauses. ‘But it was better than him going away to work in a mine, like so many other of the Irish men did.’

‘A mine?’ she asks sheepishly, wondering if this is something she should know.

‘Ah, it’s where men dig under the ground for something called coal, and coal is used to heat homes and to make iron and steel for building.’

‘Why don’t people use wood to make a fire to warm their homes?’ she asks innocently. ‘Like the Nugents.’

‘Why indeed, Miinaa. I’m glad my da was with us at home though, until he…’

‘Until he…?’

‘He was trampled by a horse. And died.’ She can see Dan swallow some of the emotion of the memory. ‘I will never forget seeing my mammy fall to the ground with grief when we got the news. My sisters and I ran to her, afraid she might never get up, or that she might leave us too. I had never seen Mammy cry before then. Even in the hard times, she taught us to be grateful for our lot, for the love we had in our home and from the Lord above. And she always told us to smile. We were lucky to have good teeth, she said.’ He smiles.

‘Your mammy was right,’ she says, smiling back.

‘My mammy, she loved my da since she was a little girl, and when he died, part of her died too.’

Miinaa doesn’t know what to say. She knows the pain of grief, but she doesn’t know him well enough yet to offer anything meaningful. Still, she is glad to be learning about his family, and life back on his own land.

‘When Mammy was left to raise me and my four sisters alone, it was hard for her, for all of us. She cried for the longest time, and there was very little money and often not much food, except for potatoes. With any extra pennies she’d buy bread for us. We didn’t go to school, or not very often. But Mammy was smart, she knew a lot about a lot of things, and she wanted us to have a good life. She taught us to read and write as best she could, and we read the Bible, like Mrs Nugent does with her children.’

Life for Dan’s mum in Ireland sounds a little like life at Cloverdale for Miinaa – cleaning and cooking and learning different ways from the wealthy people.

Ngawaal is down on the ground again wailing, but this time he isn’t getting up, and the other kids are ignoring him. Miinaa knows the rare luxury of time to sit and talk has ended.

Dan jumps to his feet. ‘Andrew Nugent will have my guts for garters if he knows I’ve been sitting around telling stories today.’ He dusts off his pants and offers a hand to Miinaa. She hesitates before she accepts the gesture, and he pulls her gently to her feet. She enjoys the touch of his hand and doesn’t want to let it go.

‘Guts for garters?’ she asks, finally letting go and dusting off her behind.

‘A saying the English brought with them to Ireland. It means I’ll be in trouble and likely punished. But I suppose that’s what being a convict means, doesn’t it? Being punished.’ He gives a wry smile, and looks over her shoulder, as if he too is worried about the Nugents seeing them together.

He nods and smiles at her, starts to walk off then turns around. ‘Miinaa,’ he says, and her heart warms at the way he pronounces her name, ‘thank you for not speaking to me like I’m a worthless criminal.’

She frowns. She has not once considered him worthless, has not thought of him really as a convict – he has been much too gentle for that. Judging others unfairly is not something she’s been raised to do, and since being at Cloverdale she has heard Susanna Nugent tell her children on many occasions, ‘Do unto others’, and ‘Treat people the way you want to be treated’. Some of the white tribe Catholic rules were like Wiradyuri ways of being.

Before he turns to leave, Dan shares one final thought. ‘The English sometimes forget we’re all humans walking this land, none better or more important than the other.’ He tips his hat to her and walks away.

Miinaa can’t help but lose herself in his slow strides. His shoulders are a little slouched and she can see that the weight of his father’s death and missing his own gunhi weighs on him now, even as a grown man.



‘Mabinya!’ Miinaa orders the children to stop competing to hit a bulanbulan sitting on a low branch.

She had waited a few minutes, fixated on the cheeky reaction of the crimson rosella, who seemed to know it was the target, and avoided the stones being thrown by dancing along the branch, frustrating the children, who luckily did not have the skills to meet their aim. But when one tiny rock goes close enough to make the bird jump off the branch, Miinaa knows it’s time to intervene.

‘Mabinya!’ she yells again, this time with anger in her voice and this time the children listen, drop their rocks, and start to run, laughing and screaming at the same time. Miinaa won’t smack them, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t wish she had a wooden spoon like Dan’s mammy once had.

The children are running chaotically in different directions and looking around for each other, to see where they should gather. Lalla stops suddenly and starts walking slowly towards Miinaa, who stands with hands on hips, unimpressed. Slowly, the others follow suit, heads hung low, waiting for the chastisement they know will follow.

‘Giyalung, what would Windradyne say?’ Miinaa asks, carefully not looking in the direction of Windradyne, whom she’s spotted hiding behind a tree, wearing a big grin.

‘Don’t hurt animals,’ the girl responds.

‘Ngawa, and why don’t we throw rocks at birds, or any animals?’

Miinaa looks at Oscar and Edward. ‘Because they’re God’s creatures,’ they say in unison.

‘Ngawa,’ she says, recognising the words Susanna has instilled in them. ‘Now go inside. Mrs Nugent is waiting for you for today’s lesson.’ As the children race each other to the house Windradyne slowly emerges from behind the tree, carrying three cod.

‘The gudha-galang would have collapsed in fear if they’d seen you,’ she chuckles.

‘Ngawa, it’s why I waited.’ He hands her his catch.

‘I’m glad you’re here,’ she says cheerily, wanting to tell him about Dan, about how they’ve been talking, about how much she likes having him around the station, that he is good with the gudha-galang, and how his life in his own country sounds a bit like their life here, now the English are imposing themselves on Wiradyuri life. She wants to tell her brother that her heart has been racing, and her belly has tingles that are new to her. She wants to ask if men feel these tingles too. But before she has the chance to say or ask anything, she sees a frown gathering on her brother’s aging face.

‘What is it?’ she asks fearfully.

The tingles she wanted to talk about turn to knots the minute Windradyne tells her more Wiradyuri mayiny have been moved away from their camp; that more fences are being built and they are being locked out of their own sacred places. A bora ring is being built over, and the senior men have been meeting to discuss how to respond. Miinaa has never seen her brother so upset.

In the dark of night, she hears the soothing sounds of the youngsters breathing in deep sleep, but she cannot find sleep herself. Thoughts of Dan and the stories of his own family, and the growing physical attraction that stirs within her, keep her awake, and she wonders what his white skin might feel like against her own.




Chapter Eight

The seasons are changing and cooler air settles over the property. The landscape seems duller than usual, and Miinaa closes her eyes and tries to remember what it was like waking in the humpy where she used to sleep before the white ghosts, before the Nugents, before she was talked into moving to this place, the one everyone now calls her home.

This place may provide shelter from the harsh summers and the brutal winters, but she is not convinced that it can truly be her home, if it is without the warmth of family; without the love, laughter and sharing you only truly experience with your kin. The way it was before the life she has now.

Today, Miinaa’s heart feels heavy, though nothing out of the ordinary has happened to bring her spirits down. She has become accustomed to the sadness that appears at random moments, washing over her like a summer rainshower that appears then disappears just as quickly.

Miinaa wonders if the extreme changes in her emotions will subside, or if her life will forever be this way. Her life before Cloverdale had been different. Before the white ghosts arrived, she wasn’t up and down and sidewise with her feelings; there was work to be done at the camp where she lived with all her miyagan, but it was shared among them all, and it was often joyful, taking care of the gudha-galang, and helping the aunties to cook. She was happy.

She misses the feasts and the celebrations which have been increasingly replaced with ceremonies around grief. But while her mind is often foggy now and her shoulders slumped with the weight of heavy emotions, she always climbs out of the darkness when Ngawaal comes looking for her hugs.

The boy is wriggling beside her now, waking slowly, one arm thrown across the front of her body, and she smiles. The sun slowly sheds light into their tiny room as day breaks, and she waits, because within minutes Ngawaal will be tugging on her hair or pinching her cheeks affectionately. And she’ll be thankful that his touch will help her heavy heart feel light again.

Miinaa closes her eyes and takes the opportunity to gather her thoughts before her long day of chasing children, sweeping floors, preparing meals, washing Andrew Nugent’s clothes (her least-liked chore), and then collapsing into bed again. She breathes in deeply, exhales, calming herself as she remembers the day they first arrived at the Nugents’.

It was under the instruction and guidance of Windradyne that she had left her miyagan that day. The children were smaller then, and Windradyne carried Ngawaal on his shoulders and Yarruwala on his back. Giyalung was already growing into a strong little yinaa, walking alongside the adults without question or complaint, appearing to be deep in thought. The young ones thought they were going on an adventure.

She’s always been grateful that the Nugent children welcomed her own so openly, as children often do. Even though the three Wiradyuri gudha-galang often ask about the cousins and aunts and uncles, Miinaa tries to instill an ongoing sense of adventure in their days at Cloverdale, while embellishing accounts of the most recent gathering and telling stories of what they’ll all do together in the future.

‘It’s for the best’ is what she remembers Windradyne saying, no questions to be asked, no complaints. Just trust. She had always trusted her gumbal, knowing his miyagan were his main priority. She believes his foresight is the reason he’s a warrior, a leader for his people, for all of them.

It seemed odd at the time, but they left Windradyne’s own wives and children behind that day, gathered together. They visit Cloverdale only occasionally now, for special gatherings and for feasting. The yinaa-galang and gudha-galang only ever stay long enough to remind her that miyagan are close by, that she is never forgotten and always loved.

A lump forms in Miinaa’s throat and she can feel tears welling but Ngawaal is now awake, giggling while pulling her eyelashes, and she is relieved. The child offers her joy, dragging her from thoughts that carry her back to where her true home is.



The monotony of her chores make it difficult to smile on some days, but when the Irishman appears, she cannot contain the swell of her heart that forces her cheeks to flush and rise. With every conversation, every glance that lasts longer than the previous one, she feels more drawn to him, closer to understanding the man he presents himself as. Miinaa often finds herself looking to the stars through her tiny window of a night, when the children sleep, asking the Ancestors for a sign that she can trust Dan O’Dwyer – not in the same way she trusts Windradyne, but to at least trust he will do her no harm.

When Miinaa unexpectedly stumbles upon Dan lying alone below the red spotted gum one afternoon, she believes the Ancestors have spoken. A smile makes its way through her body before it even reaches her face. She stops still, drinking in the Irishman, whose eyes are shut, and waits to hear if there is heavy breathing, maybe even a snore, unsure whether he is just resting or asleep. She moves cautiously, not wanting to startle him, but the sound of a twig cracking underfoot alerts him that someone is nearby. He gets to his feet swiftly, an alarmed look on his face, but his expression changes in an instant when he sees her.

‘Miinaa!’ he exclaims warmly, a greeting that tells her he is happy if not surprised to see her. ‘Hello.’

‘Yiradhu marang,’ she says, slowly walking towards him. ‘I’m just—’ But she has forgotten what drew her to the riverbank. The Ancestors must have guided her here, because she has no reason to be near the tree by the bila today.

‘Do you have time to sit?’ he asks, and points to a felled log near the red spotted gum. The log represents the change happening to the land. It’s one of the many trees already cut down on the property. They move towards it.

‘I hope they never cut that tree down,’ she says, pointing to the gum. ‘I don’t know why they’ve cut down so many already. The land’s becoming so bare.’

‘This is a beautiful spot, though,’ Dan says, tilting his hat back and looking downriver.

The harshness of the midday sun has subsided, but the sunlight that peeks through the gum leaves is still warm, and Miinaa longs for a swim. She sees a duck floating solo along the bila, without a care in the world, and she wants to lie on her back and do the same, following the flow of the galing downstream. She closes her eyes momentarily, drinking in the sounds of the birds. She turns to Dan.

‘Do you like the land here?’ she asks, imagining he must feel a sense of loss, being so far from his land, and his miyagan too. ‘Does it look like your home?’

‘Thank you for asking,’ he says politely. ‘My home country is lush green all year round, a lot like here.’ She watches him take in the vegetation around them, the gum trees that never lose their leaves, even when it’s dry and cold for long periods of time. ‘But Ireland doesn’t get near as hot. Maybe that’s why our skin is so white?’ He smiles, looking at his pale arms.

‘Do you like the town?’ she asks, not knowing if that’s a naïve question or not.

‘It’s small compared to my hometown.’ Dan lists off the buildings he knows of, and Miinaa’s eyes start to glaze over, but her ears relish the sound of his voice so she feigns interest in his talk of the commandant’s house, the brick and thatched barracks for the military, the houses that have been built for the storekeeper, the chief constable and the superintendent of convicts. She just wants to hear the soothing sound of his voice, which no longer makes her want to giggle.

‘There’s a shop with food,’ he continues, without drawing breath, ‘a barn, a weatherboard barracks for the principal overseer of government stock, some log houses for all the convicts.’ He still hasn’t noticed her smiling back at him.

As they sit there, he talking and she watching him, Miinaa momentarily forgets the fear she has of being caught by Susanna. She looks at the Irishman differently; there’s an attractiveness deeper than the physical reaction she experienced when she saw him shirtless. She can feel herself feeling deeply for the man with the smiling Irish eyes, and she hopes he feels the same.



It’s almost dusk when she sneaks out of the house, the children in one final lesson for the day with Susanna. They are learning the alphabet: A is for apple, B is for ball. Miinaa had told Susanna she had a headache, which wasn’t a complete lie, because the alphabet song was hurting her head, and she didn’t have the brain to try to find the Wiradyuri words for the letters Susanna was naming.

A walk by the bila has always been the best remedy when she doesn’t feel well: the tranquil sound of the water flowing, the cool, gentle breeze along the riverbank, the scent of eucalyptus leaves that today smell like honey mixed with mint filling her nostrils. But it’s the thought of seeing the Irishman near their tree that makes her feel brighter the closer she gets to the Wambool.

Without their ever discussing it, the red spotted gum tree has replaced the clothesline as their meeting place. Miinaa wants to be at the tree by the bila with him as often as she can. But while his physical presence makes her warm, Miinaa retains some reserve; can she trust the Irishman?

And there he is, sitting as if he too is finding solace, and waiting.

‘Yiradhu marang,’ she whispers, so he’s not startled.

‘Hello, Bonnie Colleen,’ he says, with a beautiful smile.

He motions for her to sit, clearing a spot close to him. Her heart skips a beat. She wants to sit close to him; she has thought about it a lot. She tries to calm her breathing as she lowers herself to the ground.

‘I was hoping I’d see you here,’ he says happily. ‘Away from the others.’ He nods back towards the station proper, and she knows he means the eyes of the Nugents. She wants to say she is happy to see him too, but she cannot open herself up to him, not yet, not till he truly understands their differences. She needs to be able to trust him, to trust that he knows the truth of life on her ngurambang.

‘You like this spot?’ she asks.

‘I like it better when you’re here,’ he says, and his smiling Irish eyes melt her heart. But her mind is still churning; she doesn’t know if she can let him into her heart and mind completely, into her world as a Wiradyuri yinaa. Trusting a white ghost who Susanna has warned her against just doesn’t make sense.

They sit in silence for a little while but she wants to talk, to listen to him, to learn more about his world too.

‘This is our ngurambang, our land,’ she states, waving her hand from left to right. ‘The bila too. We have been here for the longest time, before the white ghosts. Do you understand?’ she asks, and places her left hand on her chest as if holding her heart in place. ‘This is not the white ghosts’ to just take from us.’

‘I’m beginning to understand,’ he responds. ‘Thank you for telling.’

‘We’ll never give this up to them. Do you understand that too?’ she asks, desperately hoping he does.

‘Yes, Miinaa.’ He looks at her with desperation in his eyes, in his voice. He puts his hand on his chest. ‘I didn’t at first, but now, listening to you, I can see this is your land, that we’re all guests here, even though most don’t act like it. I know you should have control over what happens here, the power to say what happens on your land. I understand you’re losing control over your life and land here, losing your freedom.’

He looks at her with hope in his eyes. And she believes he is at least trying to take in what she’s telling him, but she continues just in case he is still unsure.

‘We will never give up! Not our land, never.’

Dan nods, and holds her gaze longer than ever before. ‘We,’ he puts his hand on his chest, ‘the Irish, including the Nugents – we wanted our autonomy back home too.’

She looks puzzled and he says, ‘What I mean is, we wanted to remain in control of our land, of our lives, just like you and your people do. But the English invaded our land, building their empire, just as they’re doing here. And we never gave up our freedom willingly. They took it, as they’re taking it here.

‘They passed laws that said we couldn’t speak our own Gaelic language, that we had to speak English too, just like you’re doing here. I know barely any of my language because of the English. I hope you can hold onto yours, Miinaa. Speak it whenever you can. And teach me too, please.’

‘Mandaang guwu, thank you,’ she says gently, resting her hand on his.

‘What for?’

‘Understanding.’

In that moment, she believes Dan can be trusted; that he is worthy of her attention and caring.



Miinaa feels a new sense of possibility at Cloverdale as she and Dan find moments to be alone near their tree as often as possible. She still hasn’t found the right time to tell Windradyne, because if Susanna thinks their being together is a bad idea, she is certain her gumbal will loathe it.

In a rare moment, though, the three of them are in the same place at the same time, when Windradyne appears one afternoon by the river just as she is arriving herself. Thankfully, she sees her brother before Dan has spotted either of them, and pretends to be surprised to see them both.

‘Windradyne,’ she sings out, louder than intended but wanting to ensure Dan is aware her brother is nearby. The Irishman immediately sits upright.

‘Miinaaaaa!’ Windradyne calls back, holding up two fish. ‘For you.’ He smiles as he walks towards her, and he is only feet away when he finally sees Dan.

‘Oh,’ he says, stopping still, having to revert to the foreigners’ language in his mind and speech. He stares at Dan, who gets to his feet immediately, looking nervously to Miinaa and then back to Windradyne.

‘Oh,’ Miinaa echoes. ‘This is a surprise, seeing you both here.’ She thinks on her feet. ‘I just needed some quiet time without Ngawaal clinging to me, so thought I’d come for a walk.’ She stammers a little, not accustomed to telling outright lies. ‘And I thought I’d be alone here.’ She tries hard not to look at Dan for fear her emotional attachment to him will be obvious to Windradyne.

‘Hello,’ Dan says, extending a hand to Windradyne. ‘I’m Daniel O’Dwyer. I’ve been here at Cloverdale a while, but we’ve never met. Everyone calls me Dan.’ There is nervousness in Dan’s voice also, and Miinaa hopes her brother can’t tell that his words hide the truth about him and Miinaa.

Windradyne doesn’t take Dan’s hand and it hangs in the air for a few uncomfortable seconds before he wipes the side of his trousers and says, ‘I came here for some quiet too. Seems we all did, eh?’ He looks to Windradyne, and Miinaa hopes for a smile, or some recognition from her brother that Dan is trying to be friendly.

‘I didn’t come here for quiet time!’ Windradyne says aggressively, screwing his face up. ‘I came here to fish,’ he says, holding his catch up again. ‘I’m surprised Andrew lets you have quiet moments down by the bila. He must be the best bossman in Bathurst.’

Miinaa wishes Windradyne would be warmer, and butts in. ‘I think all the workers got some time out today.’ She shrugs, desperate for this meeting to go well. ‘I think I saw the other men playing some kind of game with a ball.’ She nods to Dan but does not let her eyes meet his.

‘That would be Gaelic football. Most of us have played it back home. Perhaps you would like to try, Windradyne?’ There is desperate hope in Dan’s offer.

‘I don’t have time to play games,’ he says, rolling his eyes, and looks towards Miinaa for support. ‘Do you?’

‘Ah, no, I hadn’t really thought about games.’ She shrugs again, feeling hopeless. ‘But I’m sure the children would love to learn a new game. Don’t you think, gumbal?’

Windradyne shakes his head and Miinaa feels sick; this is not how she wanted the two to meet.

‘Let’s get the fish prepared for mealtime. The Nugents and the children will be grateful,’ she says, surrendering her time with Dan to keep their secret safe. She walks quietly away with her brother.



‘Are you warm enough?’ Dan asks, as if on repeat. He has taken to regularly checking on her physical warmth now that the frost has settled in, and she wishes Windradyne could see how thoughtful the Irishman with the smiling eyes is.

‘Ngawa,’ she always replies, because she has never been one to complain about her situation and, unbeknownst to anyone else, Dan makes her feel warm inside whenever he is near.

Dan has kept himself warm by having been charged with swinging an axe and chopping wood for the fire that burns constantly in the homestead.

As he stacks the firewood beside the house, beads of sweat run down his neck from hard physical labour, even though it’s a chilly, cloudy day. Miinaa’s hands, however, are almost blue as she attempts to hang the laundry quickly so she can get back into the house, where her kitchen duties will at least thaw her out.

‘That’s a lot of wood,’ she comments, looking at the increasing stockpile. ‘A lot of trees gone.’

‘I know. I’m sorry. I’m doing what I’m told to do,’ he says, apologetically. ‘But to be honest, I’d rather you be warm. You and the children.’



‘I love this time of year,’ Susanna says warmly as she and Miinaa water the vegetable patch with rainwater that has fallen in recent weeks, filling the wooden barrels.

‘What time is it?’ Miinaa asks.

‘Springtime,’ Susanna responds cheerfully. ‘It’s when the flowers bloom, and the sun is warmer, and the days are getting longer.’

‘We call that yarraga, when the birds come back and start building nests for their babies, and the wattle starts to flower, and the ngawang blooms.’ She thinks about how many more platypus will appear in the bila soon, the new dhundhu that will hatch and the sound of the gulaangga that will entertain the children.

‘Yarraga,’ Susanna says to herself as she leaves the garden and walks towards the children playing nearby. Miinaa thinks that she really doesn’t want the days to be longer – she is already tired enough – but she does like the changing colours of the landscape around her. Flowers appearing as ground cover, others in pockets along the river. It’s a much prettier time to be outside than the brutal winter just gone.

As soon as Susanna is out of sight, Dan appears with some coral pink flowers Miinaa knows have come from a yellow gum tree.

‘These are for you.’ He hands them to her, a proud look on his face.

‘Miinaa!’ Susanna is calling from a distance. ‘Miinaa!’ she calls again.

Miinaa nods to Dan. ‘You need to go!’ She smiles, waving her hand as if to shoo him away. He smiles but disappointment is written on his face. He leaves without a word, and her heart sings with the flowers in her hand, with simply seeing him. He tips his hat as he leaves, and she goes to find Susanna.

A few days later, as she hangs the laundry, Miinaa moves slowly, waiting, hoping that Dan will appear again, talk to her, make her cheeks move upwards, fill her heart with the tingles she only experiences when he is near. Her chest rises with anticipation when she hears him whistling, as if to warn her of his approach. And then he is there, this time grasping a handful of small, fluffy mauve flowers.

‘For you, my Bonnie Colleen,’ he says, tipping his hat and walking off with no other words. Don’t go, she wants to sing out, but she can’t; she’s choked up with emotion at the small gift in her hands, and feels the secrets they keep add magic to their connection.

But then days go by and she hasn’t seen Dan; she begins to fret. There’s anxiety in not seeing him every day. Where is he? Has he forgotten about her? Has he left the property? Will he come back? Why didn’t he say goodbye? She sleeps restlessly, night after night wondering where Dan the Irishman who couldn’t ride Lalla’s pony might be.

And then, as she hangs out the laundry feeling abandoned and depressed, she hears him, his tune, the same one she had heard him whistling last time she saw him. In an instant her heart is uplifted.

She wants to tell him she has missed seeing him, but won’t risk shaming herself, or him. These feelings of longing are still uncharted territory for her. But when the whistling stops and she sees a handful of creamy white flowers in his creamy white hands, she almost reaches for them before they are offered.

When his broad smile reflects her own, she believes in that moment that Dan O’Dwyer feels the same way, feels the same sense of relief as she. And that being in each other’s company is now a daily essential.

Today Dan is unshaven, and untidy. But she doesn’t care. He looks like he’s been working hard, and hard work is something she has never been afraid of.

‘For you, my Bonnie Colleen,’ he says as he hands her the flowers, some falling to the ground. ‘These are known as old man’s beard.’

‘Like yours?’ she jokes, pointing to his chin.

‘I’m not an old man,’ he says, rubbing the ginger stubble and laughing.



‘There’s too much pressure on the land. We’ll have to leave.’ Windradyne speaks as fast as he walks across the property, Miinaa struggling to keep up with his pace. ‘I need to talk to you in private,’ he says.

‘Wait!’ she calls out when he is too many steps ahead and nearly out of earshot. ‘I can’t keep up! You need to slow down,’ she says, almost out of breath.

He pauses, but doesn’t turn around. When she reaches his side, he says, ‘We will match them with pressure of our own.’ Windradyne pats his chest, believing in his need to get justice for his people. He knows what needs to be done.

‘They have soldiers and convicts armed with weapons, firesticks, the kind we don’t have, but,’ he looks around to the ranges, ‘we know the best vantage points to surprise them.’ He squints as if focusing on a mental map. ‘And we know how to ambush, and can bring many allies together, many other warriors.’ He nods to himself, an affirmation of his own and the collective knowledge of the Wiradyuri people, passed on from generation to generation since the beginning of time. ‘And we know how to fight from our ngurambang.’

He turns to his sister. ‘They’re trying to scare us,’ he says.

‘It’s working. I am scared!’ Miinaa says, motioning to a yellow box tree. She walks to it and sits under its shade.

‘Don’t be, minhi. We are strong, and I have a plan. Swallow Creek, we can take that place back now!’ Windradyne points in the direction he speaks of.

Miinaa shakes her head. ‘No, you can’t. There’s not enough of us to fight the white ghosts.’

He turns abruptly. ‘Minhi, you forget I’m connected to the Dunghutti and the Bundjalung through my wives, and they have their own warriors who’ll rise up with us. Protecting our land and freedom for one is protecting it for all. They’ve never understood our strength as Wiradyuri, nor that we are many, not one. And unified, I know we can beat them.’ Windradyne stands tall and proud. ‘We’ve already shown the white ghosts we’ll fight, and now they’ll be afraid. No longer will we be the ones living in fear on our own land. We should never have had to fear for our safety, our own lives, here. Ever!’

‘What happened?’ Miinaa asks, confused. ‘When did you show them we’ll fight?’

‘They’ve abandoned the station over there.’ He nods in its direction. ‘Two stockmen murdered.’

‘That’s not our way, gumbal.’

‘This is war!’ he exclaims. ‘The war they started. You don’t need to know the way in which the men were killed, but believe me that it merely repaid the brutality wrought on our own. I do not feel guilt. I feel avenged.’

Miinaa is resilient, but she doesn’t want to know the details of those events. Windradyne may believe the brutality of resistance is necessary, but the trauma of bloodletting still affects all their people. The truth is, trauma has become a part of daily life for them all, and even though she and the gudha-galang are protected at Cloverdale, there really is no guarantee that they might not also be attacked one day.

She knows the violence that has become normal is the cause of the rage that bubbles inside Windradyne and adds to the fury born of the white ghosts taking over his land. If only the white ghosts would acknowledge Wiradyuri concepts of reciprocity, sharing and caring for one another, there might be an opportunity to live in peace.

And as if Windradyne could read her mind, he says, ‘They have abused the generosity we once offered. But they will not get the chance to do that again.’



It’s during the warmer months of yiraybang when Cloverdale’s first female convict arrives. Catherine shares some of the chores around the home with the other domestics, freeing up some time for Miinaa at the end of each day to escape for some private time with Dan, meeting under the red spotted gum tree by the river. She’s unsure as to whether Susanna knows what’s going on, because her sneaking away has become regular, but nothing has been asked, nor offered.

Miinaa doesn’t take much notice of Catherine, her focus being on the children and her growing affection for Dan – that is, until she notices that Catherine is wearing clothes like her own: a jacket, apron, cap and straw bonnet. Dan has explained that there are a few different names for convicts, that the English have many words for judging others, but she doesn’t care what word is used. She wants to know if Catherine is dressed like an employee, or if she is dressed like a felon – another word Dan has taught her – when she hasn’t done anything wrong. She quietly asks Susanna one day, who replies that they are both wearing the normal uniform for the chores they are doing around the house. So it seems they are dressed as employees, and Miinaa is mollified.

Dan had shared more words and phrases, like ‘domestic servant’, which he said was the name given to someone who did the duties she had to: clean the house, cook, wash clothes and take care of the gudha-galang. She even fed the mirri-galang sometimes, but she liked Arthur and Horrie, and didn’t mind feeding them. They weren’t like the sheep, and the children loved playing with them too.




Chapter Nine

‘Miinaa!’ Susanna startles her. ‘What are you doing?’

The Wiradyuri yinaa stands frozen in one of the settler’s gowns. She knows she will be in trouble for being in the Nugents’ bedchamber when she is not cleaning it, let alone trying on Susanna’s dresses that she has been told are only for wearing on very special occasions. She doesn’t know what those occasions are, though, she’s never seen Susanna in any of these dresses.

The temptation had become overwhelming the more she got to know Dan, wanting him to look at her the way Andrew looks at Susanna. In recent months, Miinaa had been taking more notice of the affection between Susanna and Andrew, and she wanted some of that attention in her own life. She was becoming more conscious of her feelings for Dan, and the growing physical connection between them; also the sense of missing him after their conversations and time together ended.

Miinaa had started imagining what it might be like to be Susanna, with beautiful dresses and shoes; to have the white-tribe money to buy the kind of clothes she has learned could make a woman feel special, and look even more beautiful. Though the petticoat under the dress was heavy, the fabric was soft and silky against her skin.

‘Come here,’ Susanna orders, and Miinaa slowly, nervously walks towards her. ‘Turn around, let me lace you up properly.’

Miinaa breathes out, relief wafting over her. Susanna talks about the fabric and how she has never felt anything so fine, imagining the women who skilfully stitched the seams, who thought to create sleeves that puff out at the elbow and come in tight near the wrist. ‘I have had some romantic moments in this gown,’ she says, looking dreamily at the handiwork, running her hand along the sleeve.

Miinaa wonders what Dan would think if she wore this dress. If he would want to pull her close like Andrew does with his wife, when he thinks no one is watching.

‘Miinaa, you look so pretty,’ Catherine says, entering the room then catching herself when she sees Susanna. ‘Sorry, ma’am. I’m just delivering Mr Nugent’s shirt and undergarments.’ She holds them up, and after a moment of silence, the three women laugh.

‘Sorry, ma’am. I meant no disrespect.’

Susanna nods and motions for Catherine to put Andrew’s clothes on the bed.

‘It’s just that I never imagined as a little girl that I’d be in a strange country, washing a strange man’s undergarments… Ma’am, I’m so sorry! I did not mean that your husband is strange, I just meant that he’s not my own husband, not someone I know personally, ma’am.’

‘That’s fine, Catherine, I know what you meant. I was just telling Miinaa about romance. Andrew was very romantic, before we came here, before we had children. Everything changes when you have children.’

There is a hint of disappointment in Susanna’s voice, but Miinaa knows she loves her three children more than anything in the world. She’s heard Susanna tell them all so, often.

‘I don’t know about the Irish, ma’am, but Englishmen aren’t romantic, unless they’re speaking with a French accent.’ Catherine laughs, then Susanna laughs, and Miinaa joins in, though she has never heard a French accent.

For a fleeting moment, Miinaa is transported back to the bila, to laughing with the older women, sometimes not understanding their stories, or the morals of their stories either, but finding joy in sharing time together, and trust in the sharing of the stories themselves.

Catherine looks tired, with many lines around her eyes and across her forehead, and Miinaa thinks she probably appears much older than her years.

‘You really do look pretty, Miinaa,’ Catherine says, looking down to her own tunic. ‘I think I lost all hope of a dress like that when they first shipped me to the new colony in Sydney. Still, it was better than being in Newgate Prison before we left, and the long journey across the seas, that went for six months.’

‘What was it like in Sydney-town for you, Catherine?’ Susanna seems genuinely interested.

‘There were nine men to every one of us women, and so it was often scary. We weren’t safe anywhere, really.’ Catherine wraps her arms around herself. ‘I think that was punishment enough for my crime. It’s not like I killed anyone.’

Miinaa is glad Catherine isn’t a murderer, but wouldn’t dare ask what her crime was.

‘I shouldn’t complain,’ Catherine goes on. ‘I learned how to make quilts on that ship, and, ma’am, I could make you a beautiful one for your bed, if you had the material. Sewing is one thing I’m good at.’

‘Maybe you can make yourself a dress like this one day,’ Miinaa says optimistically, smoothing the skirt with her hands.

‘Take it off now, dear, there’s work to be done.’ Susanna starts to unlace her from behind and so can’t see the disappointment on Miinaa’s face as the bodice loosens from around her tiny waist. She really doesn’t want to feel the cheap, coarse material of her smock against her skin now, but she bends down to pick it up from where she’d let it fall to the ground.



‘Don’t you have work to do?’ Miinaa jokes when Dan appears at the clothesline.

‘Yes, but all work and no play makes Dan a dull boy.’ When Miinaa frowns, he adds, ‘Sorry, another of those English sayings I really shouldn’t use. It means only doing work will make me boring.’

‘I don’t think you could be boring.’ Miinaa smiles involuntarily.

‘I found these by the river,’ he says, opening his hands to reveal some small eggs.

‘You need to take them back. They’ll hatch in a few days.’

‘What are they?’

‘Biladurang. The Nugents call them platypus. They live in the water here. They hatch quickly. You need to put them back. We have platypus dreaming.’

This time it is Dan looking confused. But she’s not sure she can tell him their dreaming story. Is it something the white tribe need to know? Or should know? Do they even deserve to know? She trusts this Irishman, but she isn’t convinced he needs to know their Clan’s stories.

He doesn’t wait around long enough for her to tell the story anyway. ‘I’m sorry, I’m taking these back right now,’ he says. But Miinaa isn’t sure that Dan knows what he is sorry for. She just hopes no harm has come to the eggs’ contents.

But before he leaves, he wipes some sweat from his brow, then moves close to her. She feels excitement rising. ‘Meet me under our tree down by the bila later at dusk, please?’ His deep green eyes pull her to him like a magnet, and she wants to lean into him, melt in his arms, but resists, smiles, nods and whispers, ‘Ngawa, the red spotted gum tree at the bila.’

As he disappears down the property towards the bila, Miinaa looks to the sun, which is still high in the sky. She knows that dusk is still a while away, and she is impatient.

Throughout the day Miinaa looks skywards many, many times, willing the sun to fall faster. She rushes about her chores, and is grateful when Catherine is charged with reading to all the children after dinner, giving her time to escape, even if it’s only for a short while.

When she gets to the bila, he is there, shirt off. His markings are more defined to the eye, but her understanding of them is no clearer.

Her focus on the drawing on his arms, and a smaller one on his chest, keeps her eyes from roaming across the rest of his body, but she takes in his broad shoulders and muscly arms, wondering what it would be like to feel those arms around her.

She tries to whistle to alert him, as he does for her, but all she does is blow air from her puckered lips, which makes her giggle, and he spins around grinning.

‘Yiradhu marang.’

‘Hello! Come.’ He beckons her over to a rock that he dusts off with his shirt.

She walks over slowly, not wanting to appear too eager to be near him. She sits. He sits. The sun creeps behind the leaves of the eucalypts on the other side of the bila. The air is fresh and the trickle of water between the rocks closest to the bank is gentle on the ears; the moment is pure, tranquil. She wishes he would ask her now if she was happy. But she wants some answers to her own questions.

‘What are they?’ she asks, pointing to the markings on his upper arm.

‘It’s a tattoo,’ he says. ‘A Celtic cross.’ He looks down to it, then to her. ‘Many Catholics have them. My da had the same one.’

She moves closer, squints to focus on the design. ‘And does it come off, like ochre?’ She wants to run her fingers along the outline of it, but fears rubbing it might be disrespectful.

‘Oh no.’ He touches it. ‘This is forever.’ He rubs it hard to prove it. Then she rubs it too. She lets her fingers rest a little longer there than necessary.

‘Does it mean something?’

‘My mammy told us the cross brought us knowledge, strength and the compassion to manage life’s ups and downs. Hmmph!’ He rubs his forehead. ‘My family seemed to have more downs than ups, though.’

‘And this one’ – he twists his body around and touches the tattoo on his right arm – ‘this is the trinity knot, some call it the triquetra.’ He runs his forefinger along the tattoo. ‘See how the line is unbroken?’ She moves in closer to look but the rugged scent of him fills her nostrils and her eyes become blurry. She shakes her head, and seconds later nods yes.

‘The line is meant to represent unity, protection and everlasting life. I hope it does.’ He smiles at her and she returns his smile. But it’s a lot for her to take in, and she is still consumed by the scent of him, and there’s tobacco on his breath, but also something sweet that she can’t place, and it’s all mixed in with the sound of his voice. Her senses are working overtime, competing with each other. She forces herself to focus.

‘And those?’ she asks, of two small markings on his chest.

‘That’s called a crucifix. It’s a symbol of the sacrifice Jesus made for us by being crucified on the cross.’

She doesn’t want to ask him about Jesus or what being crucified means because she feels like she is in school, like the children. She will ask Susanna when she gets the chance. Anyway, it’s yindyamarra not to talk about someone who has passed over in what she imagines is a difficult way.

‘And what’s that?’ She points to the next marking, hoping it has a much happier story.

‘Ah, that’s a shamrock, a plant that grows in Ireland. I got this tattoo to remind me of my homeland. It has three leaves and they mean faith, hope and love.’ He looks directly into her eyes when he says ‘love’, and she catches her breath. ‘But if you find a four-leaf clover, which is very rare, very hard to find, then it is very, very lucky, and you should carry it with you always. To be sure.’

‘What does it mean to be lucky?’ She wants to know because she will get the children looking down by the river on their hands and knees if Dan says a four-leaf clover is something good that she should have.

‘Luck is when something bigger than you and me, a greater force than us,’ he looks to the skies, ‘when it brings you something good, something wonderful. Haven’t the Nugents told you about the luck of the Irish?’

She doesn’t recall Susanna or Andrew mentioning their luck, and shakes her head. ‘Do you feel lucky?’ she asks, and is pleasantly surprised when he puts his hand on hers.

‘Sometimes I think it was luck that brought me to Cloverdale instead of another property, and I feel incredibly lucky to be here, with you, right now.’ He kisses her hand and, as he does, he looks directly into her eyes, into her soul. She can feel him searching her out, and she feels like she is floating, rather than sitting there beside him on the rock. Her heart begins to race, and she wants to say the same to him, but this is all new and she is not sure how to behave. His pale hand now resting on top of her dark hand looks odd, but it feels magical and she wants more. She panics, though, and stands up, moves away suddenly, afraid of her feelings, scared of the urges taking over her body.

He jumps to his feet and walks towards her. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you, or scare you, I just…’ And he steps closer as she steps backwards and hits the tree behind her. And then he is there, in front of her, the shamrock on his chest only a few inches away. His tobacco breath so close.

‘Miinaa, I don’t – I cannot hide my feelings for you any longer.’ He takes her hands in his and links their fingers, and looks deeply and longingly into her eyes, and she thinks her legs might just give way, and is thankful for more reasons than one that he has her pressed against their tree.

She looks towards the house, hoping no one can see them. But this moment – this is the moment she’s been waiting for.

Dan now has his right arm against the tree, his left on her waist, her hand resting in the dip in his elbow. With their bare arms alongside each other, the visible difference reminds her he is not Wiradyuri, he is not one of them, not one of her mayiny. Even though some of the new settlers have taken Wiradyuri women as wives, and they have children, she knows that it has not always been a choice the women would have made if they could, and that many of them are not happy. Miinaa wants to know if any of those women have ever felt the way she feels right now; if any of the other men are like Dan.

‘Miinaa.’ His voice breaks into her thoughts, and her focus turns to how he feels against her, his body firm. He feels strong, she thinks.

And then he leans in and kisses her, her first kiss, and the magic she has been feeling in her body begins to dance. The kiss last only seconds, but she knows she will carry it with her for eternity.

‘Dan,’ she says, searching for words as he slowly moves away from her mouth. Her mind feels as fluffy as the wool she sees on the sheep that roam Cloverdale. Her breathing is rapid, and her pulse is racing. He pulls back further, waiting for her to speak, but no words come. And then he goes in search of them, his lips on hers, gently at first. As his body presses harder against hers, her back somehow moulds into the tree trunk – it is as if it had grown in a shape that waited centuries for this young yinaa to have her first kiss right there.

When his mouth moves to her neck, she melts like the winter frost when the sun is high.

The kisses on her body transport her away from the homestead, the life she has known in recent years, the conversations with Windradyne that have left her sleepless at night. The first touches of the Irishman carry her to places where only love and warmth and joy can breathe. She doesn’t want to open her eyes, or hear anything other than the sound of his moans mingling with hers.

‘Miinaa,’ he whispers again, and there it is, bringing her back to the tree, the reality of something that is so new, yet so familiar it feels it’s been lived forever. She touches the shamrock on his chest. She feels the muscles in his arms, knowing they came with building the road over the mountains; the same path that brought the invading white ghosts over the ranges also brought Dan. Was that the luck of the Irish, or was that the Ancestors with a greater plan?

‘I have to go – they’ll be looking for me.’ Miinaa is pleasurably breathless, but she can feel panic rising in her. She has never gone missing before, and she knows the gudha-galang will also be wondering where she is. ‘My brother,’ she says, dusting some loose bark from the back of her tunic.

‘Windradyne, what about him?’

‘I need to tell him about…’ She doesn’t know how to describe her feelings, what they have just done, what this all means. ‘About us, this.’

‘Our love?’ he asks.

‘Ngawa, our ngurrbul.’

Dan pulls her to him. ‘I will tell him.’

‘Wiray!’ she says aggressively. ‘Wiray,’ she says again, but more gently. ‘I must tell him. And then he will want to speak to you.’ She takes a breath. ‘You need to understand there are two things that Windradyne insists upon: yindyamarra for all he loves, and protection of his miyagan.’

There is a third thing that she does not say out loud: that her brother will not be happy about her being with a white ghost. But she cannot control her heart, or the way he makes her feel inside. And nor can her brother.

Dan nods. ‘Of course. That should be expected of any man, and of any brother. I’m sorry I’m not there for my sisters, though they’re older than me. I can pick an eejit from a long way off. I would have warned them if I were home. I hope they’ve chosen good men to care for them. They are Bonnie Colleens, just like you.’

Even with Dan’s confidence, Miinaa is concerned. Windradyne has a way of scaring people with his presence, even though she knows him to be gentle and kind.

‘I can see you’re worried, Miinaa, but don’t be. I love you.’

‘Ngurrbul-dhu-ndhu,’ she says. ‘I love you, too.’




Chapter Ten

As the morning mist floats above and along the Wambool with the ducks and other waterfowl, Windradyne prepares for ceremony to pay yindyamarra to those who passed over, not through old age or ill health, but at the hands of white ghosts.

Wiradyuri mayiny are travelling across ngurambang to mourn more deaths. Wiiny-galang have been burning across a great expanse of ngurambang and the rising smoke has communicated the loss of life, calling people together. A leader and two warriors and many others have been shot by the white ghosts. Everyone is expected to sing, to dance, to call on Baayami to carry the dead back to the Ancestors, where their spirits will rest.

It pains Windradyne that Wiradyuri warriors Old Bull from the south and Blucher from the north-west come together through sorrow and necessity to grieve, but when it is time, the three will sit as leaders and discuss how to face the white ghosts, united in solidarity. Resistance is widespread and there are many leaders trying to protect what is rightfully theirs: ngurambang and freedom.

He knows some leaders might be calling for only peaceful strategies, but it’s hard not to want to rise up in war as he prepares for the ceremony.

Andrew Nugent, at the urging of his wife, had led prayers at Cloverdale in the preceding days. Windradyne was grateful that while the white-skinned tribe had much to learn about their impact on his people, the Nugents had quickly learned the importance of demonstrating ngarrarr. It was because of the Nugents’ desire to show sorrow, to support Windradyne and Miinaa, that they insisted all the stockmen attend the prayers to show their own yindyamarra and to acknowledge those who had died, and to support Vinnie and the other Wiradyuri employees.

Although many of the local people have been learning English through necessity – like Miinaa and Windradyne – the words from the Bible were difficult to understand. But everyone listened, heads bowed. Following the prayers, the Wiradyuri workers were permitted to leave Cloverdale to pay yindyamarra their own way, with their miyagan, as long as they returned to their duties soon after.

While Windradyne is present in the moment of reflection, he contemplates the scarred tree that honours the fallen, each mark signifying a Clan member whose blood has seeped into the Mother Earth, and he hears the words that will be sung carrying them all back to the Ancestors.



Days later, Windradyne carries three barraburrun to share with Miinaa and the children. The bird is a favourite to feast on.

He walks with purpose and a fire in his belly. With every step he considers his own footprints, following those who have walked the land before him, particularly the young men who travelled the length and breadth of Wiradyuri Country over thousands of years, learning to be warriors, learning how to protect their land, their Clans, their yinaa-galang and gudha-galang. Young men who trained without knowing the role they would need to play to protect their sovereignty in the years ahead. Windradyne is being forced to live the purpose of his own training.

He turns and looks towards Wahluu, named after a young warrior killed by his own brother, Ganhabula. It is a significant initiation site for young men. His own story comes from that place too, the songlines carrying the knowledge of Wiradyuri mayiny; it is a place where he too was taught how to engage in warfare. His heartbeat and pace quicken at the thought of the conflict that has become expected on his ngurambang; at what he can only imagine lies ahead for him, his mayiny. Is this what his Ancestors had imagined for them? Was this part of Baayami’s grand plan? Is this the real reason young men trained as warriors?

Listen… a voice whispers to him, but when he stops suddenly and looks around, he is alone. Listen. He remains still, closes his eyes, focuses on his breathing, and calms himself. He knows there is nothing to fear, that his Ancestors are speaking to him. Concentrating hard, he can hear his own heartbeat, then the cry of cockatoos at dusk. It’s a sound that carries him back to life on the bila, to happier times of feasting and family, to the comfort of knowing safety and life without fear. His days now are spent worrying about his wives and gudha-galang, his first and last priorities, the people who give him purpose, keep him accountable to his responsibilities.

He puts his hand on the tomahawk in his waistband and remembers the day he met a white ghost, the man they called Gubbna Macquarie, who traded the hunting tool and a piece of yellow cloth for a possum skin cloak. Other men were given black leather caps, and then they all ate together, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. He smiles when he thinks of the wrath he bore when Miinaa roused on him for such an exchange. A piece of cloth could not keep him warm like the cloak. And why were there no women at the meeting, and only men to receive gifts and a feast to enjoy? His sister was wise beyond her years, and carried the Wiradyuri fire in her belly like so many others.

Windradyne had not known whether to trust the Gubbna that day; he talked about how he had feasted with the natives in Parramatta every year, giving some breastplates, like rewards for being good, and blankets and clothing also. Maybe this Gubbna was one of the good white ghosts. But still Windradyne’s gut said none were ever really to be trusted. Except maybe the Nugents.

He smiles thinking of his minhi, the joy she brings to the younger gudha-galang, the way she cares for and nurtures them, a matriarch at such a young age. She has been raised with the responsibility that all Wiradyuri girls are instilled with: care for Country, care for miyagan, yindyamarra for self and others. He’s grateful she did not argue when he told her she must stay at Cloverdale.

As to his wives, when they got together, he could never win an argument. And when they had decided that they wanted to stay by the bila where they had made their latest camp, he had no hope of convincing them otherwise. He chose strong yinaa-galang, and he had to wear their strength, even when it was against his wishes.

Wiradyuri responsibilities, the values involved in living as people of the land, have always been his culture, his way of life, at once simple and complex. He thinks of other Wiradyuri men, responsible within their own boundaries, including Ering of the Tabrabucca tribe from below Mudgee. Even Windradyne is not sure if Ering has been working with or against the white ghosts. Either way, he knows he is considered, and to be respected as, a chief of his people there.

It’s the stories Windradyne is hearing lately that cause him mental unrest. Are they truths or lies? He is not sure, but the constant need to be aware of what is happening around him means Windradyne’s mind is always turning, busy, chaotic. It’s as if the white ghosts have not only stolen his land but his sense of peace.

The command to Listen is the Ancestors calling him back to focus on what matters most: miyagan.



‘Wargu-ndhu wiray yuray wirrinya?’

Windradyne wants to know why the gudha-galang aren’t going to sleep.

‘Giilang?’ Ngawaal asks for a story.

‘Niiringal!’ Miinaa says, as if irritated by the gudha. ‘Yuray.’

‘Wiray-dhu yuray!’ Ngawaal protests that he is not sleepy, and Windradyne can see his minhi is about to lose her temper as she tucks the white sheet tight under the thin mattress and puts her hands over Ngawaal’s eyes.

Then they all burst into laughter. ‘Stop now,’ she says. ‘Please, go to sleep. I’m tired too.’

She walks to the corner where the wooden blocks for seats are, and slumps down, exhausted from another long day. Windradyne mirrors her.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asks. She has been behaving oddly.

‘I need to tell you something.’ She fidgets nervously with her apron.

‘Minyali?’ He wants to know what she must tell him.

She is silent, just looking at him, no smile, no words, just a look that he imagines is meant to tell him he should know what she is thinking. But he has never been able to guess what any woman is thinking. Not Miinaa, not their gunhi, not any of his wives. And yet she is still just looking at him, as if he should speak, when she is the one telling the story.

‘Something happened, here, to me.’ Miinaa stumbles over the words, then stops, flustered.

Windradyne is immediately startled. ‘What happened? Who did what to you?’ He can’t see the veins in his neck bulging, or the anger in his eyes, but he knows they are there.

‘No – nothing bad. It’s good, it’s marambangbilang.’

‘It’s wonderful?’ Windradyne is confused.

She gulps. ‘It’s Dan.’

She waits, he assumes for him to say something, but there’s no question to answer.

‘The Irishman,’ she says.

‘Ngawa, I know who he is. What of him? I don’t think he is marambangbilang.’ Windradyne sounds dismissive and he knows it.

‘Dan is a good gibir,’ Miinaa says, but it sounds more like a question than a statement.

‘He’s a good man, is he? I hope this isn’t going in the direction I think it is. You can’t be thinking of the Irishman as anything more than another worker here at Cloverdale.’

‘Ngawa, he is kind, and he is spiritual, and he comes from a family like ours, but white-skinned and far away. The Irish don’t like the English either.’

‘Spiritual? He has a Totem? He speaks to his Ancestors and a creator spirit?’

‘He has the same god as Andrew and Susanna, the Christian God. And he has faith, and his own stories about how the land was created.’

Miinaa is on the defensive and he can hear the desperation in her voice.

‘What are you trying to tell me, minhi?’

‘Gumbal, Dan is the man who has my giiny.’ He sees the pleading in her eyes. ‘Can you accept that?’

Windradyne can’t see the warmth that flushes through her when she says those words, when she acknowledges out loud the truth of her feelings. But he can see a sparkle in his sister’s eyes that he can’t ignore, one he is pleased to see.

But this is not the plan he has for his sister.

‘Minhi, you should be with a Wiradyuri man, follow our kinship ways – you know that, ngawa?’ This is his truth, but it breaks his sister’s heart and he sees it immediately.

Her shoulders slump and the corners of her mouth turn downwards. Tears well in her eyes, and tears in any yinaa are not something Windradyne copes with generally. He is not confident when the women in his life cry about something that is not sorrow. He doesn’t know what he should do with them, for them.

‘Miinaa, you are my minhi, ngurrbul-dhu-ndhu. I want you to be happy, to live happily. I want you to have your own gudha, or many gudha-galang, one day too. You are already a good gunhi.’ He tries to soften the blows of the words that have upset her.

She wipes away her tears and looks up to him with hopeful eyes.

‘But,’ he says, ‘he’s not a very good stockman. You know he can’t ride very well, not like our men.’ He thinks making a joke, making light of the situation, will end the conversation. But she has taken his words at face value and is standing up, a little angry.

‘That is because his babiin was trampled by a horse, back on his ngurambang. You can understand the fear of the horse then, ngawa?’

Windradyne laughs. ‘Wiray, I don’t understand the fear at all. Their animals, their horse, is just another creature to be respected, like all animals, and surely it would not trample a man if treated well.’

She looks at him as if he has no heart. ‘That is cruel, gumbal. He was a child when he lost his babiin. It was the horse’s fault, and the Protestants’, and he carries that scar and pain with him still.’

‘I am sorry about his babiin. I am just saying that no Wiradyuri warrior would fear such a creature. But maybe the Irish do.’ Windradyne shrugs. This is not a conversation he wants to have with his sister, even though it is his job to protect her. She is staring at the ground, silent; he can tell she is upset and angry, and probably disappointed that he hasn’t just accepted she wants to be with the Irishman. He doesn’t want to argue; he doesn’t want to be at odds with her.

‘Miinaa,’ he says softly, trying to bring her back to a place of calm. ‘Tell me what’s so special about the Irishman?’

Her eyes light up and her smile grows wide and bright and full of tenderness; she seems to glow. He knows then that the Irishman truly is in her giiny, and that his minhi has been loved by him. But while he wants only happiness for all his miyagan, he is far from convinced that a Wiradyuri yinaa and an Irish convict is a smart connection.

She stands and paces and for each step she notes a virtue. ‘He is patient with the gudha-galang – he taught them a game. He helps me with the laundry. He talks about his family and was good to his gunhi. He shows yindyamarra to me, always.’ She pats her heart. ‘And…’ She pauses.

‘And?’ he asks.

‘He makes me smile with his stories, and he makes me laugh.’ As she says that, Windradyne knows she has been lost to the Irishman forever. Laughter is something the Wiradyuri also value. Even he, often so serious, knows that laughter brings people together, connects them in the most simple way, even in the face of adversity. Laughter is the one act that can solve everything, even if just for a short moment.

Still, he rolls his eyes at her infatuation, and when she sees that look, the smile slides right off her face.

‘I am a grown yinaa now,’ she says assertively. ‘I am not a gudha.’

It is true, but so too is the fact that she has been protected at Cloverdale, under the watchful eyes of Susanna Nugent. Miinaa is still young, and the Irishman is surely older in years and in experience of life. He has travelled over the ocean – an ocean Windradyne has never seen, only heard of. The Irishman knows nothing of Wiradyuri mayiny, values, ways of life.

‘Dan makes me feel even safer here, having him at Cloverdale, especially when you’re not here, when you’re with the rest of your miyagan.’

Windradyne nods; he can’t ignore his minhi’s need to feel safe. It is normal for a yinaa to have someone to protect her, to want that protection, to expect it even.

‘Is there anything else you want to tell me, about how good this gibir is?’ he asks, sarcasm in his tone, as he tries to formulate a response that will not upset or cause conflict with her.

‘I trust him,’ she says, hand on heart. ‘I believe he is an honest man.’

Windradyne feels a moment of happiness for his minhi, but he is not sure he trusts the white man. He is yet to prove himself.

‘Don’t trust people so willingly, Miinaa,’ he says, seriously, but stops himself from saying anything about the way that most men think about women, about the intimacy between the sexes; it is not his place to say such things. This is not the conversation a young yinaa should have with her brother, but with no other Wiradyuri women nearby, this is his lot.

‘Dan,’ she says looking shyly at her brother. ‘We are—’

‘Stop.’ He doesn’t need to know anything more, anything about how her flesh has been given along with her heart.

He looks around the tiny room, over to the children, who are still moving about under the sheet, then back to her.

‘You say you trust him.’ Trust is one of the key Wiradyuri values they grew up with, the gudha-galang taught to respect and trust themselves and the Old People, always.

‘Ngawa,’ she says confidently. ‘I’m certain that he can be trusted. I know his values are my values.’

‘But why do you trust him?’ Windradyne is more suspicious than accepting, and he can tell she’s not prepared for the question.

‘Mr and Mrs Nugent trust him. Would they have him in their home, around their own children, if they did not trust him?’

‘Andrew Nugent has said many times to us both that all that glitters is not gold.’

‘I don’t know what that means.’ She is getting teary again, and his patience with her tears is wearing thin.

‘It means just because something looks like it’s good doesn’t mean it is good. It could be pretending to be good.’

‘Why are you saying this? Why are you saying these things about Dan, who has been one of the helpful, white-skinned tribe, like the Nugents? Did you even know that his life in Ireland was like our life here now, being taken over by the English? He hates the English too. That puts us on the same side.’ She pauses. ‘Doesn’t it?’

Windradyne cannot talk any more about the Irishman, Dan. And he does not want to make his sister cry. He is tired of it, and tired of a lot more too.

‘I’ll speak to him,’ he says, standing to leave.

She nods, wipes her eyes with her apron. ‘I said you would.’

‘Tomorrow, before I speak to Andrew.’ He turns when he reaches the door. ‘Apparently, there’s a new governor, and I want to know what that means for us, what damage this Thomas Brisbane will bring to our ngurambang.’

That night Windradyne camps under the stars by the rivulet at Cloverdale, a spot that is secluded, that feels like his alone. As he lies on the bare ground, he feels at one with ngurambang. He thinks of the love he has for his miyagan, scattered and out of reach, and he drifts off imagining them all reunited – if only the white ghosts would just leave.



The cackling laughter of the kookaburra wakes him at daybreak after a night of dreams that carried him back to a time before the white ghosts, where his daily business was about providing for his family, before his focus changed to protecting them from the interlopers.

Windradyne wants to get back to his miyagan, but he needs to speak to Andrew first, the purpose of his visit to Cloverdale, and so he washes then walks towards the shed where the men muster of a morning. He spots Dan across the paddock, and thinks that now is as good a time as any to get the dreaded conversation out of the way.

‘Yiradhu marang.’ Windradyne offers a greeting, but his tone lacks warmth. He is annoyed when the Irishman greets him with a smile, thinking the white ghost is a little too familiar. A wind whooshes by and he knows it’s an Ancestor warning him to be less judgemental, and he reminds himself to treat even the white ghost in front of him with yindyamarra, if only for the sake of his minhi.

Dan extends a hand to shake and Windradyne takes it with a firm grasp, trying not to roll his eyes, even though he still thinks the Irishman is trying too hard to impress. No wonder Miinaa is captivated by him, he thinks.

‘The winter is brutal for you?’ he asks Dan.

‘Oh no, we have much colder weather back in Ireland. And it’s damaging to the land, to our crops too.’

Windradyne is reluctantly interested. He doesn’t want to befriend this foreigner, this man who has intentions on his sister. But out of respect for Miinaa, he remains silent, letting the Irishman speak, waiting for him to either bury himself or endear himself.

‘Last century, we had many cold winters, so bad that we had poor harvests, bad crops, and not enough food across the country. Many, many people died from starvation.’ Dan is talking fast and there is a nervousness in his voice.

Windradyne sees despair in the Irishman’s eyes, and feels for him momentarily, because the Wiradyuri have always had plentiful bounty, and shared it widely, regardless of season. When the bila was low, and fish were scarce, they always had wambuwuny and game to hunt, even when plants were affected by the weather.

But Windradyne is not a soft man, and he has business to attend to. He wants this conversation with the Irishman to be over, so asks suddenly, ‘What do you want with Miinaa?’

Dan is taken aback by the aggression, the blunt way in which the question has been fired at him. He takes a step back, eyes wide. Windradyne knows his sister would take a different tack, but he needs the Irishman to be aware of who has the power in this moment. Although he cannot stop Miinaa from wanting to see the Irishman as a love interest, he can surely make the Irishman feel uncomfortable in that role.

‘You are not the man our miyagan see for our Miinaa,’ Windradyne says, coldly.

There is no surprise on the Irishman’s face, and Windradyne assumes this was expected.

‘But…’ he says, pausing for effect, looking around the property as if disinterested in the conversation, almost enjoying taunting Dan. ‘Miinaa has chosen you, so if she accepts you, then so will the miyagan. But you must know we’ll always be watching you.’ It is not a threat, but the truth of the way Wiradyuri peoples assume the responsibility to care for their own.

‘Ngawa.’ Dan responds in Wiradyuri, and while Windradyne knows Dan is making an effort by learning their language, something about the Irishman annoys him. Is he trying too hard to be gold? Is he glittering too much?

Windradyne keeps his tone serious. He will not give the Irishman an inch, not today, not when it comes to his minhi. ‘Our duty is always to protect those we love.’

Dan puts his hand on his chest. ‘It’s the same for my family, Windradyne. We have more in common than we have different. We share a history of denial by the English empire. We share a love of family and country. There’s more to us as men than the colour of our skin.’

The white-skinned tribe want so much. Now this man in front of him wants his sister and wants to be more like his mayiny.

Listen! He hears the whisper whoosh by like before. Listen! Miinaa.

‘Miinaa,’ Windradyne says. He knows he’s been told to listen to the wants of his sister, to her words: that the Irishman makes her happy. Windradyne is grateful for the message from the Ancestors. At least he feels like his job will be easier now. He has been guided to accept the Irishman.

‘Come,’ Windradyne commands. He knows the eager Irishman will not disobey. He wants his sister to be happy, but he is still going to test Dan’s manhood before he consents to their union. He needs to know the Irishman can look after his minhi. What kind of protector will he be? Will he be able to feed miyagan?

Windradyne wonders why this fellow has not taken a wife or had children yet. He is some years older than Miinaa. Maybe even older than Windradyne himself. Maybe he left a yinaa and gudha back on his own ngurambang. He doesn’t ask because although Miinaa is younger, she has a warrior instinct running through her veins, and conflict with her is not what Windradyne wants today, or any day.

The men walk for some time before the Irishman speaks. ‘Where are we going?’

‘I need to take food back to my mayiny near the bila. We could tie nets between those trees, wait till the wambuwuny is trapped, then hit them over the head with a bundhi.’ Windradyne motions the strike and sees the Irishman flinch. It seems the convict hasn’t got the stomach to catch food the Wiradyuri way.

‘I don’t think we have time for that today. Andrew Nugent will be looking for me soon,’ Dan says.

Windradyne can almost hear the relief in the Irishman’s words, probably grateful he doesn’t have to kill a wambuwuny.

‘How else do you catch kangaroo?’ Dan asks.

‘See that?’ Windradyne points to the remains of an uprooted tree, scarred with charcoal. ‘Bimbarra,’ he explains. ‘That’s our word for setting the grass on fire, to burn it.’

‘How does burning the grass help?’

The Irishman is annoying him, and then the whisper of Listen whooshes by again, and he remembers Miinaa’s face when it lit up talking about this fellow. He takes a breath then says, with enthusiasm for his culture, ‘The fire helps the new grasses grow and that helps feed the kangaroos and the wallabies.’ He waves his hand around the space. ‘When they come here to eat, then we catch them with nets.’

The Irishman surveys the landscape. Windradyne doesn’t mention that they hope to catch some cattle and sheep as well – being fenced off from their own land has limited where they can hunt since the white-skinned tribe arrived.

‘When do you do the burning?’ Dan asks.

‘During yiraybang the women and children will burn the long grasses, and find gabang, other insects and birds’ nests to feed on. Fire is good for all of that. But…’ Windradyne looks to the sky; clouds are forming and he hopes for rain. ‘The white ghosts don’t like us burning any more. Andrew Nugent says it disturbs the stocks. So we don’t do it like we used to. More ways they are stopping us living our lives, our ways.’

Windradyne can tell the Irishman is taking it all in, nodding even if he doesn’t understand the Wiradyuri language that he weaves in on purpose. Dan’s eyes squint as he looks around.

The warrior is trying to warm to him, hoping he is genuine in his interest. But food is needed, so he gets to the purpose of being there. He takes a boomerang from his waistband and, without warning, lines it up and swiftly throws, hitting a brush turkey about twenty feet from them. It looks to be killed instantly.

Dan gasps.

‘Good tucker,’ Windradyne says, walking over to pick it up. ‘Miinaa’s favourite.’ He smiles, handing it to Dan. ‘You give her this. It will make her happy. I’ll catch others later in the day for the rest of those here.’

They start to walk back to the house, both men appearing more relaxed.

‘Do you understand this place?’ Windradyne asks slowly. ‘What’s happening here?’

‘I’m trying to. Miinaa’s teaching me a lot.’ Dan is more focused on carrying the dead animal, which he has grasped by the neck.

‘Not like that,’ Windradyne says, taking the bird from Dan’s hand and showing him how to hold it by the legs. ‘Like this.’ He hands the bird back. Windradyne would laugh, but he doesn’t want to disrespect the animal.

‘You need to know,’ he says, ‘you need to understand, this is our land, Miinaa’s ngurambang. We’re the largest tribe, but we’re losing our ngurambang. Our ways of life are changing. And we’re dying. We have the most to lose, with the arrival of more white ghosts.’

Dan does not respond.

‘We must be prepared.’ Windradyne stops and takes Dan by the arm firmly.

‘For what?’

‘Dirrayawadha. To rise up and fight.’




Chapter Eleven

‘What am I eating?’ Windradyne asks, screwing up his face while sitting at the tightly packed kitchen table with the Nugents, Miinaa and the children at Cloverdale.

‘It’s Irish stew,’ Susanna says, smiling at Dan, who has joined them by invitation.

‘Where is the wambuwuny I brought?’ Windradyne asks his sister, who is bringing bowls to the table.

‘In there.’ She points to his bowl. ‘It’s wambuwuny stew,’ she says proudly, impressed with this new meal: meat her brother caught, with flavours that connect her lover back to his own ngurambang.

‘And the bogong moths?’ he asks.

‘Here,’ she says, walking over to the table and handing him a gulaman carrying cakes made from the ground-up moths.

‘Moths?’ Dan almost gags. ‘None for me, thank you.’

‘November is bogong season,’ Miinaa tells him.

‘They’re good for you,’ Windradyne says, passing the damper-like cake to Dan. Miinaa is sure he won’t be game to turn it down.

Dan looks at the gulaman, looks to Miinaa, who has taken a seat beside him, looks to Windradyne, then to the gudha-galang, who are wide-eyed with anticipation. He takes a tiny bite and screws up his face like a toddler, which sends the children into hysterics. He closes his eyes and swallows without chewing, then grabs his canteen and gulps water. When he opens his eyes, he sees they are all watching him. And then they all burst into laughter, Dan included.

Miinaa’s heart explodes in that moment. The love she feels for the Irishman has grown intensely over time. Even though he is still a convict, an employee of the Nugents, she is thankful he has been granted some privileges, like enjoying an occasional meal at the table with the rest of them. The anxiety about being caught together has gone, and they are living an almost normal life together now.

Susanna has turned a blind eye to the fraternising that has been going on between the pair. Miinaa’s not sure why, but thinks Susanna may believe Dan will take care of her as Andrew takes care of his own family. The fact that her brother has accepted Dan into their own family as well has probably influenced Susanna’s view of their relationship. Either way, Miinaa is happy that her sense of family is growing at Cloverdale, even when she still has moments of deeply missing her Clan still living away from her.

Life has become a little less trying with Catherine helping also, and as Catherine washes the dishes after dinner, Miinaa settles the gudha-galang. Tonight, the children are arguing about who’s going to climb into the bed first, and there is a lot of laughter, because they’re gassy from the stew, each gudha trying hard to make the most noise and nastiest smell.

‘Come,’ she says, holding in her own laughter so as not to encourage the children further. ‘It’s time to sleep, dharraay.’

Miinaa is pleading with them because she wants to get down to the red gum for some private time with Dan. The children have eaten well so she knows they will sleep easily and deeply, and she sits and rubs Ngawaal’s back until the familiar deep breaths come.

She turns the lamp down and quietly sneaks out of the house, as she has been doing for months. The path to their spotted red gum is well-worn in her mind, if not on the ground. Even in the dark, guided only by the moonlight, she finds him with ease.

It’s a scorching night, the heat still rising from the dry land. And together they find cooling respite in what is a low Wambool. The pair move to the middle of the river, allowing the water to flow over their skin. Their work and responsibilities at Cloverdale become meaningless when they are together. The memories Miinaa and Dan continue to create together get her through long hours of domestic duties, but cooking and cleaning for what is regarded as ‘the family’ has taken on a different meaning now, as she imagines what it will be like when she and Dan have a gudha of their own.

Tonight, the full moon is high and the natural light shimmers on the water. Under the soothing waters of the Wambool, the difference in their skin tone is less obvious; they are one, and nothing else matters. Miinaa cannot think of a moment in her life that has been more perfect than this; her giiny is full, and she belongs completely to Dan, the Irishman who travelled oceans bound in chains, condemned to what he believed would be a life of misery and hard labour.

But now, he is there with her, arms and legs wrapped around each other; dreams and hopes entwined.



Miinaa and Susanna are baking bread when she feels dizzy and falls back against the wall.

‘Miinaa!’ Susanna screams, racing to grab her, but she’s not fast enough, and Miinaa slips to the ground, her tailbone hitting the hard floor.

‘What’s wrong?’ Susanna asks, fear in her voice.

‘My head feels…’ Miinaa cannot think of the word to describe how light her head feels, or what she has been feeling in her stomach.

‘It’s hot today. Maybe you just need some water.’ Susanna puts her hand to Miinaa’s forehead.

‘And my binbin.’ Miinaa rubs her belly. ‘It feels sick, and…’

‘And what, Miinaa, and what?’ Susanna asks, worried.

Embarrassed but worried herself, Miinaa puts her hands to her breasts. ‘I’m sore here,’ she says.

Susanna moves from a squat to sit on the floor next to Miinaa and takes her hand.

‘Dear girl.’ She looks directly into Miinaa’s eyes. ‘You are with child.’

Miinaa’s mind is foggy and she’s not sure she’s heard Susanna properly.

‘Do you understand? You’re pregnant. You’re going to have a baby, Miinaa.’ The words come out easily, with warmth.

You are with child. Miinaa ponders those words, reflecting on the intimacy she’s enjoyed in the time since she fell in love with Dan. She thinks back to earlier times with the older Wiradyuri yinaa-galang, when she was much younger, remembering them talking to her about what happens when a man and woman are together like she has been with Dan. Back then, while they sat together baking their own version of bread from grass seeds, or weaving matts to sleep on, there was often laughter as the bidyaydya-galang tried to explain to her the act, and about the men who were their own partners. She didn’t take much notice at the time, did not understand the words and phrases, but she laughs now because the memory of that time was one where there was a lot of joy among them. She recalls the word yirangguray being used, followed by much laughter. It’s not a word she could ever say in front of Susanna, but she can’t help laughing now herself.

‘What’s so funny, Miinaa?’ Susanna had got up to look for something and now hands her a canteen of water.

‘Ngamundhuray.’ Miinaa pats her stomach. ‘I’m pregnant, and the aunties will be happy. They will smile because gudha-galang bring joy. They bring us together.’

‘Yes, they do, sometimes,’ Susanna says, and Miinaa detects concern in her voice. ‘Sit, rest a minute.’

As Miinaa sips her water, Susanna leaves the tiny room for a short period. When she returns, she is holding a cream-coloured silk gown with a fitted bodice and long sleeves, and a lacy frill down the front. Miinaa had not tried this gown on the day she’d been caught in Susanna’s room, hesitant to even touch it for fear of getting the beautiful material dirty.

‘This is a Catholic household,’ Susanna says firmly, ‘and I think it would be best if Dan did the right thing, as a Catholic himself. Yes?’

Miinaa looks at Susanna, waiting for an explanation. What right thing did Dan need to do? And what did being Catholic have to do with it? And what has the fancy gown got to do with her being with child? There’s an awkward silence as they look at the dress, then at each other.

‘He should marry you,’ Susanna declares. ‘Like Andrew and I are married. It’s the right thing to do.’

Miinaa hopes that being married like Andrew and Susanna means having their own house too, but she is not confident that is what wearing the dress means.

‘We still don’t have a Catholic priest here, but I think we could just make our own ceremony, because God is everywhere, and I’m sure we can fashion something of a band to put on your finger. It will set a good example for the children in the house. It’s important that we try to maintain a moral code here, Miinaa. I’m sure you understand.’ Susanna pats her hand.

Miinaa doesn’t actually understand any of it, and certainly not how a dress and a band of metal on her finger will tell the children anything, when she can just tell them herself that she is with child. And there will be a beautiful gudha who will bring more love to their miyagan.

‘You should find Dan and tell him. And I’ll let Andrew know. When the time is right, we’ll have a wedding in our garden.’

Miinaa’s head is spinning. She can’t tell if Susanna is happy for her or not, but the priorities for the day seem to have changed, and she is thrilled she is with child and can’t wait to tell Dan.



As the sun slowly descends behind the trees on the opposite side of the bila, and the cockatoos begin their daily chorus, Miinaa sits on the felled log near the red spotted gum, their special place, waiting impatiently. Her hands rest on her stomach, and she wonders how long it will take before her belly grows big and hard, like all the other women she has seen ngamundhuray.

Although she feels unwell, the nausea does not steal the hope she has for a future as a gunhi herself. Not just looking after all the gudha-galang as part of her kinship, but gunhi to one who has been created by her, with the man she loves. She closes her eyes and tries to imagine what their little biran or migay will look like. Will they have her dark eyes and his skin? She hopes not, but then curses herself for thinking that way. In her giiny she knows it doesn’t matter what colour skin their gudha has, they will be loved, just like Giyalung, and all the children have always been loved.

Dusk has just about turned to night when he appears, wrapping his arms around her from behind and kissing her gently on the nape of her neck. The pleasure pulsates through her body, and she tilts her head back with the enjoyment of it, allowing herself to melt into his arms.

‘My love.’ Miinaa sits upright, and pats the log beside her. ‘Come, sit.’ She takes his hand. It’s dirty from the labour of the day, but she doesn’t care.

‘Are you all right?’ he asks. ‘Andrew said it was important to speak to you as soon as possible, but I couldn’t get here any faster. The wheels on the bullock dray needed repairing and I had to do the job while the others were rounding up the sheep. But I’m here. And you look all right. You look more than all right.’

‘I am good,’ she says, ‘more than good.’

‘That’s a relief, I thought something was wrong.’

‘Bala-dhu ngamundhuray,’ she says, placing his dusty hand on her belly, and looks up to catch his eyes looking at her stomach. She waits for a reaction, but it takes much longer than she expects or wants. He doesn’t smile; he doesn’t speak. His eyes are fixed on his hand, on her belly. She places her hand on top of his.

‘I am with child,’ she says, using the words Susanna had used, fearing he didn’t understand what she was trying to tell him in her own language. ‘I’m pregnant, ngamundhuray,’ she repeats, so he cannot be confused about what she is telling him.

There is silence for a long time. She waits. And then a lone tear runs down his cheek, and she understands there have been no words from him because he has been feeling them inside.

He takes her hand to his heart. ‘This is yours, I am yours, and our gudha is all that matters to me now.’



‘You don’t have to do any of it.’ Windradyne is in the room while Miinaa busies herself with the silk gown she is dressed in for the ceremony. ‘Do you hear me?’ he says. ‘You don’t have to do anything of this. This is the white-skinned way of doing things, not ours.’

Windradyne is not helping at all. She wants to be married to Dan, if it means being together all the time, because that will make her happier. If being married is the right thing to do, as Susanna has said, then she is happy to do the right thing also.

‘I want to wear this dress. It makes me feel special.’ She runs her hands down the front, the satin smooth against her skin.

Windradyne shakes his head. ‘You are already special. You are a strong Wiradyuri yinaa.’

‘Ngawa, I am, but I am also ngamundhuray, and Susanna said that it is good to be married when you have a gudha. And this is her house, and this is Dan’s way too.’

‘So you will do whatever the white-skinned men and women tell you to do now?’ Windradyne is being unkind and unfair, and she is disappointed in him. Her skin burns from the neck up, and she knows tears will follow if he doesn’t stop.

‘I love Dan!’ she says, raising her voice, and resting her hand on her stomach. ‘And the gudha growing in here.’ She pats her belly twice. ‘This is white ghost way, ngawa, but maybe it is all right?’ She wants and needs his approval, his happiness for her happiness.

‘You are not from the white tribe.’ He pauses. ‘But your gudha will be.’

‘And you will love this gudha, Windradyne.’ She says this slowly and gently, trying to calm the moment, to bring her brother back to the place of love and nurturing she knows he is capable of.

‘Ngawa! Of course.’ He nods.

Neither says it out loud but she knows he is thinking about Giyalung, and that this new gudha will share white blood as she does, although conceived through love and not brutality.

‘Miinaaaa.’ It is the singing call of Susanna. ‘Are you ready? Dan is looking very handsome in one of Andrew’s suits. You won’t recognise him. Come.’

Susanna ushers them both into the garden where the children are sitting up straight as instructed, fresh-faced, their Sunday best clothes on, excited about what they think is a party. She hands Miinaa a small bouquet of flowers, and positions her to the left of Windradyne, who has refused to wear the jacket and pants offered by Andrew and instead wears a possum skin over his shoulders.

Andrew waits for a nod from his wife, and once given, he begins, ‘Heavenly Father, we come before you on this very special day, asking for your blessings upon Miinaa and Daniel O’Dwyer. May their union here at Cloverdale, and their future family, be filled with everything you have granted both Susanna and our own family.’ He smiles at Susanna, then continues, ‘Please bestow upon them only happiness, love, grace and your divine guidance. Please, Lord, grant them strength and wisdom to continue to build a strong foundation for their marriage, and to support one another through the challenges and the joys in the years ahead. Amen.’

Andrew makes the sign of the cross, and the children follow his lead. Dan does as well, but Miinaa holds tight to her bouquet, still unsure of what the ceremony means. Susanna had tried to talk to her about the ceremony, but all she could remember was that she was meant to smile. She didn’t need to be instructed to smile, though, because she was smiling all the time lately, except when she had what Susanna referred to as morning sickness, which plagued her in the evening as well.

‘Daniel,’ Andrew says, ‘do you need me to say the words?’

‘No, I have them memorised,’ Dan says.

He turns to Miinaa, takes her hands in his, moves closer to her.

‘I, Daniel O’Dwyer, take you, Miinaa, as my wife, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, for all the days of our life.’

Miinaa has not practised or learned any words to say, though Susanna has encouraged her many times to do so. She does not feel she needs to say something from the white-skinned prayer book. She has Dan in front of her, her brother nearby, the beautiful gown on, and she believes she already has the happiness and the love that Andrew has asked their Lord to deliver to them.

A wave of emotion flows through her and, tears welling, she swallows and says, ‘Ngurrbul-dhu-ndhu, Dan. Bala-dhu nginhugir’ – declaring her love for Dan and saying she is his. She smiles, wipes the tears from her eyes and waits.

Andrew claps his hands together once and that ends the ceremony.

‘The institution of marriage binds us together with responsibilities as man and wife. What God joins together, man must not separate. I now pronounce you man and wife.’ Andrew nods to Dan, who gives Miinaa a gentle peck on the cheek.



‘I don’t understand.’ Miinaa is frustrated, but so is Susanna. ‘Your creator spirit is one person, but also three persons, ngawa?’ Miinaa’s palms turn upwards, as if she wants the answers to fall into her hands.

‘Yes, the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost.’ Susanna makes the sign of the cross.

‘Ah.’ Miinaa thinks she understands now where the name ‘white ghost’ may have come from.

‘We also call them the Holy Trinity – that’s God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. Three gods in one.’

Miinaa thinks her brain might explode trying to figure it all out. But she recalls one of the first conversations she had with Dan, when they were falling in love, and as she does, a smile sweeps across her face, as she visualises the trinity knot tattoo on his right arm.

‘But who’s the Lord then, when you say “dear Lord” at prayer time?’ she asks, more interested now.

‘The Lord is God, also known as God Almighty. And God is everywhere, Miinaa.’

Miinaa looks around the hut, but she can’t see him.

‘Then there’s Jesus, also known as Jesus Christ.’ Susanna is in teaching mode. ‘And Jesus, King of the Jews.’

‘And who’s he?’ Miinaa is trying hard to keep track of all the men with different names.

‘Jesus is the son of God.’

‘And the son of the Lord too, because you said the Lord is God.’ Miinaa feels clever remembering it.

‘Yes!’ Susanna seems impressed with Miinaa’s quick understanding.

‘And who is Jesus’s mother then?’ Miinaa is doing the kinship system in her head.

‘Her name is Mary.’

‘So God and Mary had Jesus. Did they have any other children?’

Susanna looks flustered. ‘Actually, Joseph was Jesus’s father.’

‘So Jesus had two fathers and one mother.’ Miinaa thinks she understands. ‘I have aunty mothers and father uncles and brother cousins, so maybe Jesus has a family like mine?’ She is trying to sound like she understands, but she really doesn’t. ‘Where was he born?’

‘He was born in a place called Bethlehem, in a manger.’

Miinaa screws her face up.

‘Sorry, a manger is like a little wooden box they use to feed the animals from. It was lined with soft hay to make it comfortable for the baby Jesus, so he had a little bed.’

Miinaa imagines Jesus’s manger is like the woven basket Wiradyuri women make, or the gulaman the men make, that are sometimes used to carry babies.

‘Every year we celebrate the birth of Jesus at Christmas time. And we have a special Mass, and we have a nicer meal than usual. Sometimes, the children might get a gift, because little baby Jesus was given gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.’ Susanna smiles as she tells the story, but Miinaa is lost. So many white ghost words.

She shrugs and blushes with embarrassment. Should she know what the gifts mean?

Susanna shrugs too, and is grateful when she hears footsteps as Andrew approaches and walks in.

‘What’s going on here?’ he asks, leaving some kindling next to the fireplace.

‘I’m teaching Miinaa about Jesus and the Holy Trinity so I can explain Easter.’

‘Are you up to Jesus rising from the dead?’ Andrew asks, turning towards the door, as if he knows this is not a conversation he needs or wants to be part of.

‘Jesus came back to life?’ Miinaa’s eyes are wide with surprise, and a little hope. ‘He was dead, and then he was undead?’ She hopes there might be a way to bring back to life people who die from now on. Can she learn some white ghost medicine, perhaps?

‘It’s very difficult to explain, Miinaa. It’s about faith.’ Susanna looks to her husband for help, but he has made a quick exit. ‘Typical,’ Susanna says under her breath.

‘How did Jesus die?’ Miinaa can see that Susanna might not be happy with the question, as her face drops. ‘Isn’t that Jesus, the son of God, up there on the cross?’ She points to a crucifix that Susanna often nods her head at when she passes by. She remembers the cross tattoo Dan has drawn on him.

‘Let me boil some water for tea while we do this. I think it might help.’ Susanna fusses about in the kitchen and Miinaa is sure she is avoiding the rest of the conversation, but isn’t sure why. Her questions are genuine, and she would be happy to share some of her own spiritual knowledge if Susanna ever asked.

‘Here.’ Susanna hands Miinaa a Bible. ‘This is our book with all the verses about our religion, about Jesus and his disciples. And it talks about when God created the world, and about Adam and Eve, who ate forbidden fruit. It was known as the original sin for all of us, and when we sin, we are punished.’

Miinaa wonders what kind of fruit could possibly be forbidden to eat.

‘Maybe the fruit was their Totem, like mine is the gugaa. I can’t eat that – it’s my spiritual animal. Unless it’s a special ceremony. Perhaps you could say it’s forbidden, but I don’t think I’d be punished for eating it. If you sin, are you punished like convicts?’ Her eyes are wide with wonder and concern.

‘It depends what kind of sin you commit. Sometimes a sin can be small, like telling a little lie, so the punishment wouldn’t be too big.’

‘Did Jesus do a big sin? Is that why he’s on that cross?’ She points to the crucifix on the wall near the small window. ‘And how did he get on it?’

‘He was nailed to it,’ Susanna says matter-of-factly, as if such violence is normal in their world.

Miinaa is horrified. Of all the violence she has heard about around Bathurst, much of which has made her feel sick to the stomach and pained her heart, nailing someone to a cross made of wood is one of the worst murders she has ever heard of.

‘I don’t want to know any more,’ she says.

‘But…’ Susanna begins, but then agrees. ‘Yes, maybe that is enough for today. I’ll explain Easter another time. And I still need to tell you about Christmas, but that’s a joyful time, because it’s when Jesus was born.’



The sun rises over a birthing place along the bila. It’s a chilly bangalang morning and the women gather to prepare for the birth of Miinaa’s first gudha. She is thankful she could return to the place she was born, where most of the babies in her miyagan are birthed. There is warmth in the love and affection among them all today, and she is glad to finally have arrived after a long trek; this is where her child will be brought into the world. She finds comfort in the earthy colours of the canopy above where she is resting, waiting for her firstborn.

Miinaa has listened to the yinaa-galang surrounding her tell stories of their own births, and they have not comforted her at all. The pain they speak of does not sound like anything a human being should endure, but they assure her that the moment she looks at her gudha, any thought or memory of the pain will disappear. She can’t imagine that to be true, but she hopes it is.

As the long hours see the sun go down and the moon rise, she struggles to find any physical comfort during the labour. The women around her try to assist but she refuses to keep still, wanting to walk and squat at intervals, and then finally, in the early hours of the following morning, she chooses to lie on her side, in the shape of Wahluu, the fallen brother, speared by his own sibling Ganhabula in a contest to win the heart of a young girl. Her mind travels from the pain in her lower belly to the story she’s been told many times since a young girl: how the Creator spirit was angry about the conflict between the brothers, the death of Wahluu, the blood from his injury seeping into the earth. Her own blood now will flow with the river, not through conflict but through giving life to her own child. And with that thought she feels an incredible tug and screams so loud she imagines it can be heard across the land. When she pushes, she knows her life will change forever.

In her exhaustion, Miinaa lies still and waits for her son to be placed on her chest. He latches onto her nipple instinctively, and her love for him is cemented; he will always be with her, part of her. She will nourish and nurture him forever.

‘Ngiyagir,’ she whispers. ‘You are my very clever and wise little gudha, just like your Mamaba Windradyne.’ And with that she names her son and drifts off to sleep.




Chapter Twelve

Daybreak at Cloverdale is generally peaceful, but every minor sound this morning is a pounding drum in Dan’s head. He has a punishing hangover from drinking an excessive amount of rum the night before, after years without it.

He keeps his eyes closed, fearing the daylight will cause more pain, and almost wishes rum hadn’t been legalised in New South Wales. The reality for some of the convict employees, though, was that getting drunk was an outlet; it’s what they do when they can get hold of liquor. They’ve been doing it more often in recent times.

Tea and sugar, basic comforts to them all, had been withdrawn a year earlier, making many convicts angry, but rum always makes everyone happy. Dan recalls the singing the night before. And as long as the men are out of the way of Susanna and the children, Andrew turns a blind eye, sometimes giving them an extra pouch of tobacco to enjoy with their contraband. On a very rare occasion he might join them.

Drinking to excess, or even drinking at all, is not usual for Dan since being with Miinaa and becoming a father, but the men had insisted on following an old Irish tradition of ‘wetting the baby’s head’ by drinking, and who was he to argue? Birthdays were rarely celebrated by anyone in Bathurst, an indulgence for some of the wealthy landowners, and a newborn was as good an excuse as any to celebrate.

Waking up in the convict’s hut this morning is a new form of punishment, but it’s to everyone’s benefit that he never made it back to the marital bed the night before. His younger wife does not approve of alcohol, heavily influenced by the matriarch of Cloverdale.

‘Christians are allowed to drink, but not to get drunk. You should be filled with the Holy Spirit, not rum or wine,’ Miinaa had advised him, which made him laugh. It was as if her words came straight out of Susanna’s mouth. And even though he knew his wife was strong-willed and had a mind of her own, he also knew she was becoming increasingly influenced by the Christian ways of the Nugents.

Losing his inhibitions to the rum last night, the sound of loud laughter and some outrageous storytelling by the others, had helped Dan momentarily forget about the bloody revenge attacks, and the killing of sheep and cattle for food, by the Wiradyuri around Bathurst – events that had caused tension between him and Miinaa. He had told Miinaa he understood and appreciated the anger and hostility towards the English, but it was the brutal revenge attacks he couldn’t support. Dan has never believed in an eye for an eye, even though he believes in fighting for his own rights to autonomy. The problem for Dan was that he couldn’t present Miinaa with a better plan, a less brutal response. And when it became impossible for them to discuss, let alone reconcile their differences, there was silence.

Back in their tiny room, where the Nugents had agreed he could stay since their unofficial marriage, Dan moves quietly, pausing to look at the four children now sharing one bed, his son sleeping comfortably in the middle, a shade lighter than Yarruwala and Ngawaal, a warm caramel colour like Giyalung. He’s grateful that the difference in pigment is not something the children ever notice, though comments from some of the men the night before about his ‘half-caste’ son clarified how the rest of the world would view Ngiyagir.

As is her normal morning routine, Miinaa is in the kitchen with Catherine, organising a modest breakfast for the entire household. Dan doesn’t want to disturb her, or the children, so once cleaned up, he sneaks out of the house, boots in hand, and heads to the shed to gather tools and wait for Andrew’s instructions for the day.

The Cloverdale employees have been busy for many, many months hauling stone from a local quarry to build a new, bigger homestead, with a verandah that wraps itself around the entire building. It means they can make the most of the sun, to ease the chill in the house during the bitter cold months. It also provides for a breeze to offer some reprieve in the scorching summer months. The heat is something the Irishman had not grown accustomed to, and he wasn’t sure he ever would.

From the shed where they meet for morning directions there is a slight view into the town proper, and Dan attempts to count the number of houses in the main settlement now. He includes the ones he can’t see but recalls from memory, and estimates there are around thirty. He knows through Andrew there are also houses being built surrounding the centre of Bathurst as well. And while many of the new dwellings are basic, Andrew boasts that Cloverdale represents what is possible for the new settlers, always encouraging the convicts who work for him to dream big, to dream of owning their own property one day.

The convicts’ quarters at Cloverdale remain out of sight from the main house, a reminder to Dan that he and his peers are not equal to the settlers, may not ever be. Dan, for all his dreams of being a free man, having had a non-legal marriage to Miinaa, still recognises the barriers he faces as a prisoner, but is also conscious that many of the other convicts away from Cloverdale are sleeping in lesser quarters, in tents or barns. Some sleep on the ground under the stars, and in the colder months wake to find frost has settled on their swags and their faces.

Most of the town is made up of convicts now, and he’s heard that many have been working on the buildings within the township – stores and government buildings. With every swing of a hammer the Bathurst settlement is being primed to take over Wiradyuri land completely. The Empire has truly arrived, and he loathes it.

When the road was first completed it took eight days on horseback to reach Bathurst from Penrith, and up to 18 days for bullock drays. Now it only takes four days in a horse-drawn coach, meaning the ease of travel will bring more people, more change, and undoubtedly more conflict. At the centre of all his thoughts are Miinaa and Ngiyagir and his responsibility to protect them, at all costs.

Dan touches the shamrock on his chest, then the crucifix, and blesses himself, thankful for the life he has with Miinaa, his family now, and with the Nugents. He is conscious of the dull headache that remains from the rum and then he remembers, through the fog, that there was home brewed supplied, but he’s not sure where it came from.

‘Oh,’ he says out loud to no one, and he sees a vision of Andrew Nugent with a mug in hand as well. He’s more frightened of what Susanna Nugent might say today than anything he might not remember. He is yet to face Miinaa as well. There’ll be a few sore heads on the property today, and undoubtedly some still walking and working with rum in their veins.

Dan is early and most of the rest haven’t arrived for the administering of their daily duties. Andrew isn’t there either, and Dan wonders if he’s getting a dressing down from Susanna. When he looks towards the homestead and the clothesline, a warm rush flows over him; the view carries him back to when he first met Miinaa, when the unromantic spot where they fell in love became ‘theirs’.

And she is there now, linen flapping in the breeze as she hangs it, piece by piece. Dan smiles more broadly, the sight of her curing his hangover in an instant. But then there’s movement in the corner of his eye that looks out of place. It’s Ronan, who he was drinking with the night before. Ronan, who had held his canteen up to Dan in a toast to his son. Ronan, who had asked about Miinaa on occasion; who knew the pair were married. But today it seems that Ronan doesn’t care about or have any respect for their relationship. Instead, he is watching Miinaa, one hand on his crotch, moving to undo his belt. The view sends Dan into a rage. He has not felt any form of jealousy in a long time, but now he has an uncontrollable urge to punch Ronan. He runs at speed towards the man and crashes into him, knocking him not only to the ground, but about five feet from where he’d been standing, the force of the charge mirroring the force of his jealousy, but also the strength of his love for Miinaa.

‘Get up!’ he yells, not thinking about anything other than the disrespect shown to his wife. ‘GET UP!’ The words vibrate across the property, and without Dan knowing, alerts Andrew to the fracas.

‘Ronan.’ He dances around him, fists bobbing, deciding where to throw his punch. ‘Your name means little seal. Little man more like it.’ Dan is circling him, fists now firmly positioned in front of his chest like the Irish boxing legend Dan Donnelly. He had always thought his da had named him after the heavyweight champion, and he channels Donnelly as he bounces from one foot to the other, waiting for Ronan to stand up. He won’t hit a man on the ground. ‘Get the feck up, little man,’ he says through gritted teeth.

Ronan is wobbly when he stands, but no sooner is he upright than Dan knocks him to the ground again, spitting at him as he falls. Looking up at him, Ronan holds an arm across his forehead, almost whimpering, ‘I didn’t do anything. I was just looking.’

‘If you ever, ever, do anything like that again, I will break both your arms.’ Dan’s breathing is rapid; he is almost hyperventilating. He mocks a kick to the ribs, but his dusty boot doesn’t make contact. He spits on the ground near Ronan, and wipes his own brow, sweat and rum coming out of his pores.

‘What’s going on here?’ Andrew walks up, anger in his voice. Neither man responds. ‘Dan? Ronan?’

Dan is breathing heavily, jaw clenched, fists still closed. He wants to throw another punch. He wants to make sure the little man understands he cannot and will not ever touch Miinaa. That she is his, his to love and his to protect, and only he will touch her.

‘Daniel?’ Andrew is impatient, and disappointed. ‘I expected better from you.’

Dan cannot speak. He walks a few steps away to cool down, hands behind his head but standing tall, focusing on his breathing, reclaiming some peace in his mind. This is not the behaviour he expects of himself either, but how can he remain a peaceful man when everything happening around him is the opposite. When his role is to protect his miyagan. What would Windradyne do? What would his da have done if it were his mammy? What would Andrew have done if it were Susanna? Dan is vindicated in his own mind, but not Andrew Nugent’s.

‘Get up!’ Nugent orders, and Ronan stands, still wary of Dan, but clearly more concerned about Nugent. If Nugent reports him to the Administrator it could affect his sentence. And he is so close to freedom, to being the one in control of his life.

‘It was just a misunderstanding, sir, that’s all,’ Ronan says, wiping blood from his lip.

‘I will not tolerate fighting here at Cloverdale. Do you understand?’ Andrew looks from Ronan to Dan.

Ronan nods but Dan doesn’t respond.

‘Do you understand?’ Andrew repeats, louder this time, demanding an answer.

‘Yes, sir,’ the convicts say in unison.

‘Get back to work.’

Dan looks towards the clothesline, but Miinaa is gone. He sees her under a tree with Susanna and the children, having their daily lessons, in both English and Wiradyuri.

‘Dan, walk with me,’ Nugent commands.

When they are far enough away from Ronan, they stop, and he asks, ‘What was that about? You realise you risk your freedom if you get into any trouble.’ Dan notes that there is no mention of the drinking the night before.

‘There are no women here, sir.’ He flexes his fingers, the pain of the punch only now obvious. ‘I hear even down in Sydney the men outnumber the women in great numbers.’

‘What’s your point?’

Dan can’t believe he has to spell it out.

‘Sir, even the Christian men here have needs, but I will not have them look at Miinaa that way. Never. I couldn’t just stand there. Surely you understand that.’

Andrew nods, puts his hand on Dan’s shoulder.

‘It’s why the Wiradyuri men sometimes end up in bloody conflict with the convicts, too,’ Dan adds.

‘It’s been a theory of mine for some time now that there needs to be more control over the convicts. They can’t be treating any woman that way. If it were Susanna, I don’t know what I’m capable of.’

‘I’m sure it’s not just the convicts,’ says Dan. ‘It’s also those who are meant to be gentleman, the intellectuals who should know better, who should behave better.’

‘I know it’s not a class thing, Dan. And intellect does not always translate to good behaviour. It’s one thing I’ve learned since being here. Also, freedom doesn’t give anyone the right to behave without responsibilities.’

‘Miinaa is my reason for living, sir. I dream of freedom, but without Miinaa and Ngiyagir, it would mean nothing. They are my future.’

‘Walk with me,’ Andrew tells Dan as he starts towards a rise on the property. ‘The government is offering more land grants.’

Dan can finally feel his heart rate begin to slow and settle; he’s let go of thoughts of the little man. ‘What does that mean?’ he asks.

‘More grazing land.’ Andrew gives a sweeping motion of his hands across the landscape. ‘We can produce the best wool right here.’

Dan’s mind immediately goes to Miinaa and her family, his family. More land taken from them, and granted to wealthy settlers, farmers. How can he stop it? How can Nugent just stand there and tell him this, straight-faced, knowing that he will be receiving stolen land, profiting from British land theft?

‘It also means that soon enough Bathurst will be inundated with more people. Those who are able to invest will come.’ Andrew sounds excited about the pending growth of the town.

‘I assume that means more convicts too?’ Dan is trying not to be judgemental, but he knows Ronan is just one of the men who have been sent here for crimes involving assault and worse.

‘They’re cheap labour, Dan, but they’ll need to be supervised. I dare say, more military and government representatives will arrive as well. It only makes sense if the town is to grow and flourish.’

Dan ponders the growth of the town, tries to imagine what his own hometown looks like currently, if the Protestants have taken over. ‘What does the growth of the town mean for Cloverdale?’ he asks.

Dan knows that for all his master’s support for the Wiradyuri, his own family will always come first. He may not be English, or part of the colonial machinery, but settlers only exist because of colonisation, and they benefit from the ways of the colonisers. The strategies that disempower and oppress the colonised always serve the invaders. Dan feels torn, because he too will benefit.

‘There are already 20,000 head of sheep in the area,’ Andrew says, ‘but I’ll apply for more land, and buy more sheep, and the more convicts I employ, the greater chance there is of getting even more land.’ He smiles, Dan assumes because his own dream of a new life is coming true.

‘We need more convicts, they’re the workforce here.’ Andrew pauses, turns to Dan. ‘But of course, I’ll bring more Wiradyuri to work here too.’

Dan can feel his temper rising. He understands from Miinaa that Wiradyuri people were happy to share the land at first, but to then be told it was no longer theirs but they could work on it was simply wrong.

But he is still a convict, under the control of the Nugents, and all the Irish nationalism they share cannot change the power dynamics he lives within. He is forced to swallow his anger and stay silent. The same silence his beloved must embrace daily, because she too understands that even though the Nugents have Christian values and treat her and her miyagan well, they hold all the power – over the land, and now, to a degree, over those who are born of it.



Dan is struggling with the injustice Miinaa has forced him to acknowledge. His life as a convict had previously been about his own survival before arriving at Cloverdale – his own torment of being away from family, from Ireland. He recognises now it’s the same torment he sees in Miinaa’s eyes, but hers is from disconnection on her own land. He feels compelled to speak to the other convicts, to see how aware, if at all, they are of the similarities they share with the Wiradyuri.

He heads to the river at the end of the day to smoke, to wash, to think. Some of the other workers are there, doing the same routine. There’s the usual silence of relief that the working day is over, but Dan is anxious, he needs to talk.

‘Don’t you think it’s a bit odd, the way this land is being settled?’

The men shrug and frown collectively.

‘I mean these people, the Blackfellows, they’ve been living here for who knows how long?’ He points to some ranges to the east. ‘Story has it they’ve walked those mountains for hundreds of years, long before we helped build that road across the range.’

‘So?’

Dan shakes his head. There’s something about Jack that rubs him the wrong way.

‘And some of the men working here are Nugent’s best stockman, like Vinnie. He’s been been helping me brush up on my riding skills.’

‘Brush up?’ Jack cackles. ‘From what I heard you were riding the girl’s toy horse.’

‘Go on,’ Samuel blows smoke in Jack’s direction and urges Dan to continue.

‘One thing I thank my da for was teaching me stuff when I was a young’un back home. I listened to him and my grandda when they talked about the uprisings, about our rights. And I’ve listened when I’ve had the opportunity to learn here too. I didn’t get much schooling. We’re not educated men, so we’ve got to learn what we can, if we are going to be free settlers here, and we will be soon enough.’ He puffs on his pipe and looks around. ‘We need to know about this place, its people, its stories.’

‘You’re acting the maggot talking like that, O’Dwyer,’ Jack says. ‘Rides like a girl, talks like a maggot.’

Dan doesn’t take well to being told he is speaking foolishly, and he feels anger rising within. ‘Are you saying these people don’t have rights?’ he says heatedly. ‘Because the way I see it they’re no different to us. It’s why we had uprisings back home, or had you forgotten?’

The other men feel affronted and defensive.

‘Of course not!’

‘No!’

‘Don’t talk rot!’

‘Then how can we agree to fighting for our own sovereignty and rights back home but deny the rights of the people here? What about their sovereignty?’

As the men sit in silence pondering Dan’s words, he can’t help wanting to punch Jack, and wonders why there hasn’t been an uprising here already.




Chapter Thirteen

The mist disperses slowly above Wahluu in winter, and Windradyne feels the weight of the previous months and years on his shoulders as he struggles to see across the range in front of him. He stands alone, at a distance from the women’s site, and breathes in the spirit of his Ancestors, those who have passed over, and his own Old People. He also inhales the damp of the early morning dew as he takes in the scene around him: the frost on the ground, a brave and cheeky magpie picking at seedlings around his feet, appearing afraid of nothing. If only he and his people were not afraid of what was happening with the arrival of more of the white-skinned tribe.

He turns around slowly, looking to the skies, listening to the silence, as he often does. It’s when his visions appear, when the Ancestors share their wisdom with him. Today, through the mist, he takes in Gaanha Bula and Mount Macquarie, the other two brother mountains, part of the story of this place. He considers the songlines that the newcomers will never understand, their own maps and knowledge so different to those of the Wiradyuri. The white ghost understanding of Country, he believes, is limited to what they can take from it, with little care for the responsibility to nourish and respect it in return.

When Windradyne looks beyond the beauty of the landscape, he sees that more fences have been built to contain the cattle and sheep and to keep his people out. So, too, an increasing number of houses, which tell him these changes are permanent; this is the future; the white-skinned tribe aren’t leaving. Life as he knew it as a child will never return.

It feels as if the seasons changed quicker than usual, and the frosty weather is upon them, and for the last while his nephew Ngiyagir has been the focus of attention for Miinaa. But for Windradyne, his responsibility to all his miyagan has grown.

A series of painful images play in his mind repeatedly, and they weigh heavily on his heart. The warfare that has occurred between his people and the invaders also includes battles where many cattle have been killed for no reason at all. He’s heard of stories outside of Bathurst, where some Wiradyuri had tried to push the white ghosts off the land that had been stolen from them, but in vain. How long can his people resist, and how strong can they be against the newcomers, who continue to arrive in bigger numbers?

When the sun is finally high in the sky Windradyne’s legs begin to ache, and he realises he’s been standing there for hours. With the mist gone, and a clear view, he can see into the distance and despairs at how the ngurambang has changed so dramatically since the interlopers arrived. Once rich in vegetation and native animals, the landscape is so bare now. Many of the old gum trees have been cut down to clear land for farming. And the place everyone calls Bathurst is now littered with houses, cattle and sheep. These changes emphasise the fact that the white ghost encroachment will not end soon, if ever.

Windradyne closes his eyes and calls on his Ancestors, as he often does, to send him a message, to offer answers as to how he and his Wiradyuri mayiny can survive into the future, when they are being pushed further off their land and away from their own natural food and water sources. The firestick farming practised since the beginning of time has all but ceased, and they have lost much control over their own ngurambang. What will they do? How will he lead?

The caw caw of a crow, then a murder of crows, takes his attention. He sees them circling above a tree. They are warning each other there is a predator nearby. Are they warning Windradyne too? His heart begins to race when he considers how the white ghosts, the invaders, are predators also, trespassing on and exploiting his land, altering everything about the Wiradyuri way of life, with no concern for the impact the sheep and cattle are having on the grasses, destroying ngurambang. One of his greatest worries today is about the risks his mayiny are taking, having to kill sheep and cattle to feed their own miyagan when hunting on their own land at times has been impossible.

Aside from the pressure on the land from the introduced creatures, there’s been very little rain for a long time. Andrew Nugent described the extended dry weather as drought. Windradyne knows it may be possible to go without rainfall for a very long time, but this drought has plagued the area for the last two winters, putting even more pressure on the land. Food sources have suffered for them all. Many of the Nugents’ sheep stay close to where water can be found, but even the bila is flowing slowly, and the water level is low. The sheep are thin. The white ghosts are now looking for more and more land and water to the north, beyond Mudgee.

Although there is silence atop Wahluu, there is a dull sound in the distance; carriages are arriving from the city, bringing the mail, possibly government officials, more convicts, he is unsure. But he knows that the convicts, under direction of the Governor and their overseers, are already working hard as labourers, having built roads into his homeland, bringing the regular traffic, more white ghosts, and increased uncertainty.

Windradyne watches it unfold as if in slow motion, but in reality it is happening at speed. And the end result of every action is a stifling of the Wiradyuri life, one that was not surrendered but stolen.

Through the stories passed down to him, Windradyne knows mayiny have travelled their own routes across ngurambang forever, for sorry business, for celebrations and corroborees, for sharing of food, and for love. His heart swells thinking of the love he has for his own wives and gudha-galang, and the love his sister now glows with because of her first gudha, Ngiyagir.

The younger ones are largely considered the realm of the yinaa-galang, not simply because they are born of them, but because the young ones are always at the feet of the women; and yet Windradyne has often reminded them that the children are also born of the seed of the men. He’s amused at how the baby boys cling to the matriarchs; how Ngawaal, even as he grows older, is still always by Miinaa’s side.

He thinks of his minhi, of Giyalung, Yarruwala and Ngawaal, how fast they are all growing, and how different their youth is compared to his own – having to learn the new ghost language, living within fenced boundaries, becoming used to the sounds of muskets firing and the bloodshed those bullets can cause, and having to participate in sorry business at such young ages, grieving for a loss of life that was not imagined when Windradyne was a child. What will the next generation and the generation after witness? How will their lives be different again, and can it possibly get worse? He is almost certain it will not improve.




Chapter Fourteen

At the end of another long working day, Dan sits by the river packing his pipe with tobacco, contemplating his conversation with Andrew. He tips his hat back and lets the afternoon sun warm his tired face. He takes his shirt off and starts to wash it while thinking about the Irish Uprisings back home. The passion of his people to have power over their lives, their own democracy, their land; the wish for a free Ireland.

‘Jesus,’ he says out loud, as if an exclamation at the overwhelming reality of his life, but also as if beginning a prayer.

‘Who are you talking to?’ Jack asks, plonking himself down alongside Dan, kicking his boots off immediately.

‘I’m talking to the Lord,’ Dan says, half joking. ‘I need some answers.’

‘To what?’

‘I need to know how we can help Miinaa’s people.’

‘What are you on about, Danny boy?’ Jack asks, packing his own pipe.

‘They’re just like the Irish, like us. This is their land, their lives, and the bloody English want it all. And they’re taking it and just giving it away, even to the Irish. It’s not right.’ His words rephrase what he’s heard Miinaa and Windradyne say over time.

‘What are you saying?’ Jack lights his pipe.

‘We’re sitting on stolen land, Jack.’

‘For feck’s sake, Dan, we’re not here by choice. Don’t be blaming the Irish.’

‘We’re not here by choice, but the others are.’ He doesn’t name the Nugents, but they both know he’s referring to all station owners, including them.

Jack throws a rock into the river. ‘I think you need to understand the truth for our lot here too, Dan. It’s not easy making a go of it, even if you’re a free settler. The land is dry, the conditions are harsh. I say we take what we can get and be grateful. I know I will when I’m free.’

‘But, Jack, think about what we left behind, and why. We didn’t want to live under the control of the English. We didn’t want to be owned by them. We didn’t want to be part of the British Empire. We wanted our autonomy too. That’s why we had the uprisings. That’s what we fought for; what our fathers and grandfathers fought for. It is the same here.’ Dan is desperate for Jack to remember his own history, to feel that fire in his belly too.

But Jack shakes his head. ‘You talk too much, you know that? And sometimes you make no sense.’

‘You said you wanted to be free of England. For Ireland to be our own nation, to retain our own government, be in control of our own lives and land. You wanted it too. You said you did.’

‘Of course I did! We all did. But now we’re here. Just leave it alone, Dan. No good can come of you talking like this, especially as you’ll be seen as a traitor here, not a hero.’

Dan knows that Irish nationalism is in their blood; that every Irish convict that has arrived on Australian shores has hated the English even more for transporting them to the ends of the earth, away from their own families. But he also knows they just want to get on with their lives as best they can, as soon as their sentence is over. Life has been hard since arriving, for all of them. But he cannot just accept moving forward so simply, like Jack.

‘Then we should understand what’s happening here. The colony and us convicts will end up destroying these people and their lives if we don’t do something.’

Jack shakes his head and looks at Dan strangely. ‘Have you been drinking again today? I thought we finished the rum last night.’

‘No, I’ve been talking. More importantly, I’ve been listening. These people are more like us than the English are. We look different, the language is different, but we have a lot in common. We can’t speak Gaelic and they can’t speak their own language in many circumstances now. We should be helping them fight the British.’

‘You’re crazy!’ Jack dismisses Dan’s revelations, but the political fire still burns within Dan’s belly, for his homeland over the oceans, and now for the country that he was once forced to live on and now can’t imagine leaving.

He stands up, as if to begin an oration. He turns to face Jack, who is puffing calmly on his pipe. ‘I will not be part of the destruction of another society as an ally to the English. I won’t.’ He looks to the sky, clouds moving slowly to the west, taking with them what’s left of the afternoon sun.

‘I don’t know, Dan, you can see for yourself that they don’t work the land. I don’t think they even know how. How can you own the land if you don’t work it?’

‘They work the land their way. They’ve lived off this place for longer than we can possibly even imagine. How do you think they’ve survived for however long? They know where the food sources are. Or were, before you and I started building fences to keep them out.’

‘This is how the world works, Dan. We lived in our little villages and towns, but the world’s growing, getting bigger. Progress, that’s what it’s called. And we can be part of it, like Andrew Nugent. Get ourselves one of those land grants, get some sheep, set ourselves up for the rest of our natural lives.’ Jack throws a pebble into the river and adds, ‘That’s my plan.’

Dan hates himself in that minute; the role he has played in the land grab – albeit with no choice as a convict – is no better than any of the others employed by the Nugents and any other settlers.

Jack interrupts Dan’s thoughts. ‘Johnno, the fellow who runs the Smiths’ property, reckons the Blackfellows are just nomads, wandering around. He says nomads don’t have rights.’

‘Of course they have rights. Just because they live differently to us, just because they think of the land differently to the way we think about it, doesn’t mean they have no rights to it.’ By the time Dan finishes responding, he is yelling.

‘Calm down, Dan! Anyone’d think you were a Blackfellow yourself.’

‘I’m trying to learn their ways,’ Dan says, a little calmer now. ‘To respect their ways, as a foreigner here, an interloper, which is how we’re seen, to be sure. They see this place differently than we do; we just don’t understand their way. But we should learn. I’m trying to learn.’ He’s adamant. ‘And tell Johnno that they have the right to autonomy too, like the Irish do.’ He gets up and slaps a rock hard with his wet shirt, trying to beat the dust and dirt out of it. ‘And they must fight for those rights to be recognised, just like we do.’

‘You’re really beating that shirt to death there, Dan.’ Jack chuckles.

Dan is so focused on his task, fuelled by anger, that he doesn’t hear Jack. It’s only when Samuel appears and starts splashing him with water that Dan looks up, startled.

‘How long have you been there?’ he asks.

‘Long enough to know you’ll have no shirt left if you keep hitting that rock like that.’ Samuel takes off his own shirt, preparing to wash it also. ‘Have you heard about the attacks outside of Bathurst?’

‘Aye,’ Jack says, ‘it’s the Blacks pushing the whites back off their land, so they say.’

‘But it’s their land! It’s Wiradyuri land.’ Dan almost chokes getting the words out as fast as he can. ‘The whites are the trespassers. They stole the land.’ How can he can make it any clearer? How many times does he have to say the same thing? ‘They’re pushing the settlers back. And so they should.’ He hopes that Samuel will at least hear him out, because Jack has started laughing, which only infuriates him more, and the thrashing of his shirt increases. ‘This is not British land to settle, or land they can just give away to gentlemen from the city.’ There is a hint of venom in the way Dan says ‘gentlemen’. The working class Irish and the upper classes had nothing in common back home and have even less in common here.

‘This is how it is now, Dan,’ says Jack, thoroughly wetting his shirt. ‘This is the way of the world. The English, the French, the Dutch – they’re discovering new places and creating colonies just like this one.’

‘You can’t discover a country that has people in it, Jack – that’s not discovery. That’s invasion.’ Dan looks to Samuel for support.

‘And invasions start wars. Even I know that, Jack. And I’m not the smart one here.’ Samuel taps himself on the temple.

‘Exactly!’ Dan says.

‘What? You agree I’m not the smart one?’ Samuel feigns offence.

‘No, I agree that invading someone’s land sparks war. You see it. I understand it. But why doesn’t everyone else?’ Dan’s anger has turned to sadness. He can hear the change in his own voice as a lump forms in his throat thinking about the pain he sees in Miinaa’s eyes when she talks about what is happening around them to her people. ‘Why can’t they all just see that all this conflict could end if there was some kind of peaceful agreement to share the land?’

‘Here.’ Jack hands Dan his shirt. ‘Smash this one on the rock now. Give your own a rest.’ He keeps a straight face, but they all know he’s trying to be funny.

Dan takes the shirt, dunks it in the water again and starts hitting it against the rock, imagining he is hitting Jack instead.

‘There’s little justice in this place,’ he says with the third strike.

‘How can you take their side, Dan?’ asks Jack.

Dan looks him square in the eye and asks in reply, ‘How can you not?’

‘You’re just saying all this because of your wife and child. You’d think differently if you’d married one of your own, and had to build a life here, like the Nugents.’

Dan knows there’s some truth to Jack’s words, but it’s more than that. ‘Miinaa and Ngiyagir are a big reason, to be sure, but they aren’t the only reason. I’m trying to think beyond what’s simply about me to what’s morally right. It’s hard not to be subjective.’ He looks again to Samuel for support, to help sway Jack’s opinion.

‘Think of it this way, Jack,’ Samuel suggests. ‘The same thing happened to us. The bloody English colonised us and took control over our land too.’

‘But we’re a separate kingdom. We have our own parliament,’ Jack argues.

Dan laughs. ‘Our own parliament betrayed us. We wouldn’t be here if they didn’t follow the lead of the British parliament. They sent us here! It was our parliament who passed the law for us so-called felons.’

‘I thought you were proud to be a political prisoner, doing something for our country,’ Jack challenges him.

Dan is indignant. ‘I am proud of being part of the uprising against the Protestants, and all the uprisings against British rule. But I’d be prouder if our own government had acted more like the Irish than the English.’

‘You’re talking like a madman. You don’t know what you’re saying.’

Dan shakes his head. ‘You know only too well that we’ve remained firmly under British control. And under Protestant control. It’s why we were denied many of our rights.’ Dan rubs the crucifix tattoo, hidden from the eyes of others, even though they are Catholic as well.

Jack is silent, but Samuel chimes in.

‘Many of our own civil rights were also denied to others, like the Presbyterians. We were all alienated in our own land. Just like the Blackfellows are here. I think that’s what Dan’s trying to say, Jack.’

‘That’s exactly what I’m trying to say.’ Dan is relieved that at least one other person can follow his logic.

‘Assuming I agree with you, what are you two suggesting we do? It’s not like we have any power. We’re still prisoners of Mother England,’ Jack says, sarcastically. ‘At least for a while.’

‘First of all, can we all just agree to acknowledge their plight,’ Dan pleads.

Samuel nods but Jack doesn’t.

‘Can we also acknowledge how violent the Blackfellows are too, Dan? Some of the conflicts have been brutal, you know that. And they’re also killing stock, and not just for food.’ Dan knows the argument well. Other employees of the Nugents have commented similarly over time, but he’s ready to take on Jack’s challenge.

‘And they’re being killed for it. Cattle are not humans. It’s as if the lives of these people are worth less than cows, or worse, nothing, to the colonisers.’

‘Dan,’ says Jack, ‘imagine what life will be like as a free settler. Imagine then that these people are getting in the way of your sheep grazing. Imagine you’re just getting on with your life, but you’re sometimes confronted with groups of Blacks. Maybe they have weapons, maybe they don’t, but you have no support. It’s just you out there, and they want what’s yours. Your sheep or cattle. What then?’

Dan feels his temper flare. ‘You’re missing the feckin’ point, Jack.’ He’s had enough. ‘I’m tired of the “imagine this” and “imagine that”, when all I want is for you to imagine for one feckin’ minute what it might be like for the people who own all this land.’

He remembers the day he knocked Ronan to the ground, and he wants to smack Jack just as hard. He looks at Samuel who is shaking his head as if to say, I know what you’re thinking. Don’t do it.

‘Jack.’ Samuel moves closer and offers him a freshly lit pipe, which is accepted gratefully. ‘Can you bring yourself to understand that the Wiradyuri people are reacting to what’s been forced upon them here. The life of the British, the cattle, the grazing, the movement off their own land, the kidnapping of women, and worse. This has been something they would never have imagined for themselves, and nor should anyone.’

‘And on top of that, just being here disturbs their way of life, the way they hunt, eat, collect their own foods,’ Dan adds, angry he has to spell out the harsh realities for Jack to comprehend. Being a convict doesn’t mean you have to be stupid as well.

Jack is getting angry now too, and Dan knows a punch-up is brewing.

‘For feck’s sake, your woman must be wild between the sheets for you to talk so feckin’ stupid.’

That was all that Dan needed. Samuel doesn’t even try to intervene but steps back and lets the brawl find a life and ending of its own. When the last punch has been thrown, and both men are exhausted on the ground, Dan tastes blood in his mouth and feels a cut near his eye.

He looks at Jack on the ground, moving slowly, and he’s reminded of the violence back home, the street fighting, the brawls in pubs when men drank too much. He cringes when he recalls the night the property owner his parents worked for put his hand to his mammy, and his da went crazy. The wildness of his da’s eyes and the way his fists flew that evening had always stayed with him, a lesson he carried throughout his life: never let a man disrespect any woman, especially the one you love. The mother of your children.

It’s not that he wasn’t aware of the domestic violence in the poor Catholic families around him, but he never saw it in his own home.

In that moment it dawns on him that the violence he saw back in Ireland had been transported on the hulks, carried in the scars and the stories of convicts and settlers alike. The trauma of that violence was also flowing through his own veins, his fists, waiting to be unleashed, even if it was on his own countrymen. Dan hated using violence to explain violence. Who had he become? Where was his peace of mind, the peace of his heart? All he wants is peace for himself and Miinaa.

Samuel reaches down and helps the bloodied and winded Dan to his feet, then does the same for Jack, but by the time his opponent has steadied himself, Dan is walking away.




Chapter Fifteen

As the yiraybang comes to a close, the sun sets earlier each day. It’s Miinaa’s favourite time of year. Just before bangalang begins, the nights cool down, and sleep is easier for all of them.

Miinaa sits beneath the red spotted gum tree, and watches the moonlight shimmer atop the bila, offering some serenity, calming her mind. She lets her eyes rest and thinks about her Ancestors, who have walked Wiradyuri ngurambang forever. She doesn’t hear him approach but feels the warmth of his body when he sits quietly beside her.

‘Marang yariya,’ she says softly.

‘Marang yariya,’ he responds, and she smiles. A simple ‘good evening’ in her language, even with his strange voice, tells her of his love. ‘Yamandhu marang?’ he asks.

‘Ngawa, I’m well, mandaang guwu.’ It sounds formal but there is a smile in her voice of thanks, and she is reminded of the innocence of their first flirtations.

‘Penny for your thoughts,’ he asks and before she has a chance to ask what he means, he corrects himself. ‘What are you thinking?’ He takes her hand, and she closes her eyes again.

‘I’m thinking about our ngurambang, our land, Mother Earth. About my connection here, about the connection Ngiyagir has here too, and my memories growing up, memories I want my gudha to know and have,’ she squeezes his hand. ‘Our gudha.’

He squeezes her hand back.

‘I want them to understand ngurambang is in them, around them, part of them, and they part of it, born of it. Their body and soul is in this place.’

She starts to sway. ‘I’m thinking about the flow of the bila, the fish swimming together, how they belong to this place also. The ducks floating above the water too.’

She visualises the ecosystem they have relied on for time immemorial, the interconnection of so many other creatures and the natural elements needed to survive and thrive. She breathes deeply, senses a hint of tobacco on him. She slides closer to his side, eyes closed, and rests her head on his shoulder.

‘This is my ngurambang, Daniel.’ She says his full name, one he never uses, but it sounds special to her and she loved the way Andrew Nugent said it on their wedding day. She says it again. ‘Daniel, this was my Old People’s ngurambang. This will be our gudha-galang ngurambang, and they will walk in the footprints of their Ancestors, just as I have. They will breathe their spirits, just as I do. And they will love this place, as I do.’

‘Just as I do,’ he repeats, waking her from her trance.

‘Daniel,’ she says.

He laughs. ‘People only call me Daniel when I’m in trouble, or when it’s serious.’

‘It is serious,’ she whispers, taking his hand and placing it on her belly. ‘Bala-dhu ngamundhuray, I am with child.’ It is the right time to tell him, and the words flow as freely as the galing in the bila.

No one is more surprised than Dan, but he smiles, running his hand over Miinaa’s already growing belly, noticeably rounder and firmer than months gone by. A new life is forming inside her womb, and in that moment she feels a sense of closeness and peace she has been craving forever.

‘A gudha brings hope and joy, and more love,’ she says, always believing what the older women had told her many times.

Dan pulls her into his arms and holds her so tight she can barely breathe, so she pulls back slightly, but when she feels the rise and fall of his shoulders, and hears his sobs, she falls into him again, his arms looser around her body now. She can’t know, she will never know, how her pregnancy has made the conversation and the fight with Jack earlier so much more significant.

In that moment, Miinaa knows without question that she has everything she needs in Dan and their growing miyagan; that the trust and caring she offers Dan is reciprocated and eternal.



Miinaa’s second pregnancy seems to pass by more easily than the first. There are fewer surprises and questions, and she is less concerned about what to do this time around. She knows what is expected of her now, when she must lie down and rest, what changes to her body are occurring, and why. She feels less ill, and thankfully has assistance from Catherine, because Ngiyagir has taken to searching out and playing with marsh frogs and attempting to chase possums up trees, and she is forever on the move. Susanna refers to the youngest as a rascal, and he proves to be a joker for all the children at Cloverdale.

Life has changed for all of them, as the Nugent children are growing. Lalla is now ten years old, the twins nine years old, and Ngawaal, while still clinging to her side, is eight years old. Their lessons with Susanna are also becoming more involved, and taking more time during the day.

Catherine has assumed more of Miinaa’s duties, and more help has been hired by the Nugents as the station continues to grow, just like her family. The routine of daily life and the love she can bestow upon her own gudha-galang give her hope on the days when she feels homesick for her old life with the rest of her Clan.

When Miinaa goes into labour earlier than expected, she hasn’t had time to travel to the birthing place by the bila, where the older women would have cared for her, delivered her baby. When the contractions begin it is too late to leave Cloverdale, and she is in too much pain to consider what a birth inside a house might mean.

‘The bila!’ she cries out, hunched over in the potato patch, trying to move as fast as she can to get out of the rain that has just begun to fall in huge drops for the first time in months. She can hear the children screaming with joy as mud forms on what was dried and cracked earth.

‘There’s no time,’ Susanna says, holding her by the arm, and escorting her into the house. ‘This rain will make it difficult. It’s too dangerous.’

‘But I must.’ Miinaa cannot imagine having the baby in the homestead, without the elder women. She begins to fret and cry with distress.

‘You must calm down, Miinaa, for the child, please.’ Susanna pleads with her, and while she can hear the words, Miinaa’s own sobs and the sounds of the gudha-galang screaming, as well as the noise of the rain falling harder, create a racket in her ears.

Lalla, Oscar and Edward run past and stop in front of her and Susanna, and she knows the children are healthy and happy, so she considers that maybe the white ghost way of birthing will be fine for her own newborn too.

‘Get inside!’ Susanna yells at the children, who are watching the two women, and her raised voice shocks them and Miinaa, who stops still, as the children do before they run off. It is rare for the matriarch of the property to raise her voice, and when she does everyone knows she is serious, and that one or all of them will surely end up on their knees praying for forgiveness at some point.

‘Don’t forget Ngiyagir,’ Susanna sings out, pointing to the youngest, who is jumping like a frog in the mud. As Miinaa watches the gudha playing happily, the pain of labour is momentarily numbed. But soon a cramp in her abdomen moves to her back and it is so overwhelming she almost faints.

‘Andrew!’ Susanna yells again, and Miinaa is surprised at the lung capacity of a woman so slight. A woman who is always composed and dignified, always gentle and generally softly spoken, now yelling like the men in the paddocks yell to each other. ‘ANDREEWWWWW!’ she screams again.

It takes a few seconds but when Andrew Nugent appears, he is racing towards his wife with fear on his face, hat in hand, as the rain had brought wind with it too.

‘Susanna, what is it?’ he says frantically. Miinaa knows the words are also asking if she is all right. She can see the worry on his face.

‘The baby is coming now!’

Andrew takes Miinaa by the left elbow.

‘Where’s Dan?’ Susanna asks. ‘And where’s Catherine?’ She takes a breath and yells again. ‘CATHERINE!’

Miinaa wants to tell Susanna that all the yelling is unsettling for her, and probably the gudha too. Instead, she focuses on her breathing, hoping the pain will subside quickly, fully aware this might take hours.

‘I wish my old girls were here,’ she says to herself. Susanna is fussing so much she doesn’t notice. Miinaa wants to hear their stories again, and their songs; they would help her through the labour, and welcome the child into the world. She begins to cry. She should be with Wiradyuri women for the birth of her child. That’s the way it has always been.

‘Miinaa? Are you all right?’ Susanna asks, pulling Miinaa’s bonnet from her head gently, and pushing the loose wet hair behind her ears.

‘Ngawa,’ she says, breathing out the pain, and wiping her hand across her face.

Susanna and Andrew lead her to the steps of the house. ‘We’re nearly there,’ Susanna says, then yells again, ‘CATHERINE!’ The woman flies through the door and nearly runs into the trio.

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Catherine says anxiously.

‘Fix our bedchamber,’ Susanna says. ‘Boil the water. The baby’s coming.’

Once Miinaa is settled into the bed, the labour becomes unbearable. She loses track of the number of waves of pain she’s endured, and of how many times Susanna tells her to breathe.

‘I am breathing,’ she responds. ‘I’ve been breathing since the day I was born.’ Miinaa is uncharacteristically sarcastic because Susanna is not helping.

‘I’m so tired,’ she says. Susanna is counting how long the pain lasts.

‘You can do this!’ Susanna is encouraging, but Miinaa is doubtful.

Then she hears someone say, ‘Push, Miinaa, push!’ Though she hears the words, the sound is muffled, and she is pushing as hard as she can, but she has no energy left. Then, with one final, mighty effort, it happens, the gudha is born. It feels like an eternity before she hears the first cry, the sound that will tell her that her newborn is alive, breathing. She starts to panic but can’t find the strength to ask Susanna what’s wrong. She can hear Catherine fussing about, tugging on the linen, and she can see Susanna wrapping the baby, but still there is no sound, and just as she is about to draw on the little energy she has left in her tired body, it comes – the wailing sound of a baby that brings joy to her ears and appeases all her worry, at least for the moment.

When her tears start to fall they flow steady like the bila after rainfall. They bring with them relief, happiness and love for the child she and Dan have created, their marambangbilang ngamurr, Magaadhang. Their beautiful daughter, who will carry the name Clover.

When Dan arrives he is soaked to the skin, but everyone at Cloverdale is grateful that the bila is flowing strongly after so long, with a solid downpour.

When Susanna has cleaned up both mother and child, and all the bloodied sheets have been removed from the bedchamber, she lets Dan in to meet his baby girl.

‘Miinaa,’ Dan says softly. He tries to gently get past the children, but none of them want to move, all enthralled at the sight of the little being breathing new life into their home.

‘Come, now.’ Catherine ushers the children out.

Miinaa looks up wearily, the baby resting on her chest, sleeping, bare skin against bare skin.

‘She’s beautiful, like you,’ he says, kissing Miinaa’s forehead. ‘Do I get to help choose a name this time, or does she already have one?’ He smiles, and she smiles, and she offers the tiniest laugh with the little energy she has left.

‘I chose the Wiradyuri word for clover, Magaadhang. We don’t have a word for shamrock, but she can be your own lucky clover. Ngawa?’

‘Ngawa,’ he nods, a single tear falling down his cheek. ‘Magaadhang, my own little flower.’

When Windradyne appears the next day, Miinaa is sitting with the newborn and Dan outside, the gudha breathing in her ngurambang for the very first time.

He arrives bearing the gift of food. This time he has a gudharang for the celebration. Ngiyagir races to tell his mamaba about his baby sister, but not before he tells him about a swooping magpie.

‘Mamaba, Mamaba! A garru came right down and tried to bite my head. I had to move my arms like this’ – the child waves his arms in the air frantically – ‘and make him go away.’

Miinaa can see the smile on her brother’s face, the joy her son brings to everyone daily, trying to catch frogs, hopping and croaking like the creatures himself.

Windradyne picks the boy up and whooshes him through the air like a bird.

‘I’m a garru,’ he sings out, laughing. ‘Bala-dhu garru!’ There is laughter in the air for a few moments, then Windradyne puts the boy down abruptly.

‘Mamaba, Mamaba.’ The gudha points to his parents and the newborn. ‘Magaadhang! I have a minhi, a lucky minhi.’ Ngiyagir is so excited he gets down and frog hops towards his parents and sister.

Watching her son, Miinaa knows this will be one of those moments she will hold in her heart forever, pure joy to the eyes and ears.




Chapter Sixteen

Andrew Nugent has summoned them all, including Windradyne, to Cloverdale, and the warrior is surprised it’s taken so many months for the Irishman to call a meeting. They sit tightly squeezed around the wooden table. A dull light from the lamp keeps them in view of each other as the sun has all but set over the property and offers little light through the tiny, curtained window. The children quietly play in Miinaa’s bedchamber.

‘When the station holders last met in the town square, we learned that some stations have been abandoned, and in others, people are just hiding in their huts,’ Andrew announces solemnly, in a low voice.

‘I have heard that too, Dhungany.’ But Windradyne has heard and knows much more than he lets on, because he’s also been part of some of the attacks himself, and has orchestrated others. This is Wiradyuri land and life they are fighting for and he is glad that some of the white ghosts are so scared that they are frightened to leave their huts.

‘You know I’m on your side, Windradyne, the side of your people,’ Andrew declares, ‘but what’s the purpose of the attacks? They don’t help to keep peace in Bathurst.’

Windradyne is shocked that Andrew cannot see the issues at hand, the reason for the attacks. He doesn’t know how to respond to this Irishman who has always assumed a role of allyship, claimed to be on the side of the Wiradyuri, protective of Miinaa and all the gudha-galang and any other miyagan who might choose to visit Cloverdale.

Regardless of his declarations of support for, and protection of, those at Cloverdale, Andrew Nugent is a settler. He is a colonial, a beneficiary of a land grant, a colonial landowner who has claimed his property without effort nor fight; who has, with his own protection, thanks to Windradyne, assumed the privilege of owning ngurambang that will never rightfully be his.

Windradyne believes there’s enough respect between himself and Andrew to protect each other, and their families, in times of conflict, but they don’t see the story of what is unfolding in front of them the same way. The truth of the oppressor will never be the truth of the oppressed, and once he acknowledges that, Windradyne becomes cautious, even cynical. He decides he will listen to what Andrew has to say, but only speak if necessary.

‘They’re sending the military out here,’ Andrew says, as if a warning. ‘Some stations will get soldiers for protection. Because laws need to be obeyed, Windradyne. Murder is murder.’

It has become necessary to speak sooner than he’d thought.

‘What of our lore? Our way of doing things?’ Windradyne looks to his sister, who nods, urging him to continue. ‘They broke our law by coming here without permission, without sitting and talking to us like you did, without the yindyamarra you should pay when you enter someone’s hut. You do not just walk into another man’s station and stay there, do you, Dhungany?’

‘Of course not,’ Andrew answers.

‘And what would you call that if you did?’ Windradyne asks.

Andrew is an intelligent man. He knows the answer, but hesitates to say the word out loud.

‘Sir?’ Dan prompts him this time, and silence falls heavy on the group.

Susanna breaks the silence. ‘We’d call it an invasion.’

‘We are at war with the white ghosts,’ Windradyne announces, ‘and it will not end until we have control of our land again.’

‘Windradyne!’ Susanna is shocked by the proclamation, even though it was her words that had acknowledged the current situation as an invasion.

‘Be careful, Windradyne,’ Andrew warns. ‘They know who you are, they’ll be looking for you. The military, and the government officials.’

Dan starts laughing.

‘This is not a laughing matter, Daniel,’ Susanna chastises him.

‘I meant no disrespect, missus. I just wonder if they’re looking for Windradyne or a man called Saturday.’

Miinaa looks confused.

‘Surely you’ve heard people refer to your brother as Saturday? It’s because they say he only perpetrates raids on Saturday. But of course, I don’t know how much truth there is to that claim.’

Windradyne had learned about days of the week from Miinaa via Susanna, but they meant nothing to him. While his raids were strategic, they were not based on the white ghosts’ days of the week. They were planned according to his own sense of timing, of how to get his soldiers, the tribal warriors, into place for each attack.

Dan says, with concern, ‘Windradyne, there’s a bounty on your head.’

‘What does that mean?’ Miinaa asks.

‘They’ll pay a reward, money, to the person or people who capture Windradyne.’

‘But why?’ Miinaa’s voice is breaking.

‘They say it’s for killing cattle,’ Dan says, then looks to Windradyne. ‘You’re not safe here.’

‘We’re not safe while you’re here either, then,’ Susanna says, looking to Windradyne. ‘We’ll be targets for the military also, if they really want you.’

‘You need to be careful,’ Andrew says, trying to avoid Susanna’s eye. ‘I’ll never turn you in, but you need to keep yourself away from trouble. I can’t speak for the other station owners and what they might do.’

‘You understand we kill the cattle to eat, don’t you?’ Windradyne says to Susanna, then turns to Andrew. ‘Many of our own land animals have moved away as we have had to, so that people like you, so that you,’ he repeats, ‘have property like this for your own animals. Do you understand that?’

His words hang in the air, falling on the shoulders of the Nugents. Andrew closes his eyes and nods. He understands. Susanna does the same.

Dan coughs, then says. ‘It’s not just the cattle, Windradyne. They want you for your role as a leader.’

‘A warrior,’ Miinaa insists. ‘He’s a warrior!’

Dan nods. ‘Yes, authorities know you’re the warrior behind the raids.’

‘Let them come!’ Windradyne stands to leave. ‘I’m ready.’




Chapter Seventeen

As the new year begins, the January sun is scorching and the bila is the perfect place for some hot weather fun for the children from Cloverdale, as well as Windradyne’s two children Murrubri and Wirrarai. They are learning how to catch ducks, re-enacting how Windradyne scares the waterfowl then throws a net over them when they try to fly away from the bila. When he throws the net over the children for fun, they laugh hysterically, splashing and screeching, filling the air with happiness.

The sounds of this cheerfulness and playfulness that all young gudha-galang should enjoy gives the warrior some respite from thoughts about war against the white ghosts. He relishes the moment and the coolness of the bila. He loses himself in the experience of sharing culture with the children, being entertained as they attempt to catch fish with their hands and fall over laughing when he pretends to step on a sharp rock and fakes injury. When they start to sing, it brings some reprieve from the endless throbbing in his head as he tries to understand what has transpired over recent years with the arrival of the white ghosts, and the fact that there is now a bounty on his head for taking actions to ensure the mere survival of his mayiny.

In his darkest, loneliest moments, Windradyne has asked Baayami for strength and guidance, and he has begged his Ancestors for wisdom, but never has he questioned the creator or those who have walked before him as to why this invasion is happening, why the white ghosts are there. He has learned enough about the settlers to know it is their greed and their lack of humanity that have led to the conflicts across Wiradyuri Country, and he knows from communications passed from tribe to tribe that the same is happening across ngurambang in all directions.

It is hard to entice all the children to finally get out of the bila and dry off in the sun. They line themselves up along the riverbank, facing the cloudless sky, soaking up the warmth. And then it happens.

It is as if a musket is fired right by their heads. The sound is so loud and shocking, it shakes them all out of their moment of bliss, and following the report of the gun comes the charge of men from a patch of low thick scrub behind them.

‘Saturday! Get him! Grab him!’ the men are yelling.

The children start screaming hysterically.

Windradyne looks between the rushing men and the children. He would have to fight. But there are so many men.

‘Run!’ he screams to the children, wanting them to be gone, far away from the violence he knows will follow, desperate for them to be safe.

Windradyne uses all his might against the force of many men as his captors attempt to wrestle him to the ground. He struggles and breaks free, once, twice, three times. Each time he is forcefully pushed to the ground again, hit in the ribs, kicked in his back.

He calls on his Ancestors to give him strength, but it’s the last few years of colonial violence in his veins, pumping through his bloodstream, that form the fists he’s throwing wildy at the captors who are pulling and pushing him. He is fighting a one-man war today, but he has the strength of other warriors in his mind as he kicks out when he can, twisting his body, shaking the white ghosts off him. It’s not until Windradyne is struck by a musket to the head that he finally collapses to the ground, unable to move, the pain shooting through to his forehead. Then they have him.

The children have run off screaming in fear. Through blurry eyes, Windradyne can barely see their tiny legs running and asks the Ancestors to ensure they reach safety. His fight has always been for them, their future, their sovereignty, so that they can live empowered lives in the future.

As the young ones disappear from view, Windradyne does not see the smallest being pulled by the hand, falling constantly, only to be aggressively pulled up and dragged further to safety. They have all been taught to follow the flow of the river. It’s the same path they have walked many, many times before. Today, Giyalung leads the group and Windradyne hopes she remembers to search out markers along the way, and which trees will lead them back to Cloverdale.

The last thing Windradyne hears as he loses consciousness is the sound of a child calling out, ‘Guuuunhiiii!’



It’s nightfall when he regains consciousness. He is naked and tied to a tree, battered, bloodied and bruised. His head throbs, and a cut is oozing blood; he can smell it, but he can’t reach it.

His left eye is completely shut, swollen and bloodied from the beating, and his ribs ache. It takes him some time to work out where he is, and in the distance, through the moonlight and the blurry sight of his right eye, he determines he’s near Dalman. With some effort, and a lot of pain in his neck, Windradyne turns his head slightly to the right and can see the moonlight hit the bila and then has a mental flashback of what transpired earlier. But he has no idea if it is the same day, or if the children have made it home.

The brutal beating has left his back aching. The repeated blows to his body continued even after they had captured him. Violence was the white ghost colonial way.

With little vision, his other senses are working overtime; his stomach stirs and he dry retches when he recognises the stench of giil and gunang all over his body and around him. It is not his, though; someone has pissed and shat on him, many times.

In the dark of night he tries to focus on his surrounds and on how he might escape, but the pain is overwhelming. His body is covered in bruises and cuts, from his toes to his ears. He can smell the dried blood on his forehead and on the back of his head, and it feels like he is being poked in the same bruised spot, over and over.

When he attempts to stand upright, he finds it’s impossible – his legs are weak and it’s difficult to breathe with broken ribs, the pain increasing the deeper the inhale. He remains seated until he can think of a plan.

He falls in and out of consciousness, his thoughts traveling to Dyillybarnya, Warrama, Yaayacuu and the children. He needs to get back to them, keep them safe. How can he protect them while tied to a tree?

When the sun comes up, he wakes to find himself hallucinating, mumbling words that even he cannot understand. As the heat of the day increases, the smell around him and on him becomes nauseatingly pungent.

As the day progresses, passersby spit on him and yell obscenities. The warrior does not respond, but he doesn’t hang his head either. He remains proud. Strong in spirit. He is not the one to be ashamed; he is not the invader, the interloper, the violent-without-reason thief. That all falls on the white ghosts.

They will not break me. I will never give up, he affirms over and over as the days and nights begin to blur and time becomes meaningless and increasingly frustrating. He tries to be positive, but it is hard in the dark of night, when bush rats crawl over him, nibbling at his broken skin, causing more pain, and making it difficult for scars to heal. Windradyne takes control of his mind at those times, forcing his physical realities to the side, focusing on his miyagan, hoping everyone is safe.

He doesn’t know how long he has been tied to the tree when he hears voices unlike those of the men who had captured him. It takes some time before he recognises Dan’s accent. It’s the Irishman.

‘Shhh.’ He can hear Dan speaking to someone in a hushed voice. ‘Windradyne,’ he says, softly, ‘it’s Dan.’ The Irishman gets close. ‘Don’t make any noise. I brought water and food.’ Dan holds a flask of water up to Windradyne’s parched mouth, having only been offered food and water irregularly by his captors.

Dan lets him drink his fill, then takes potatoes and bread from his pocket, breaks them up and feeds him. While Windradyne chews, Dan updates him on life at Cloverdale, his miyagan.

‘Andrew says they’ll hold you for a month. But without a trial, they cannot keep you longer. And Miinaa wants you to come to Cloverdale as soon as they let you go. She’s frightened for you.’

‘Tell my minhi I’m strong of mind and will. But I will need to see my miyagan at the bend of the bila first. And then I will get to you all. How much longer is a month?’

‘It is any day now.’ Before he has the chance to ask about what more has happened while he’s been held captive, there’s a lantern nearby, and the sound of English voices.

‘Someone’s coming,’ Dan says, panicked. ‘I better go. Miinaa was worried about me being caught, and I’ve left a horse tied up by the river.’

Windradyne chuckles. ‘But you can’t ride,’ he says. ‘I think you’ll need more luck than me tonight.’

Dan lets out a small laugh, then takes off. Crouched down but moving swiftly, he disappears into the shrubs towards the bila.

To Windradyne’s surprise, the light of the lamp doesn’t get any closer, and he is left to his own thoughts. Dan being there has unsettled him, fuelled his concerns for Miinaa and the children.

The worry for his miyagan that churns within him is so intense that he feels pain in his chest. He closes his eyes, forcing himself to slow his breathing, clear his mind of violent thoughts. He tells himself everyone else is safe; that the white ghosts will be happy enough now they have captured him, and they will leave the rest of the Clan alone.

No sooner has he found some peace than images of the children running from the bila the day he was captured start to play over and over in his mind, and depression sets in, the fear in their screams bringing tears to his eyes. The children, it is always about the gudha-galang. But what good is he to them here?

In his darkest moment, Windradyne thinks about death. He is not afraid of dying; he knows his spirit will be met by the Ancestors and will always be in his ngurambang. His mind plays tricks, and voices unheard before talk to him at all hours but they are not giving him the guidance and affirmations he usually receives. Rather, these new voices tell him his life is over; that he is meant to be in the afterlife. They have left you here to die, they say.

The voices confuse him and he’s no longer sure what is real and what is imagined. His helplessness depresses him. Maybe he has been left there to die; and maybe he should not give the white ghosts the pleasure of knowing they killed him. Maybe he should rob them of that pleasure, just as they have robbed him of so much. Maybe he should just take his own life. What point is there in waiting for the inevitable? He hears the voices again: What are you waiting for? they ask. They’ve left you here to die.

The suicidal thoughts and moments of psychosis don’t last, though. Windradyne is mentally and emotionally stronger than most men, he knows that. He channels his thoughts towards memories of growing up, the teachings of his Old People, the importance of his values. In doing so he feels a sense of power, and each thread of his story, each reminder of who he is as a Wiradyuri warrior, and where he has come from, brings his mind back to his miyagan, to Miinaa and the gudha-galang, to his purpose on earth.

Windradyne knows they captured him because he’s a threat to them and a power to his people. When that truth becomes clear, his courage returns.

Although alone, his heart is full of love, because he has been taught to live with yindyamarra, to forgive, to share, to care for other people, even though they have forced him to fight. With so much time with nothing but his mind to keep him company, and regaining his strength and guidance from the Ancestors, he turns his thoughts to a strategy. To what he will do when he is free again.

Dan said it will be any day now. And then they will see.

It is dark when they set him free. The white ghosts are so cruel they won’t even afford him the opportunity to find his way home by daylight. But he knows the land, he knows his way back to his people. Sunrise or moonlight, he is on his way home.

As he walks towards the bila he yells out into the darkness, ‘Yuwin ngadhi Windradyne, bala-dhu Wiradyuri-giyalang. Bala-dhu maayul.’ The white ghosts may hear him, but they will not understand his statement of pride.

I am Windradyne. I have Wiradyuri belonging. I am a warrior.




Chapter Eighteen

He rises early and waits, as he has done since he saw his brother-in-law tied to the tree, a prisoner in his own land.

Dan appreciates the silence of early morning. It gives him time to think about what he should do next, how he should approach his wife about his concerns, around feeling unsafe with the escalating war. He feels nauseous when he thinks of how violently and brazenly Windradyne was captured, in full view of the children, the youngest having nightmares ever since.

‘You’re here,’ Miinaa says softly, not wanting to startle Dan, who stands on the verandah facing the path that leads to the homestead. ‘You’re always watching.’ She smiles at him as she hands him a mug of tea.

‘I’m waiting for Windradyne to return,’ he says, blowing into the steaming mug. ‘But—’

‘But what?’ she asks.

He sighs. ‘I’m also watching, and waiting for trouble to come to this place we all think is safe. I’m sure it’s just a matter of time before Cloverdale’s attacked.’

Miinaa’s eyes are wide and her mouth falls open. ‘Why would you say that? Why do you think that?’

‘I’m sure Andrew Nugent isn’t favoured by other station owners for being onside with your people. And we know the convicts outside of Cloverdale, some even here’ – he thinks of Jack – ‘don’t understand your role as owners of the lands, so we can’t rely on anyone else to defend us if anything happens.’

‘You’re scaring me, Dan.’ There’s a quiver in Miinaa’s voice, and while he doesn’t want to traumatise her unnecessarily, he’s convinced that Cloverdale is no longer safe.

‘Miinaa, we need to think about the children, how to protect them. I feel sick to the stomach when I think about the day Windradyne was captured, attacked in front of the little ones in broad daylight. It’s obvious the authorities have no concern for the young ones. I fear they’ll see much worse if violence comes to this station.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘I’m wondering if we should move from here.’ He looks at her, hoping she agrees.

‘To where? Where could possibly be safer than Cloverdale?’

‘I don’t know, I just feel like we’re a target here, especially once Windradyne returns.’ As soon as he says it, he regrets it.

‘So you don’t even want my brother to come here now?’ Dan can hear the anger and disappointment in Miinaa’s voice.

‘No, no, that’s not what I mean! I just mean that we’re in this together, and we all need to be safe, and I’m not sure this is the best place.’

‘But you have no other place for us to go, do you?’ It’s a question and a criticism and he feels wounded as a husband and father, unable to find an answer.

‘Guuunhiiii,’ comes the call from Ngiyagir.

She moves towards the door, but Dan takes her gently by the wrist.

‘I’m sorry. I’m just worried about you, about everyone.’

She touches his cheek and he knows the warmth of her palm is filled with love.



Dan doesn’t want to have that conversation with Miinaa again; their communication is strained enough. So he is busy fixing a fence when he sees Windradyne walking across the property, arriving from the direction of the river. He realises then how stupid he was watching the gate – of course the warrior would follow the river to Cloverdale; it’s what he always does.

‘Yiradhu marang,’ he sings out, trying to sound positive, while trying to imagine how exhausted and dehumanised Windradyne must feel.

Windradyne nods and offers a hint of a smile. He’s lost a lot of weight. A once lean man, he is now too thin, and Dan hopes Susanna can provide a good meal, or many good meals, to help bring his strength back.

‘Miinaa!’ Dan sings out and she looks from the homestead where she sits with the children. It is a few seconds before she sees her brother, but when she does, she moves so fast that she is upon him in no time. The children are in tow. They throw their skinny arms around him and hug him and cry for some time.

By the time they all reach the homestead, Susanna has made tea and damper and the adults sit down to eat while Catherine takes the children to the bila for a swim.

‘It was very hard,’ he tells them, while devouring the damper as any man would who had been held captive as he was. ‘The nights were long and lonely, the days riddled with indignity. I was the target for all the hatred of the white ghosts for the Wiradyuri. And I was always hungry.’ He drains his mug of tea and holds it up with a smile, hoping for another. Susanna cannot get up fast enough to fill it again.

‘But I was never going to let them break me, never. I always knew, I always know, that the Ancestors have a plan for me, and that plan is to see our people have freedom and peace.’

‘Windradyne, I couldn’t believe they captured you, and in front of the children,’ Andrew says. He lays a hand on the warrior’s shoulder. ‘I went to the adminstrator’s office as soon as I could, to find out what happened, but they couldn’t give me straight answers. It took many visits before they told me they would hold you for a month.’

‘Did they ever tell you why?’ Miinaa asks.

‘Not directly, but I believe they wanted to punish him and make him an example to the rest of your people,’ Susanna says.

‘How has everyone been here?’ he asks, looking at each of them in turn.

‘The gudha-galang were scared, gumbal,’ says Miinaa, ‘but now they’ve seen you’re all right, they’ll rest better. We all will.’ She looks to Dan and he feels her relief.

‘And you, missus?’ he asks Susanna.

‘I prayed for you every day, three times a day, Windradyne, that you would come back to us safely, and here you are.’ She blesses herself and looks to the crucifix and nods. ‘The Lord listened.’

‘And the workers?’ Windradyne asks Andrew, and Dan wonders if the truth will be told, that the employees at Cloverdale don’t feel safe either now.

Andrew clears his throat.

‘Some of the men were shocked, and some were…’ he pauses. ‘Some I think were glad you were captured.’

‘What?’ Miinaa stands. ‘Who was glad? Not Vinnie. I’m sure not Vinnie.’

‘Not Vinnie, but I think some of the Irish lads fear for their safety here too, if Windradyne’s a target, and he’s here so much. And they were scared for the children the day they came running and screaming about the capture.’ Andrew has pain written all over his face, recalling that day.

‘I understand,’ Windradyne says softly. ‘I should stay away, to keep you all safe.’

‘No!’ Miinaa says, but Dan wishes she wouldn’t. Windradyne not visiting might make Cloverdale a little safer. Especially if there’s an escalation of the conflict.

‘That’s not necessary, Windradyne. We’re in this together. This is your home.’ Andrew looks to Susanna, who nods to her husband, and then to the warrior. ‘We would never ask you not to be here, not to visit, or stay. Miinaa and the children belong especially now. Your family is our family.’

Dan is surprised by Andrew and Susanna’s show of solidarity, and while he doesn’t feel any safer, he at least knows that the Nugents will do their best to protect everyone at Cloverdale.




Chapter Nineteen

‘No, no, no!’ Miinaa cries, rocking back and forth at the carnage in front of her.

She’d been relieving herself in private when the white ghosts had approached Dalman, full of rage, and attacked everyone in sight. She had been miraculously protected by the wide girth of a gum tree and surrounding shrubbery.

It’s a chilly, overcast May day, but her face is burning as the tears stream down. She sobs uncontrollably, her head throbs, and images of the slaughter she’s just witnessed make her feel nauseous. Through her tear-filled eyes she searches for her brother desperately, not daring to leave the spot that saved her life, in case those hate-filled men are still there, waiting.

‘Wiraaaaaay!’ She knows the pain and anger in that scream have come from Windradyne. She feels as if someone is standing on her heart as she watches him fall to his knees by the bodies of his wife Warrama, his eldest son, Murrubri, two of his nieces and his mother-in-law. He gently picks his wife up and lays one hand on the young boy. His kin lie slain in front of him and in that moment Miinaa wants to die herself. But panic sets in when she wonders where the toddler Wirrarai is, and she hopes he’s escaped with his other mothers. She dry retches, and her throat burns, then she vomits up what little is in her belly. The bile contains the hatred she feels for the arrogant and inhumane colonisers who have inflicted such devastation upon her people; all the misery, all the death, all the loss.

Slowly and fearfully she walks from behind the tree but stops immediately, when the smell of death, of the massacre, hits her nostrils. She doesn’t count the Black bodies that lie dead, nor those who whimper in pain, maimed by the attack. The carnage before her is heartbreaking.

‘Why?’ she whimpers. All they had done was take some potatoes to eat. ‘Why would you kill for potatoes?’ But there is more to it than potatoes, she is sure of it.

She wants to hug her gumbal, who is whispering words between devastated sobs over the bodies of his loved ones. But she lets him have this sacred time for himself. She knows he will be asking the Ancestors to carry their spirits safely to them.

How will Windradyne ever recover? A child should never pass over before the parent. That thought carries her mind to her own gudha-galang, and she’s thankful she’d left them back at Cloverdale with Dan when her Wiradyuri miyagan had asked her to join them. It’s as if a sixth sense had warned her that tragedy was imminent.

As she turns slowly, trying to take in what has happened, Miinaa is overwhelmed with grief, her heart shattered into so many pieces she doesn’t know how it will ever be put back together.



Calling on her Ancestors to help her, she places one foot in front of the other. Digging deep within her spirit, she gathers her inner strength and keeps walking. She needs to get back as quickly as she can to her children, back to the safety of Cloverdale, the safety of her home that is someone else’s home. And that reality has never been more evident than today; with colonial violence came the reminder of who was now in charge of this place.

Miinaa tries to be strong for her brother, who slowly walks nearby, carrying his wife across the front of his body, tall and silent, somehow still showing strength in the face of adversity. She cannot understand how he maintains a strong presence under the pressure of it all. She doesn’t know how he isn’t yelling his lungs out at a world that has destroyed all that is sacred to him. What she does know is that there will be revenge for the Dalman massacre. Windradyne will not let the white ghosts get away with what they have done to him, to all of them.

Miinaa’s pace slows, her body weary, as others walk nearby, limping, carrying their own loved ones, including Miinaa’s nephew.

Word has travelled across ngurambang already, and the Nugents are aware there has been an attack, but not of who has been injured or killed. It is dusk by the time Miinaa and the others reach Cloverdale. The howls of grief and mourning carry across the property to where the children are playing close to the house. They start screaming and crying, though they have no understanding of the procession of broken bodies and spirits walking towards them, and this alerts Susanna, Andrew and Catherine, who come outside to see what is happening. Vinnie and other stockmen can be seen coming in from the paddocks on horses, riding with determination.

Susanna has hitched up her dress to run as fast as she can to the boundary fence, but stops to yell at the children first, ‘Go inside! NOW!’ She waits a few seconds as Catherine shepherds them in, then rushes to Miinaa, who collapses, exhausted, just inside the rickety gate. She sobs uncontrollably, tries to speak, but the words are stuck in her chest.

‘What happened?’ Susanna asks frantically, looking towards Windradyne, and when there is no response, asks again, ‘What happened?’

Windradyne gently gets to his knees and rests his wife on the ground. But he is without words. He looks around to see his son being carried by another man who is suffering injuries himself.

Within an hour there are many Wiradyuri sitting, lying, howling, grieving. Miinaa sits next to her brother. Susanna has respectfully covered both mother and son, and then all the others. Vinnie has been instructed by Andrew to build some humpies to shelter people who have come from Dalman, and Susanna has already started praying for the souls of the departed.

‘Eternal rest grant unto them, O Lord, and let perpetual light shine upon them. May their souls and the souls of all the faithful departed, through the mercy of God, rest in peace. Amen.’ Susanna makes the sign of the cross and turns to Windradyne, whose eyes are hollow. No one speaks.

Miinaa finally picks herself up and walks to her gumbal. She knows her brother has been drained of everything – love, hope, trust. She helps him get up, his own body exhausted by what has happened, and she pulls him close, wrapping her skinny arms around him, holding tighter than she has ever held anyone, or anything. She wants him to know he is not alone; she will always be there for him.

The tears flow between them, and his heartache is palpable. And then in a flash, he pulls back. He sniffs, swallows, looks to his wife and son, and then to all those sitting by small fires to keep warm.

‘They will pay,’ Windradyne says under his breath, but loud enough for Miinaa to hear. Then, the words seeming to come from deep within him, he yells, ‘This is war!’

That night, Miinaa doesn’t want to sleep. She doesn’t want to take her eyes off the gudha-galang. She watches the rise and fall of their chests as they sleep.

Dan goes to her, sits on the edge of the tiny bed and quietly asks her to join him and the Nugents. They need to know what happened, and the women want advice on how to help prepare the burial for those who have died.

‘Yesterday,’ she says, ‘we walked along the Wambool, at Dalman, and there were a lot of potatoes growing there, like we grow yams.’ She nods to the garden that Susanna has nurtured since they arrived. ‘And the white ghost there offered us some. We took them gratefully because we know that a gift of food should never be turned away. We thought it was generous. To share. The way we always share our food among all the miyagan, and because we know Dalman means place of plenty, that there is always plenty for everyone.

‘Then…’ She bursts into tears, almost choking on the memories. She starts to dry retch, moving quickly away from the table. Dan and Susanna stand, but then she swallows, finds her breath and returns to the table. She has one hand over her mouth, the other on her belly, and waits until she feels she can speak again.

Dan squeezes her hand when she sits back down and Susanna offers a cloth to wipe her face, but it is some minutes before she can speak again. Until then, the others sit silently, grief hanging heavy in the air.

‘Today, we went back and took some more potatoes, because they were very good, and we were hungry, and the white ghosts were friendly.’ She swallows. ‘Then they just charged at everyone.’ She burst into tears again, and this time it is several minutes before she can stop. When she does, she tells them about the noise of the men, the screams of the women and children, how she had frozen with fear behind the tree where she was relieving herself. How all she could think about were the gudha-galang at Cloverdale, and Dan. She squeezes his hand.

‘I thought I’d never see you all again.’ She buries her head in Dan’s lap like a child, like Ngawaal use to do as a toddler, helpless, desperate to feel safe.



Dawn breaks and Miinaa opens her crusty eyes after little sleep. For a fleeting moment she wonders if it might have just been a bad dream, a nightmare, and that when she walks outside, her world will not be shattered.

She rises slowly and quietly. The children are still sleeping and one of them is snoring softly, a sound that fills her with relief. Her gudha-galang are safe.

Dressed in her tunic, she walks slowly to the kitchen to begin her chores. Perhaps if she acts like nothing has happened, maybe nothing has happened. Susanna is awaiting her arrival and throws her arms around her immediately. It’s the first time such dramatic affection or emotion has been shared between the two. And Miinaa knows then that none of what she remembers was a dream. It was a bloody nightmare, but they were all awake. Both women begin to cry, and Miinaa holds Susanna tight. Though she is of the white-skinned tribe, they are both women, who experience the same emotions of love and fear. Today they are just two humans who feel pain.

When they are both cried out, Miinaa pulls away.

‘I don’t know what my brother will do now.’ She wipes her face with her apron. ‘I don’t think he’ll survive this. There can never be justice for what has been done.’

Susanna moves about the kitchen, putting kindling into the fireplace to boil water for tea. ‘In the Bible it talks about an eye for an eye, but I don’t believe in retaliation, Miinaa. I believe in turning the other cheek.’ She sees that Miinaa has no idea what she is talking about. ‘As a Christian, hurting each other is wrong. Especially what has happened here. It is very wrong.’ She wipes a tear from her eye.

‘I need to find Windradyne.’ Miinaa hopes Susanna will let her go looking, instead of tending to the usual chores of the day.

‘He’s out there.’ Susanna points to the small window that faces east.

The sun is rising and makes her squint. She moves closer and sees her brother, Dan, Andrew, Vinnie and some of the other men in the distance, standing below an age-old giant murrung, the same one that Windradyne used to teach the children how to cut a gulaman.

‘What are they doing?’ she asks.

‘Andrew suggested we could bury your family here at Cloverdale, and any other of your people who want to be here.’ Susanna puts her hand on Miinaa’s arm. ‘I think that’s a good idea, don’t you?’

‘If that’s what he wants,’ Miinaa whispers, but she is sure that after ceremony he will want to bury those who have passed over back at Dalman, the place of plenty, by the bila. Right now, all she wishes is that she could relieve her brother of the grief that will be swallowing him up.

Miinaa puts her hand to her heart as she watches Windradyne point in various directions, looking to the sky, then the earth, shaking his fist, then falling to his knees, slumped over. She wants to run to him, but it is a moment for the men, and as Dan rests one hand on the shoulder of her brother, the image crushes her more.



‘I’m worried about my gumbal,’ she tells Dan in the dark of night; their lovemaking has been more about connection than desire in recent times. He pulls her close, holds her firmly, stroking her arm as softly as possible with his callused hands.

‘He’s full of rage, and I don’t know what to do,’ she whispers, not wanting to disturb the children. ‘I have no doubt he’s planning revenge attacks with the other warriors.’ She has been so worried; she needs to speak. ‘The nearby stations will feel the full force of his revenge, I’m sure of it.’

‘You need to stop him, Miinaa. He’s going to kill more people, and many are innocent.’

She frees herself from Dan’s hold.

‘Like his wife and son were innocent?’ she says, her eyes blazing with anger, her temper fuelled and her voice louder than he has ever heard it. ‘Like all our people murdered on their own land were innocent?’

‘Miinaa, shhh.’ He tries to calm her. ‘The violence that has already happened here… it just can’t continue.’

She gets up from the bed, her heart thumping in her chest. She wants to scream at him that he knows nothing about their trauma, but she knows it’s not his fault. Instead, she asks him, through gritted teeth, trying to keep her voice low, ‘Would you feel different if it were me they killed?’

She’d expect her lover to have the same response as Windradyne and is shocked by his reply.

‘I’d kill myself; it’s that simple. I couldn’t live without you,’ Dan says and Miinaa is astounded at how matter-of-fact he is about taking his own life.

Her shoulders slump. ‘I believe your love is that strong, but don’t ever talk like that. No one should ever take their own life, ever. Life is a gift. And what about the gudha-galang? They will always need you.’

He stands up, tries to get close to her, but she holds him at arm’s length.

‘I just meant I wouldn’t kill other people because of my own pain.’

‘You just don’t understand what miyagan means to us. It is everything, and I must support my gumbal. I must.’ She looks for recognition in his eyes, for him to nod, or smile, or give some sign that he knows what she is talking about, but there is nothing. ‘Do you understand that the white ghosts think that potatoes are more important than Wiradyuri people? That people died because of some potatoes?’ She wants to shake the ignorance out of Dan. Perhaps Windradyne’s original concerns were valid. Dan might have similar values to hers, but he was still a white ghost himself, and was never going to understand many of the things she needed him to grasp.

‘They call us savages, Dan, but they’re the ones who kill children, for potatoes! Who are the savages? Answer me that, then, Dan.’ She pushes him in the chest, the frustration too much.

He doesn’t react, just stands still, silent, looks at her sadly.

‘Do you think potatoes are more important than we are?’ She knows she is speaking intemperately, but it’s why she understands her brother will be set on revenge. He is drowning in his own grief.

‘Miinaa.’ Dan steps forward and manages to bring her into his arms. When he holds her close, she wants to push him away because she needs to feel understood, not just listened to. But she also needs to feel protected and safe, so she allows herself to fall against him.

‘I’m just afraid for you, my love, for all of us. I know the killing won’t end. I know the British will never give up. But my job as your husband is to make sure you are safe.’




Chapter Twenty

It’s not yet winter but the weather is harsher than anyone remembers for this time of year. Most are wrapped in possum skin cloaks for warmth. There are fires burning across the landscape, and Miinaa thinks they represent more than staving off the cold, that there are messages being shared across Clans, but she is not skilled enough to decipher them.

It’s not until Windradyne reappears only days after burying his wife, son and other miyagan that she learns the truth of the fires; that more Wiradyuri have been massacred in the most barbaric way. Windradyne speaks of people writhing in pain, vomiting, calling out desperately for help, with their agonising cries in vain.

With great emotion, Windradyne explains that the poisoning deaths had been planned by the settlers. That it was no accident. Miinaa cannot believe the evil within that would inspire anyone to do something so cruel.

He struggles to tell her that men and women alike had been lured by the promise of damper, poisoned on purpose by shepherds and left for the taking. A simple meal of water, flour and salt turned into something to destroy lives, take lives. Miinaa is reminded of her words to Dan after the potato killings: Who are the savages? And she remembers his response: that the British will never give up killing them.

The theft of land was bad enough, but the taking of so many lives, so violently, so traumatically, so unnecessarily – those acts have been too much to fathom. Miinaa now understands her brother’s reasoning; she starts to think like Windradyne, considering what needs to be done to avenge the maltreatment of her people. She will support whatever responses, whatever actions, he plans.

Ngumambinya, she will always trust that Windradyne has their miyagan’s best interests at heart. And if not for her own children growing up so quickly, she would go into battle herself.

Miinaa keeps these thoughts to herself for now, because there is still so much about life as a Wiradyuri yinaa that Dan will never understand, nor accept.

In the days ahead, Miinaa takes care of miyagan who stay in the humpies Vinnie and the other men had fashioned for those who came from Dalman. There has been too much heartache in such a short period of time. They all feel the weight of death in the dark clouds that hover above them.



‘Stay safe,’ Windradyne warns his sister as he leaves Cloverdale. Passing Dan on his way out, he nods an acknowledgement but nothing more. Miinaa wonders if her brother knows about her husband’s stand on the revenge attacks, but has little time to think about it. She needs to update Dan immediately.

‘Windradyne didn’t speak to me.’ Dan sounds puzzled, disappointed.

‘He is focused, worried about…’ She pauses.

‘What is it?’ Dan’s tone turns to concern.

‘Two girls have been kidnapped, at Bungendaw.’

‘What? When? And where is that?’

‘It’s many days walk from here. Windradyne says south, downwards. The Weereewa are gathering.’ Miinaa says it matter-of-factly, as if this is normal to them now; what the tone hides is that her mind is in turmoil.

Dan looks shocked. ‘To avenge their kidnapping?’

She nods. ‘Windradyne’s worried for my safety, about the girls, about all the yinaa-galang, not just on Wiradyuri Country, but everywhere.’

Dan tenses. ‘I can protect you, Miinaa.’ He puts his right hand to his heart. ‘I will protect you, always. And I’d help Windradyne, but…’ A flush of pink suffuses his face.

‘But?’ she asks, hoping he doesn’t say he is scared. She can’t have him afraid because she is afraid enough for all at Cloverdale. She moves closer to him.

‘I’m worried for my own life, because if something happens to me, I can’t protect you and the children.’ Dan paces the tiny room, one hand on his forehead, the other on his hip. ‘I can now see your side, the side of the Wiradyuri, and I understand the need for the resistance. But it’s so much bloodshed.’

She takes the hand from his forehead and holds it.

‘Dan, we don’t kill anything, even animals, for the sake of killing. And when we kill any animals like wambuwuny for food, we eat what we can, and use all the kangaroo, as you know. Nothing is wasted.’ She glances at the children, who are covered in kangaroo skins to keep them warm. ‘And you need to remember, Dan, when you say “bloodshed”, it’s mostly our blood that’s been shed. And we have our own lore, just like the white ghosts have laws. And I need you to understand that for our men, it is their duty to avenge the attacks on women.’ She doesn’t say rape; they both know the violent sexual acts that have occurred. She has tears in her eyes and the weight on her heart is unbearable; having to explain so much is a reminder of how different they are. Shared values and love are the foundation of their relationship, but their cultural differences are becoming more obvious.

‘I don’t know what to say to you anymore, or what to do, or what to think.’ Dan hangs his head sadly.

‘Put yourself in Windradyne’s shoes, Dan. What would you do if the same happened to your sisters, to me, to your own daughter?’ She hates feeling that the man in front of her appears to be only half the man her brother is.

Dan pulls her close, holding her firmly to him. ‘I can never let myself imagine what I would do if anyone, anyone, harmed you.’ He loosens his grip, looks in her eyes and says with conviction, ‘I feel rage inside me now, just thinking for a second that you might be hurt. Do you know that?’

She nods.

‘And I’m forever grateful for the safety, the refuge you – we all have here at Cloverdale. At least conflict hasn’t come beyond the fences of this place.’

‘Not yet,’ she says, ‘though I’ve come to think you were right when you said we might not be safe here. But I need you to tell me you understand why Windradyne must retaliate, why the attacks on our women must be dealt with.’ She looks desperately at him for confirmation.

He nods yes, but only half-heartedly.



The tension between the couple lingers for days, the clash of cultures more obvious than ever. But the power of the bila and its ability to wash away tension and fear, albeit momentarily, is something they both appreciate, and so they head to their tree and take the children. Once their private spot of romance and dreams, the red spotted gum tree and the bila is now their place for respite, and a haven to share with their children.

As she sits there quietly now, she recalls the tree as the place where they first got to know each other. Learning to understand Dan’s story, and he her own, was somehow simpler then. The smallest smile appears as she remembers a time when infatuation left them both dizzy with desire.

As the children splash in the bila her heart maintains a constant ache, as if a white ghost is standing on her chest and boasting about his win over her people.

She is exhausted and speaks softly. ‘What do you see when you look out there?’ she asks him, closing her eyes and resting her head on his shoulder.

‘I see the river. The bila,’ he corrects himself. When Miinaa doesn’t respond, he asks, ‘What do you see?’

‘Even with my eyes closed, I see the many Wiradyuri mayiny who have travelled along the Wambool, over time immemorial, coming together to be part of ceremonies along its banks. I see the fish traps and the campfires and the middens, and I hear the storytelling, and the passing down of culture and knowledge.’ She stops, opens her eyes to check on the children, then closes them again. She breathes deeply. ‘I see the women’s birthing sites, and I see myself, sitting and weaving with the older women, and sewing together possum skins to make cloaks to keep us warm.’ She opens her eyes, looks to her left and points. ‘I see the scar trees that tell me we have been here forever, carving gulaman-galang to carry berries and babies.’

She takes in the flowing water of the bila. ‘I see galing that has carried my people in canoes made by our men to bring us fish, mussels and ducks to feed us.’ She closes her eyes again and adds, ‘And I see people from other tribes coming here, asking for permission before they fish or hunt or roam our land.’

She turns to look at Dan. ‘And with all those things I see, I hear the songs, the stories, and most of all I hear the laughter. And this is how I want to always feel in this place.’

She can’t tell if Dan understands or not, so she adds, ‘This is how I see this place, my place. Wiradyuri understand ngurambang and its place in our culture differently to the way your people see land.’

Dan takes his hand from hers. ‘My people?’ he asks, as if offended.

‘White ghosts, they have no emotional or spiritual connection to this ngurambang, and no history or cultural way of life to speak of here.’ She says it bluntly. ‘And as they are not my people, they are your people.’

She doesn’t intend for it to sound as is if they are in opposition, but she is determined to articulate her thoughts.

‘The white ghosts don’t see ngurambang the way we do. This is our mother. We are connected to her by birth, by blood, by language, by Clan.’

Dan is silent, his face showing no emotion.

‘The white ghosts build roads to get somewhere, but we follow the songlines, natural markings in the landscape, the bila, because we know the land, it has meaning for us. We go where nature has intended, not where we must force ourselves into the landscape.’ She takes his hand back into hers. ‘We see this place differently, and we do things very differently. And you know I speak the truth.’ She raises her eyebrows and smiles, nodding the thought, You understand, ngawa?

‘Miinaa, I am fair of skin, yes, a white ghost, as you say. But I am not English, and I am proud to be Irish.’ He puts his hand to his chest, over the shamrock beneath his shirt, and she understands. ‘I can’t help what’s happening here, or that I’m different to you. I can only be the best man I can be, now that I’m here. I’m honest and caring, and though I’m not from this place, I’m connected through our children. My blood runs through their veins also. You should not forget that, or dismiss it. And my love for you is beyond any words I can offer.’

Miinaa hears a crack in his voice, and she wishes he knew the love she has for him is also beyond measure. She takes his hand and puts it to her own heart.

‘I feel your love for me,’ she says. ‘And you will always have my heart.’




Chapter Twenty-One

Windradyne arrives at Cloverdale at dusk with two things on his mind: the safety of Miinaa and the gudha-galang, and what his next move will be. He looks around the property and sings out to Andrew Nugent first. He waits impatiently for a few seconds then realises he is probably finishing up for the day, releasing the men from their duties, and so heads towards the shed where they gather at the start and end of each day.

As he walks he sings out again, louder. ‘Barray yanha! Barray yanha! Dhungany, barray, Dhungany!’ His call is as strong as his lungs will allow and within seconds, he sees the Irish boss appear past the shed on a horse, and waves. Then he hears Miinaa call out from the homestead, turns to see her with Catherine and Susanna, and waves them back inside.

Andrew rides towards him on the chestnut gelding, which barely comes to a full stop when he dismounts, breathless, as if he’d been galloping himself.

‘What is it, Windradyne?’ he asks, wiping his sweaty brow with a handkerchief.

‘There’s been more bloodshed,’ Windradyne says, his voice thick with disgust. ‘At Swallow Creek.’

If Andrew Nugent knew anything about the colonial government occupying the station, he gives nothing away to the warrior.

‘What happened?’ Andrew asks.

‘Our men attacked the station.’

‘Who died?’

Windradyne knows the question is whether it was Blacks or the whites.

‘Two of ours were killed. And they captured three of our warriors.’

‘Tell me what happened.’

‘Many of us surrounded a hut, prepared for war. We took what we needed, we ate what we could.’ Windradyne is clinical in his description. ‘There were three white ghosts, but one escaped.’

‘And the other two?’

‘They lay naked for a while, stripped of their clothes and weapons,’ Windradyne says.

‘And their dignity.’ Andrew rubs his brow.

The dignity of the white ghosts is of neither concern nor interest to the Wiradyuri warrior, who believes the invaders had stripped themselves of their own dignity the moment they invaded his land.

‘But then’ – Windradyne’s eyes widen with a fierceness burning from within his belly – ‘without warning, two white ghosts appeared with muskets, and we were attacked.’ He stands tall. ‘But we resisted. We fought back. Some of us escaped but, as I said, two of our men died. I don’t know who shot them, but their deaths will be avenged. We must send a message that we will never give up. Never stop fighting. And Taylor, Columbummero and Callalbegary were taken prisoner.’ Windradyne bows his head in respect for some seconds, to honour their courage.

‘What now?’ Andrew asks calmly.

‘Our people have mobilised. It’s not just the Bathurst tribes, because it’s a war against all of us. Swallow Creek was not the beginning, and it won’t be the end.’

‘I’m worried,’ Andrew says, watching his horse slowly walk away. He starts to pace. ‘What’s to stop your people surrounding Cloverdale? Attacking us?’

Windradyne is shocked, taken aback by the question.

‘Our attacks are avenging the white ghosts’ actions. You’ve not hurt us, so there’s no need for you to fear us. You and Susanna have always treated us with yindyamarra, and our people across the ngurambang know the stories of this place, of your family and mine. They know this is a safe place for them also.’

Windradyne watches the concern drain from Andrew’s face.

‘We know you’re not like the other settlers, especially the English, who are cold-blooded killers, who kill for the sake of it. And you understand we’re only seeking to get payback for those of our own murdered, don’t you?’

Andrew shrugs and asks, ‘Has anyone else’s blood been let?’

‘One by the name of Samuel Terry.’

Andrew shakes his head. ‘But why, Windradyne, why?’

The warrior raises his voice. ‘Because he poisoned our people – isn’t that enough? It was a painful death. I saw it. My people deserve better. They deserve to live!’

Andrew is silent. His eyes glaze over as Windradyne continues.

‘And that Terry fellow, he built his hut on a bora ring. In our language we’d say he was nguru.’ Windradyne doesn’t tell Andrew that Terry was speared six times before they burned his hut to the ground and killed his cattle. He knows that as much as Andrew says he understands, the Irishman doesn’t have the stomach for the details. ‘I can’t imagine your white God would condone the treatment Wiradyuri people are enduring at the hands of the English. Who I assume, like you, are Christians.’ Windradyne’s inflection suggests it’s a question but he doesn’t expect an answer. ‘We believe that we’re made in the reflection of Baayami, and while we can accept our creator is not without flaws, the destruction of human life for no other reason than greed – well, that’s beyond being flawed, don’t you think, Andrew?’

As Andrew stands motionless, staring into the distance, Windradyne wonders what the Irishman is thinking. ‘There’s more,’ he says.

‘What more could there possibly be?’ Andrew sounds defeated by events he has not even been part of. Windradyne hears it in his voice and wishes for everyone’s sake he could say the conflicts were over, but he can’t.

‘There’s been other poisonings by shepherds and stockmen nearby at Warren Gunyah.’ Windradyne swallows hard.

‘Did something also happen at Millah Murrah?’ Andrew asks. ‘I overheard Vinnie and the others talking when they didn’t know I was there.’

‘They were revenge attacks, and a message to all the white ghosts,’ Windradyne says truthfully. ‘We were swift, skilful. We surprised those settlers.’ There is pride in his voice. ‘They had no time to defend themselves. Everything burned to the ground.’ Windradyne refrains from saying the men inside were cremated, but the look in Andrew’s eyes suggests he understands lives were lost.

‘And stock?’ Andrew Nugent asks.

‘Speared.’

‘Why the cattle, Windradyne? I don’t understand the cruelty to the animals too. I can’t defend your actions to other settlers, to anyone, if I don’t understand why.’

‘Remember, at Swallow Creek they poisoned the damper. Women and children were writhing on the ground. No bush medicine could heal it.’ Windradyne bows his head in respect for those who had suffered this most painful death. ‘The white ghosts, they are the cruel ones, they are the ones who treat us like our lives are worthless. That we are worth less than the animals they herd across the land, then slaughter anyway.’

Andrew looks to the sky, his eyes following a bird flying freely, then looks back to Windradyne.

The second the men’s eyes meet, Windradyne says, ‘Think about Susanna, and Lalla. Imagine hateful, evil men took your wife or your daughter, and held either of them prisoner and…’ He stops. The word rape does not exist in the Wiradyuri language. ‘Imagine the fire within you to harm those who hurt the ones you love.’

Andrew closes his eyes. Windradyne has asked him to walk in his shoes as a man, so he can finally understand.

‘When the Wiradyuri yinaa escaped from those two shepherds in the Capertee Valley, the Ancestors were with her, they got her back to her people, finally. But she was ruined – her spirit was destroyed, and her body broken. The men at that camp, they wanted revenge. So they went to the hut, they took the lives of those shepherds, they burned that hut down. It was poisoned with the evil of their actions. But then they paid the price for that retaliation. The soldiers arrived and’ – he pauses, overwhelmed with emotion – ‘they shot many Wiradyuri mayiny, including women and children.’ They will pay, he thinks.

‘Don’t you see, Windradyne? One violent act leads to another, and another, and at this rate it will never end,’ Andrew says, exasperated. ‘The killing, the pain, for you, for everyone. How many lives are you willing to lose in your revenge for lives already lost?’

‘What would you have us do? Nothing? Wait for the next yinaa to be taken, hurt in the most barbaric way, her spirit and body broken forever, then wait for the next child to be born out of that violence?’ He pauses, waits for Andrew to respond but there is only silence. ‘Do you want us to wait until there’s no land left that we can call ours? When all the land is finally in the hands of station masters, like you, Dhungany?’ It’s a stab at Andrew, but it is the truth of what is happening. The Nugents have been kind, but to Windradyne’s mind, they cannot continue to be granted immunity from the truth that they too are benefiting from the invasion, and the British Empire leaving its footprints where his Ancestors should be.

Andrew shrugs in defeat. There is nothing he can say that will make Windradyne change his mind. They both know the truth, but only one will admit it out loud.

‘The white ghosts do not want to live nor respect the truth of this place. That homestead at Millah Murrah, that was built on a sacred site, a bora ring. Those white ghosts were told that, but they didn’t care.’

‘Or they just didn’t listen,’ Andrew says sadly. ‘So many lives could’ve been saved, so much bloodshed prevented.’

‘They never listen, Dhungany.’

As dusk turns to darkness, Windradyne is grateful for a few minutes of silence as the men turn their attention to a silvery grey brushtail possum with pointed ears, a black band across his snout and brownish-yellow belly, fossicking around the base of a white gum. The native animals have been affected by the changes to the landscape with the introduction of new species of animals, and Windradyne wonders how long it will be before the wilay is forced out of its own habitat, just like the Wiradyuri have been.

‘They have no yindyamarra for our ways, for our spiritual beliefs. They have cut down significant trees, built on sacred sites, destroyed birthing places.’ Windradyne grits his teeth for a moment, then turns to Andrew and asks, ‘What are we to be left with, when they destroy our culture, take our land and steal our hope for the future?’

Andrew shrugs as if helpless, and again the warrior waits, expecting, deserving some kind of response.

‘Miinaa told me about the scar trees there,’ says Andrew. ‘That the convict labourers were ordered to chop them down and they were made into stockyard railings. I don’t know what I can do about any of it now.’ He puts his hand on Windradyne’s shoulder in a show of solidarity.

A strong wind appears from nowhere, whipping up the dust around them, and Windradyne knows it’s his Ancestors breathing a renewed sense of strength into him, the wind whispering a call for him to remain a force for his people, to be a leader against the white ghosts. In his mind’s eye, he sees himself as a warrior leading a party of men in the future, armed with the muskets and ammunition once held by white men, and captured at Millah Murrah.

‘Gudyarra,’ he whispers into the wind. A new war will be waged with the new weapons. And the Wiradyuri will prevail.




Chapter Twenty-two

‘Please, gumbal, please, the killing needs to end.’ Miinaa is pleading with Windradyne, distraught, tears falling endlessly down her face. Her tunic is soaked. It’s the end of May, and a light mist of rain blurs her vision, but neither of them moves from the edge of the property to find shelter.

‘The bloodshed, the killing, all those animals too. It must stop, please. And you must be the one to stop it.’ She sobs uncontrollably, no longer able to think of revenge attacks the way she once had, as her brother still does.

He stands tall, as if he is forcing his shoulders back, pushing his chest out. He is covered in blue ochre, and she knows he is ready for war. That he has reached breaking point.

Windradyne looks at her, eyes glassy and unfocused, and she knows his mind is elsewhere, with the kin who have been murdered, some shot down in front of him, their blood seeping into the ngurambang. His eyes are empty of emotion other than sadness from the loss of his own miyagan, and the most recent murder, which has shaken them all to the core. Since receiving news that one of their yinaa-galang was found dead, believed to be fatally wounded by a stockman using a long, curved knife, Miinaa has felt as if that knife has been driven through her own heart.

The word ‘gudyarra’ has been said out loud by some, whispered by many more. Miinaa is fearful for what lies ahead for all of them in the war that is being planned. How much longer will Cloverdale be a safe haven for them all?

She thinks about her own gudha-galang. Will her clever and wise Ngiyagir and her little girl Magaadhang see a future when women and children are regularly dying at the brutal hands of the British?

She now insists all the children stay as close as possible to Susanna, because white women, although few in the region, were always going to be safe from the violence.

Miinaa now doubts that all the revenge attacks that have occurred were necessary, and she knows they are not how any of the Wiradyuri want to be living their lives. Rather, their way of life since the beginning of time has been a story and world of yindyamarra, of reciprocity, of love, a shared belief that all life matters, until the lore is broken.

‘What happened at Warren Gunyah?’ she asks softly, knowing it will have been much like the other revenge attacks. ‘Please tell me you didn’t kill more white ghosts, more sheep and cattle?’ Windradyne doesn’t answer. ‘Gumbal, I don’t know what is a truth and what is a lie anymore. There are so many stories. People are scared. I’m scared. So many of our people gone too early.’

She can’t tell if he is listening to her because he’s staring into the distance, beyond the yellow box tree that he has used to make tools and other implements in years gone by. In the air is the call of the garru. They both know the distinct sound of the magpie is used to claim their territory. She remembers hearing the call in the early mornings and then at dusk growing up. She wonders what the birds are communicating with each other today, if they too are riddled with fear because of what they see from their vantage points in the trees and the skies.

‘We know where the white ghosts lack strength, and that’s where we’ll attack,’ Windradyne says confidently. ‘Murundah, Jingler and all the other Clan leaders all around, we’ll all fight in unity for what is right, for our miyagan, for our ngurambang.’

‘The white-skinned tribe have innocent people dying too, gumbal.’ Miinaa knows that in gudyarra, both sides suffer. Each tribe loses people they care about, and women and children are rarely spared.

Windradyne looks back to the trees, not responding to his sister’s concerns.

‘Gumbal?’ she asks gently, trying to maintain some calm within herself, and some peace between them, if nowhere else outside their room at Cloverdale. But Windradyne appears to be in a trance, in a place distant from where he stands at that moment.

‘I don’t care about what happens to the white ghosts. They’re not my responsibility. My care is for our mayiny. What has happened, and will continue to happen, to them, to us, if I don’t fulfil my duty.’

Miinaa looks to the skies, where she often looks for answers from the Ancestors. Small pockets of clouds move slowly to the south. The light rain earlier has passed without making any difference to the ground at all.

Laughter breaks the silence between them, and she looks towards the gudha-galang, kicking up dust as they take turns skipping. Susanna holds one end of the skipping rope and Catherine holds the other, and they are also laughing. The innocence and joy of childhood has already been tainted by the bloodshed they have been witness to. How much do they understand about what Dan has called colonialism and empire-building? She’s not sure how much she understands herself, but the constant ache in her heart softens for a brief moment, as she watches the adults try to turn the rope slowly so that Ngawaal can jump without tripping, encouraged by the older children. Then Oscar and Edward enter the rope together, jumping in unison, the perfect twins, and there is much cheering and clapping.

‘That, there,’ he nods to the children. ‘The caring for each other – those twins, inseparable. Always together, always looking out for each other. Even as they grow older. That’s the same way we care for our people. Those brothers have an important role in each other’s lives, and we have our roles too.’

‘Ngawa.’

‘Seven men killed,’ Windradyne says coldly, finally responding to her original question about Warren Gunyah. ‘It was payback. They cannot keep taking from us. We have lost our land; we have lost our sacred places. We have lost many, many lives. We will never forget that, and they won’t either.’

He turns to her, and she sees tears in her brother’s eyes. The warrior that so many turn to and lean on, rely on for leadership, for answers, is heartbroken by the fear and hatred of the white ghosts and what might happen next.

Windradyne swallows, and adjusts his headband, the red cloth that reminds them both of his status as a warrior.

‘But we won that battle, Miinaa. Our men took to the bush, went to places that their men and horses could never travel, could never find us.’

Miinaa takes a deep breath, as if she is hearing this news for the first time. But there have been many attacks and somehow they melt into one horrible bloodbath. Sadly, word had travelled fast after each attack. Windradyne’s men had run fast into the surrounding districts, sharing the news, and rallying more support for future raids, to protect their own, to avenge the killing of other Wiradyuri, but also other tribes across the many lands.

‘We have a proper army now,’ he says proudly. ‘Many warriors from many Clans, and our own leaders have different skills to the white ghosts. We have knowledge of ngurambang, and we know how to hunt, and we will hunt them down.’ The venom in her brother’s voice scares Miinaa, and yet she doesn’t know what else she expects of him.

‘Old Bull and Blucher will sit with me again, as we have done before, as our own council of war. We will plan the next attacks.’ He nods as if agreeing with himself that this is the right path to take. ‘We have their muskets now, and we will use them in their own war, against them!’

She knows the guns were taken from the dying hands of white ghosts, but only after they had killed Wiradyuri people. It is a vicious, ugly cycle, and there’s no way out.

There is a different tone to his words now and Miinaa senses a calm that she thinks camouflages any fear he may have.

‘The British don’t see us as equal to them, nor do they treat us as humans. You know that, minhi. They see us as animals, our lives worth less than their own cattle.’

She nods.

‘I will not let them believe that, or let them treat us that way. Not anymore.’

He looks at her for a reaction, but Miinaa is at a loss for words, unsure what he wants to hear, what he needs to hear. So she turns to watch the children playing until he speaks again.

‘Miinaa,’ he sighs, ‘few of our people have contact with the white ghosts now. There are no friendships left. Just you, and me, with the Nugents. And we keep that friendship because it is good for all of us. You’re safe from the other white ghosts, and the Nugents are safe from our armies. But there will be more attacks around Bathurst. They’re being planned right now. You should know that.’

Her brother’s truths bring more fear. ‘You’re scaring me, gumbal. What are you saying?’

‘Gudyarra.’

That word again. War. It hangs heavy in the air, the confirmation that the conflict is ongoing, that more blood will flow, and even more lives will be treated as meaningless.

‘Gudyarra,’ she whispers. It is not a word she has used many times; she never thought she’d have to. ‘But war could go on forever!’ she declares, because as much as she agrees with the need to protect their own, she wants the killing to stop. ‘I don’t think gudyarra will help us achieve anything more for our miyagan – not now, gumbal.’

‘Miinaa!’ Windradyne raises his voice. ‘Even when we do nothing, they can kill us and be free to kill again.’ He tells her about three more of their women murdered in a place south of Bathurst at Eight Mile Swamp Creek, another station, a farm in the name of Williams. Warriors had been speared too. ‘But the white court, the white ghost’s law, it set them free. Their law is all about protecting them, and that means no justice for our people. There will no be peace without justice.’

Tears start to fall and she wipes them away quickly, because her brother is not good when women cry.

‘Miinaa,’ he says softly, gentler with her now. ‘What would you have me do? Because if we don’t fight, we lose everything.’

She doesn’t have the answer to such a complex question. What else can be done? She shrugs her shoulders like a child.

‘How many have we lost, gumbal? How many have gone back to the Ancestors without having been called by them first?’ Miinaa wipes her nose on her arm, swallows down the tears that sit in her throat. She puts her hand to her heart and lets it rest there. ‘I feel like we’re mourning every minute of every day – the deaths of our mayiny, the destruction of everything we’ve always known.’ She sniffles and looks to the children, still finding joy in a piece of rope.

‘I’ll protect you always, minhi, but I fear there will be no future warriors if we don’t fight back, if we don’t rise up and stand for what’s right, what is ours.’ He touches her arm gently. ‘You, and all our yinaa-galang – you are the life givers. We need to keep you safe. Our Ancestors’ – he points to the sky – ‘they guide me, always. And it is my duty to protect you all. You understand that, don’t you?’

‘Ngawa.’

But the truth is she is not at all sure she understands anything any more.



‘Come.’ Miinaa walks the children to a line of trees along the Wambool. ‘Like this,’ she says, gently pulling some gum leaves from a low branch.

Ngiyagir starts to roughly tug at a branch.

‘Wiray, son, wiray.’ The boy stops tugging and pouts, adequately chastised. ‘Never pull it hard like that. Always gently, like this.’ She shows them all how to pull away the twigs with leaves. ‘If it comes away freely, like this’ – one breaks off easily into her hand – ‘then the tree is ready to give it to you. It’s all right to take it.’ She hands it to her son. ‘And then you thank the tree for giving it to you.’ She puts her palm on the tree trunk, closes her eyes and mouths words to herself.

‘But,’ she says, ‘if it doesn’t want to come freely, like this’ – she demonstrates with a branch that will not budge – ‘then it must be left on the tree. Do you understand?’

‘Ngawa,’ the children chorus.

For the rest of the morning the group gather as many gum leaves as possible for a cleansing ceremony planned for the staff of Cloverdale and any Wiradyuri who want to join in.

Susanna has written prayers and the children have been taught a hymn to sing. Miinaa doesn’t tell Windradyne, but she has come to appreciate the white prayers the Nugents offer and she hopes that the Nugents’ God, their Lord and their Jesus Christ will talk with her creator spirit Baayami, and together with the Ancestors, they will all put an end to the killing.

The news of the most recent murders of three women at the hands of convicts, who had been given guns and horses by their overseer, has left her and many at Cloverdale enraged, and in shock. But no sooner had the words been shared than Andrew commented that there are two sides to every story. Susanna’s reaction was to pray for anyone and everyone who had been injured or killed. Miinaa was confused by the Nugents’ reactions, because it sounded to her like no one was ever to be blamed or held accountable, and everyone was to be prayed for.

Mourning the loss of more lives is becoming all too familiar, all too regular, all too painful, but Miinaa has found that collecting ochre and preparing for ceremony helps; she finds peace in her cultural practice, in teaching the meaning of Wiradyuri ways to the gudha-galang.

‘In the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.’ Andrew Nugent makes the sign of the cross and Miinaa watches her own children mimic the Irishman, their gestures clumsy. When they giggle, Susanna shushes them.

Magaadhang’s bottom lip begins to quiver, and she leans into her mother’s side, clinging to her leg, just as Ngawaal used to do. At ten years of age, he has stopped being the sooky child he once was and is now becoming a man, through necessity. Windradyne expects him and Yarruwala to be protectors of the women at Cloverdale when there are no other males around.

Even with the uncertainty of their lives today, Miinaa cannot imagine her world without the gudha-galang, and she puts one hand to her stomach. Her tunic hangs loose on her body, having always been too big for her slender frame, but it cannot hide the bump growing underneath it for much longer. Her third child was created during a moment of need between her and Dan. A yearning to feel close to each other, to believe in hope, to prove they were on the same side in this bloody war. She remembers the night because there had first been tears, as there often were these days. When Dan comforted her, she felt a stirring that had been missing for a long time, and even though they did not always agree, and there had been arguments about the revenge attacks, there was always the foundation of love that their relationship had been built on.

With her hand on her binbin, Miinaa closes her eyes and wishes that this child could be born into a place of peace and unity, but she knows those visions are merely dreams of a utopia that no longer exists, and she can’t help but wonder if she is being irresponsible bringing another child into such a world.

It is the hope of what is possible in the future and her belief that the Ancestors will provide for them all that relieves her of the anxiety she’s carrying with this pregnancy. Unfortunately, she knows that within a split second she can easily fall into a dark pit of depression and confusion, left to manage her fears alone.



The employees of Cloverdale, as a protected community, gather for the ceremony to feel unified, a sense of solidarity, and to pray for all those lives lost. Miinaa has heard whispers that they are sitting ducks, which Dan told her has nothing to do with the birds on the water, but being targets. This has put her on edge, so she is grateful for the prayers today.

At Susanna’s request, there will be some verses from the Bible as well as whatever Miinaa deems appropriate.

At eleven years of age, Yarruwala has been charged with building the fire for the smoking ceremony, carefully placing the gum leaves and kindling atop each other and working to spark a flame. When the smoke begins to rise, the young man invites everyone surrounding him to walk through it. Miinaa leads the way, holding hands with Ngiyagir and Magaadhang, who walk on either side of her, with Dan, Giyalung and Ngawaal behind her. Windradyne and his wives and children follow behind at his request.

They are followed by Susanna and Andrew and their children, assisted by Catherine, and the procession continues with some of the stockmen and other employees. One by one they wave the cleansing smoke over their bodies, breathing it in, cleansing their own spirits and minds of the evil and trauma they have all been breathing in daily.

Miinaa gently calls all the women and girls together to dance in thanks to Baayami for the gift of each other, and while she sings softly in language she focuses on her feet connecting with the earth, reminding her that whatever the white ghosts thought or did, whatever the war brought upon her mayiny, nothing could ever destroy her connection to her ngurambang. As she inhales the smoke that still rises from the fire, she affirms to herself that while she is alive, she will ensure her children understand that their connection to the land is pure and eternal.

When the dance is finished, and the yinaa-galang move back to the circle that has formed around the smoking leaves, Susanna says, ‘Let us pray.’ The stockmen finally take off their hats and bow their heads.

Miinaa’s children push their tiny palms together as they have been taught to do, but as soon as the Nugent children get on their knees, the Wiradyuri gudha-galang mimic them. Miinaa is warmed by this show of togetherness. She wishes their whole world could be the same.

Susanna suggests all those gathered pray for forgiveness for wrongs they have done, and Miinaa wishes she had more time in her day to be capable of wronging anyone or doing anything that required forgiveness. She is always too busy chasing after children, cleaning the house, tending the garden, doing her language lessons, to find any time to sin, even though she knows Susanna is talking about the conflicts. But does Susanna mean she should offer forgiveness to those they are at war with?

When Miinaa feels the baby kick, she chooses to forgive herself for bringing another child into a world of uncertainty.




Chapter Twenty-three

Dan breathes in so deeply it feels like it’s the first time he has ever filled his lungs with fresh air. It’s June and the wintry cold of the early morning invigorates him. And Cloverdale feels different.

‘I’m free, at last!’ he yells, so loudly it wakes some of the rosellas that usually appear later in the morning. He stands alone, facing the rising sun, arms raised to the heavens, then he turns around a few times and laughs.

‘I’m free!’ he yells again, relief rushing through him, and joy, that he will no longer be labelled a convict, a prisoner. It is the first time he truly feels he can be the best possible – the best father and the best husband. He wants to do a jig, but stops himself when Andrew appears.

‘You worked hard and stayed out of trouble,’ Andrew says, shaking Dan’s hand firmly. ‘From the moment you first arrived, I knew this day would come for you.’

‘What’s going on?’ Susanna asks, as she and Miinaa and all the gudha-galang join them, attracted by the racket of Dan’s yelling.

‘I’m free!’ he says, picking his wife up and spinning her around while she squeals and the children cheer.

‘I want to dance,’ he says, and begins some fast and fancy footwork, body upright and torso tight. He is out of breath quickly, but by then all the children are kicking up dirt too, trying to do a jig themselves.

‘Thank you for allowing me, us, to stay here.’ Dan shakes Andrew’s hand again. ‘I know I’m eligible to apply for a land grant now, but with the ongoing conflicts, and to protect Miinaa and our children, I’d much rather be an employee here for now, at least until the gudha is born.’ They both turn to Miinaa, now heavily pregnant with her third child and attempting to jig with the children.

‘I understand,’ says Andrew. ‘Susanna and I are happy to have you all here. You are our family now.’ He pulls his wife into his side, and she grips Dan’s wrist in a show of affection.

‘Let’s all dance!’ Dan starts whistling and moving among the children and together they share a rare moment of joy.

For the rest of the day, there is a wave of happiness wafting over him and Miinaa, both thankful that the Nugents have allowed him to build a small mud hut on the property, giving their growing family some space to themselves. Five children and one on the way will be a challenge, but Dan is determined to work hard to provide all they need. Above all, he is hoping that sometime soon their lives will be free from bloodshed and the control of the British.



Crowds have gathered in the public square in the centre of the rapidly growing Bathurst town and Dan forces his way to the front, recognising some of the other ex-convicts who have freedom now also. There is the potent stench of racism hanging in the air, with jeering and yelling from all angles. Even though he is a free man, he is on edge, because he knows that violence is always just one snide remark or sly look away when hordes of angry men gather. And it won’t take much to set his own temper off in this kind of gathering.

‘The best thing that could be done would be to shoot all the Blacks, and manure the ground with their carcases. It’s all they’re fit for!’ says someone out the front of the pack.

Cheers go up and Dan is disgusted, but not surprised. The hatred for the Wiradyuri people has only increased over time, and it has heightened his own fear for his family.

‘Shoot all the Blacks. Shoot all the Blacks!’ There’s chanting now from the crowd, and men are punching the air and jostling until they are hushed, and the speaker continues. What is this place, where people can say and do whatever they like and find support among their peers?

‘And the women and their piccaninnies should especially be shot. This is the most effective way of getting rid of the race.’ As the crowd erupts again, the speaker concludes with, ‘They are sub-human, and do not belong here!’

Not belong here? Dan is astounded by those words. If anyone belongs here, it is the Wiradyuri people. He turns around slowly, because there is no common sense in this nightmare and he’s frightened of what he might hear next. He looks left and right, and the men are laughing as if the words they’ve heard were something to celebrate. There are more cheers and bellows from supporters of a hate he has never imagined possible; even the often aggressive Irish republican movement never called for harming or murdering anyone, especially not women and children.

Dan scans the area, searching for a single fellow who might disagree with the sentiments being shared, but to his dismay everyone is nodding in agreement. It is clear to him he is standing among a community of people that has no social or moral code at all. As if Christianity had no hold on them when there was no priest or Sunday church service to keep them accountable and respectful. To Dan’s disappointment, everyone around him appears to believe and support the words of the speaker.

His head is spinning. Is he the only one who sees how inhumane and ugly this scene is?

‘Who was that speaking, up the front?’ Dan asks a man to his left, his voice thick with disgust, but he is aggressively hushed. All ears and eyes are focused on another man who has rushed to the front. ‘This is like the British Protestants invading Ireland in the sixteenth century,’ Dan says, ‘only worse.’ But no one hears him.

‘This is not just happening in Bathurst!’ the man yells. ‘The natives are fighting us everywhere.’ The declaration causes the hyped-up crowd to jostle among themselves even more.

‘And there are thousands of them!’ another man screams from the side of the pack. ‘It’s not just men. I’ve seen women and children with weapons too! They’re at war with us!’

There are more jeers and someone behind Dan yells out, ‘They’re attacking farmers and stockmen everywhere.’

The crowd becomes chaotic, and there’s much pushing and shoving. Dan shoves men off him harder than necessary, but not as forcefully as he’d like to. It’s some minutes before there is a semblance of decorum, but the crowd settles when the original speaker finally has their attention again.

‘Just as they’re allied in warfare, so must we be.’

Dan considers this statement to be a declaration of war.

As the man’s speech continues, Dan learns that the garrison at Bathurst will be reinforced by another forty soldiers.

‘The land is going to be controlled by the military,’ he mumbles, his heart beating so hard and racing so fast he wonders if it can be seen through his dust-covered shirt. He’s looking around at the gathered men again, hoping he can catch the eye of someone, anyone, who is not only concerned but sickened by the declarations they’ve just heard.

‘This is not right!’ he finally yells in protest, unable to remain silent any longer. Suddenly he feels all eyes on him, frowning faces turned in his direction, questioning who he is, and why he’s challenging the opinion of the majority. He clears his throat. ‘We weren’t invited here! We can’t just claim this land for our own. You can’t bring military force against these people.’

Men are booing. A punch is thrown, but misses him. Dan is being pushed from all directions and realises he is on his own; they are all out for blood. He falls to the ground and feels a boot in his ribs. He rolls to one side, but is suddenly pulled by the shirt from behind and dragged way.

‘Don’t do this, Dan. You can’t win. You won’t win.’ He recognises Samuel’s voice. As the orator begins again, and the crowd turn to face the front, Dan aggressively pulls away from Samuel.

‘But this is wrong.’ He points to the men in front of them. ‘They’re all agreeing to murdering innocent people. Didn’t you hear them?’

Samuel nods. ‘This is not the place, Dan. You can’t fight this mob.’

‘I have to at least try. This is my fight!’ He puts his hand to his mouth and wipes blood from where a punch connected with his jaw. He takes a breath, looks back at Samuel. ‘And it should be your fight too.’

‘If anyone understands, it’s me, Dan, but we had our fight at home. In Ireland.’

‘And now we’re here, and this should be every Irishman’s fight, because we know all about invasion by the British. We know about suffering from ongoing warfare, the division it caused within our own people. We know about the loss of land, of culture, of our self-worth. We know about the importance of maintaining our autonomy. This is our fight.’ Dan wipes spittle from the side of his mouth.

‘Dan,’ Samuel pleads. ‘Dan, please, you cannot be seen to be a radical here. You have your freedom now – don’t waste it. You know you can be retried. You could lose your freedom, and what if they send you back? You have a family now.’

Dan appreciates the concern he sees on Samuel’s face. He is grateful that at least one other man there is calm and thoughtful. But Samuel is not thinking beyond the two of them, and their own lot.

‘But, Samuel, it’s because of them – you know it’s because of my family here that I want to fight.’ He only stops talking because he knows Samuel has stopped listening. He wishes he could explain the depth of his love for Miinaa, for his gudha-galang, and that because his blood runs through their veins, this is of course his fight. That their rights to live in peace, in safety, with access to everything their ngurambang offers, in its purest form – he must fight for them. How can he express the lengths he will go to to protect the life Miinaa has offered him, a life where yindyamarra dictates how they interact with each other, and the rest of her people? How can he explain anything while the jeers and calls for death are ringing in his ears?

‘You don’t understand,’ he says. ‘You, them, none of you get it.’ Dan starts walking at speed away from the crowd, and Samuel, who stands a good foot shorter than his countryman, jogs to keep up.

‘Understand what?’ he asks.

Dan spins around so suddenly that Samuel runs into him. ‘Just because Miinaa’s people didn’t graze cattle or sheep, or plant rows of wheat and corn, doesn’t mean they don’t have a claim to the land. They farmed yams, they trapped fish, but none of that mob understand or recognise that truth. None of it is valued.’ Dan searches Samuel’s face for some understanding, but there is none. ‘That’s what Miinaa’s people are fighting for – their truth in this Country. Just as we would fight if we were still home in Ireland. Just as you would fight.’ He pokes Samuel in the chest and Samuel pokes him back. It is a small moment of comedy amidst the tension.

The larger group of men is dispersing, and so the two Irishmen shake hands in farewell. ‘All I’m saying is, if you continue to speak out like today, you’ll be seen as a traitor, and I’m sure you’ll be reported.’ Samuel pats Dan’s back and says quietly, ‘And I’ve no doubt that will be after they beat you to within an inch of your life. Those men,’ he nods in the direction of the rowdiest, ‘they don’t care about anything. Many were hardened criminals back home and being transported here has just made them worse. I’ve seen more than I want to see already. And I don’t want to see your life wasted.’

Dan nods, acknowledging Samuel’s genuine concern for his wellbeing. He gives him a two-handed handshake, and then the men walk off in opposite directions in silence, Dan feeling defeated, alone in this fight for justice.

He walks towards his horse, wanting to get back to Cloverdale, more afraid than ever for the safety of his family. Samuel has reminded him of the threat of being retried, of the potential of becoming a convict again. The fear of losing his freedom is real. And the thought of being sent to the new gaol being built by convicts in Sydney, days away from Bathurst, or worse still, being sent home, makes him shiver. He finally accepts there is no point trying to reason with the Irish convicts anymore, and he had never even tried with the English ones. The fight is going to be up to him alone.

With every stride, the turmoil in his mind increases. The fear of the hatred he’s just witnessed eclipses his fear of riding, and he rides with speed and skill. He doesn’t believe Windradyne is responsible for every one of the planned revenge attacks, because they are happening to both the north and the south.

The terrorising of the colonials, the driving and stealing of cattle, prove there is a strategy in play, and Dan now appreciates how the leaders of many clans must have joined with Windradyne to orchestrate such a vast frontier resistance.

There is something to be said for the strength and intellect of the warriors in strategising the many revenge attacks that have already been carried out, but Dan is hoping they can also collectively find a way to end the war, once and for all.

He pulls the horse back from a gallop to a canter and then to a trot, and realises how easy it is for him to ride now, with no fear and no fumbling, unlike when he first back got on a horse at Cloverdale, at Andrew’s insistence. The memory of his first ride carries him back to his youth, to his father’s death, and a pain hits him in the chest. And with that a reminder of what brought him to Australia: the attempted uprising against the Protestants to avenge his own father’s death. He remembers the loyalty of his da and his grandda, and the strength and resilience of his mammy.

Dirrayawadha was Windradyne’s command to rise up.

Now more than ever, he understands what it means.



‘Windradyne knows what he’s doing.’ Miinaa speaks softly in the dark of night, but Dan can tell she’s angry that he’s questioned her brother’s tactics. ‘Do not underestimate my gumbal.’

Her tone suggests that he has been disrespectful, and when she moves away slightly from him, he feels a pang of disappointment, that what is happening around them is affecting their relationship like this.

‘He was raised a warrior. He has the intelligence to outsmart the white ghosts. It’s just that they have the weapons to do greater damage with fewer people,’ Miinaa tells him.

Dan pulls her back close to him, to settle into sleep. The only time they get to talk lately is when it is late and they are both exhausted from long days of work. He’d rather there be warmth between them than the cold conversations about bloody warfare, but he lets her say her piece, and he listens, even though he knows that his own concerns are just as valid.

‘And while they only have men to fight,’ she whispers, ‘our women fight with our men. We’ll be there alongside our warriors.’

‘No!’ Dan says, and the whole hut wakes. Magaadhang begins to cry.

‘Shhh,’ she says. ‘Now look what you’ve done.’ Miinaa cradles the child, who finds sleep quickly.

When peace has settled in the hut again, Dan whispers, ‘I can’t have you out there, fighting, or doing anything else. You must stay here at Cloverdale. It’s the only safe place.’

There’s been an unknown number of Aboriginal women wounded by colonist retaliations north of Bathurst. He and Miinaa both know the stories and he is certain it is only a matter of time before Cloverdale is caught in the middle of an attack, or a revenge attack. Panic bubbles within him.

Unfazed, his wife whispers back, ‘I’ll be there. I’ll carry Windradyne’s spears. I’ll help the wounded. I know the bush medicine. I know how to help prepare for healing.’

‘It’s not a place for women!’ Dan can hear the fear in his own voice.

‘Our women will fight too, if we have to. And retrieve spears from the battlefield.’

He’s heard Windradyne talking about meeting the white-skinned tribes with bloodshed when necessary, and the thought of his beloved in the middle of anything dangerous fills him with fury and fear. He cannot see her face in the dark, but he wishes she could see his, etched with concern.

‘I love you, Miinaa, but I can’t understand how you’re so fearless when I know you must be scared.’ She does not respond, simply moves nearer to him with the child in her arms, and while he is comforted by her closeness, he knows there is still distance between them because of the war.



As smoke hits the back of Dan’s throat, he closes his eyes and holds it in, then releases it in one long exhale. Within seconds he feels the sensation that he’s addicted to, that nearly every man he’s met in the colony is addicted to. As if tobacco is the only pleasure in the long, exhausting days that are filled with the trauma of war, bloodshed, hate and hopelessness. He doesn’t understand how Miinaa doesn’t also need that sharp, peppery taste to calm herself, but he’s glad she finds her release in running around with the children.

He takes another puff and hears the rustle of grass and the thud of Andrew hitting the ground next to him. He’s only half surprised, but it’s the first time he has joined Dan for a smoke. Perhaps it’s because they are equals now, but since the increasing conflict, nothing has been normal at Cloverdale. The Nugents rarely travel to town together, and less frequently, Andrew often sending one of the stockman to retrieve necessary goods and any mail that may have arrived from the city.

The pair sit in silence for a few minutes, listening to the sounds of the cockatoos as dusk settles over the river.

‘Would you?’ He offers Andrew his pouch of tobacco, and it is received gratefully.

‘Susanna would not be happy,’ Andrew announces as he begins packing tobacco into a pipe that miraculously appears from his coat pocket. ‘But a little bit of tobacco is nothing to complain about at a time like this. I’m sure she knows I have this.’ He waves the pipe in the air. ‘She probably prays about it.’

‘Aye.’ Dan puffs on his own pipe again, wishing the tobacco could erase the memories of recent months and years. His tone flat, he says, ‘I feel helpless.’

‘About what, exactly?’ Andrew blows out a long stream of smoke.

‘Being here among all this violence, all the trauma.’

‘There’s not much we can do. It’s not our war.’ Andrew sounds like Samuel, and Dan is exhausted by having to explain it again. What is wrong with his countrymen?

‘We, us, the Irish, we should understand better than the others here the plight of the dispossessed. We should be unblinking in our gaze upon the British. We owe our futures to the people whose land we stand on today.’

‘I agree we should have an affinity with these people, but is war the answer, and should it be our war, Dan? So much death, so much bloodshed, so much heartache already.’ Andrew crosses himself, something Dan has noticed all the Nugents, including the children, do more of lately. He has found himself questioning his own faith: how can a loving God allow so much bloodshed?

‘I agree, the murdering should stop. I feel Miinaa’s heartbreak and grief every day.’ Her emotions transfer from her body to his with every touch. He has wished he could absorb all her heartache and pain, and stop what seems to be an endless flow of tears. ‘So many Wiradyuri killed,’ he adds.

‘It’s going both ways, Dan. There have been many, many settlers killed as well.’ Andrew draws on his pipe and lets out a small moan at the pleasure he is rarely allowed to enjoy.

‘Come on, Andrew, you can’t compare the deaths, nor the way people have been killed. There is simply no comparison.’

‘Don’t “come on” me, Dan. You heard about what happened at Kings Plains.’

‘Wylde’s Station?’

‘Yes. Miinaa’s people, they attacked the head stockman, cut him bad.’

Dan knows the truth of the story as Windradyne and Miinaa had told it to him. And if ever there were different versions of the truth, it was the stories being told on the colonial frontier. He also knows the convicts and settlers have their own truths, and that their versions seemed to be the only ones to matter in this land.

‘But did you know that two of the Wiradyuri men ended up dead?’ Dan feels his temper rising; the emotions of the past days and months are consuming him. Andrew takes another puff.

‘An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth,’ Andrew says. ‘Leviticus 24:19–21, “as he hath caused a blemish in a man, so shall it be done to him again.” ’

‘Well, if you live by the Bible, you should agree to Windradyne avenging the deaths of his family. Don’t you see, Andrew, every reaction to colonial violence sees more of the Blackfellows dead. Take a potato, they die. Cut someone, they die.’

‘Susanna does not agree with Leviticus.’ Andrew blows smoke out through his nostrils. ‘She believes that the only way we will see peace in the region is for more prayers and more missionaries.’

Dan wants to roll his yes, but knows that disrespecting Susanna or Andrew is not wise, not while they need each other. Instead he asks, ‘And what do you believe? Because I’m sure I know what Miinaa and Windradyne would think.’

Andrew takes a puff on his pipe and exhales so that his words are carried by smoke. ‘Personally, I’m not sure prayers or missionaries are the answer to warfare.’

‘We need to start our own uprising here,’ says Dan, ‘like we did in Ireland. This is also about how our people feel. It’s about us all being human, how we treat each other. There’s no humanity from the Empire for the Aboriginal people here, not now. We need to stand up, Andrew, or at least stand with them. What do you think?’ Dan is excitedly hopeful.

‘That’s impossible,’ Andrew says. ‘There’s no way we can do that, not as free settlers. It wouldn’t make a difference, and besides, they tried that here back in 1804 at Parramatta, and do you know what happened? The soldiers hunted us down and called it the Battle of Vinegar Hill, just like at Wexford.’

‘We need to try, though,’ Dan insists.

Andrew is staring at Dan as if he is a crazy man. ‘I don’t know any other settlers who think like we do. They’re all afraid for their lives, Dan, and for their livelihoods. They haven’t built relationships with the Blacks. Susanna and I have been doing it since we arrived, and I have no doubt it’s our protection of Miinaa and the children, and any of their kin who come here, that has kept us safe. But there have been times when Susanna has been terrified that we’re just sitting ducks and will be attacked regardless.

‘I must look after my own family now, amidst all this carnage. I have a responsibility to those I’ve employed here, and the sheep too, of course.’ He rubs his brow as if the weight of the world is only his to carry. Dan finally rolls his eyes.

‘Andrew, surely you can see the injustice here.’ He looks to the sky for answers, and with the little faith he has left, touches his crucifix tattoo and silently asks God to do his job – to love all his children equally, keep them all safe equally.

‘I don’t know what you think is meant to happen here, Dan. No one’s safe. Neither is the cattle. The Blackfellows are stealing them too.’

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph, they’re stealing the cattle for food! For their own survival. The land has changed so much, because of the cattle and sheep, that the kangaroos and possums are harder to hunt.’ Dan is frustrated by Andrew’s lack of insight.

‘I understand that, Dan. But the thing is, most of the convicts were sent here for thieving. Stealing was a crime back home and it’s still a crime.’

‘The convicts weren’t murdered for stealing, were they, Andrew? And they didn’t have their land stolen first, did they?’ Dan knows he should be careful; he is still an employee of the Nugents, even if no longer a convict. He needs this job and he needs his family to have Cloverdale as a safe haven.

The silence that follows suggests that Dan has hit a nerve. Then, to his disappointment, Andrew says under his breath, ‘It’s still theft.’

He jumps to his feet, in disbelief. ‘Theft? Theft? You know what theft is? The government giving away land that they stole in the first place. Giving away land that wasn’t theirs to give. Isn’t all this land stolen? Aren’t you, we, living on stolen land?’ Dan feels sick saying it out loud. And his words are a question and a statement in one. He knows this way of thinking puts him out on a limb, alone among the free settlers, and the convicts. Samuel had made that clear to him.

Andrew looks at him without emotion. His weathered face rarely gives away what he really thinks. Dan is no longer certain that Andrew Nugent is the humanitarian Miinaa believes him to be. All that glitters is not gold, he thinks.

‘I think you need to calm down a bit,’ Andrew says.

Nothing annoys Dan more than being told to calm down, especially about something as serious as what’s happening around him, and to the people he loves. In that moment, he wants to knock Andrew Nugent out. He curls his hand into a fist and thinks it might take two punches to get the taller Andrew to the ground, but he’s sure that if there’s enough oomph behind it, it’s possible.

Dan thinks about the likely consequences if he gives Andrew an uppercut, then uncurls his fist, slows his breathing and as calmly as possible says, ‘We’re countrymen, but I also feel a sense of patriotism. No – a sense of belonging to this land.’ He chokes up. ‘This place carries the spirit and blood of my children too.’

‘I understand this sense of belonging you have, and I think that’s why you can’t see clearly what’s happening around you.’ Andrew speaks slowly, as if choosing his words carefully. ‘Because you are bound in marriage and with children to this place.’

Dan can feel his hands forming into fists again. ‘Miinaa,’ he says through gritted teeth, ‘this is her home. We’re on her Country. This is her land. Not mine, not yours, and not the Crown’s.’ He can hear how repetitive he sounds, that he probably does sound crazy.

Dan’s heart is beating so strongly that in the ensuing silence he is sure Andrew must hear it.

‘I understand why you might say that,’ Andrew says, sounding like a government official trying to appease his civil servants. ‘I’m just saying that I’ve heard many, many stories of extreme violence from the Blacks too. No one’s innocent, regardless of whose land we’re on.’

Dan cringes when he hears the phrase ‘the Blacks’ because he knows that with it comes the assumption that being white is far superior. And no one looks whiter than he, Samuel, Jack, the other Irishmen and the Nugents themselves. He swallows the urge to preach, though, and lets Andrew continue.

‘Some fella by the name of Peter Bray was found in a creek with wounds to his head. Brutally attacked.’ Andrew crosses himself. ‘They say he was hit by a weapon similar to something I’ve seen Windradyne carry.’

‘I wondered how long it would take for Windradyne to be mentioned,’ Dan says under his breath, and wonders how much longer the Nugents will feel compelled to care for him and his family. How long until their own prejudices and fears see them decide otherwise.



As Windradyne approaches the property, he’s carrying two ducks to share with those at Cloverdale. Dan has never told anyone of his admiration for the warrior’s skills in hunting, providing all that his people need to survive. As he walks towards Windradyne, he feels guilt for not trusting him to only ever do what is best for his family’s wellbeing and survival.

‘Miyagan,’ Windradyne says warmly, handing one unplucked bird to Dan, who is grateful for the offering, but more so for being called family when he is so far away from his mother and siblings, not knowing what their own lives look like back in Ireland.

‘Miyagan,’ he repeats.

It’s a moment of truth for them both; the truth that love for family cannot be controlled or contained. Dan looks at the warrior in front of him. His dark eyes have a warmth today, and yet are filled with deep sorrow.

Dan considers the weight of what is happening across Wiradyuri Country and how it falls on Windradyne’s broad shoulders, and it carries him momentarily back home to Ireland, and what might be happening in the uprisings there. Have the Irish had better luck? Have they assumed control over their own lives?




Chapter Twenty-four

When the tinkling sound of the handheld brass bell rings out from the verandah, the children know not to complain or dawdle, and that within minutes the family will gather either outside on the grass, if weather permits, or inside near a fire if it’s cold.

They have also become used to the ringing of the bell more than once a day. Susanna Nugent has gone from being a god-fearing Catholic aware of the Christian values she must live by to being obsessed with praying multiple times a day, whenever fancy or fear takes her. She is also convinced that only God can save them all and bring peace to Bathurst.

Today, they stand in a circle inside, the July frost making it unbearable to be outdoors. There’s a fire burning and with their combined body heat they are mostly comfortable, although a little cramped.

‘I wish we had candles to light,’ Susanna tells Andrew.

‘But it’s not dark, Mammy,’ Oscar says, pointing to the light coming through the window.

‘No, darling, we light a candle for the person we’re praying for, or to let God know we’re grateful He listens to our prayers.’

‘How do you know God is a He, Mammy, if we can’t see him?’ Edward asks, and the other children look at her wide-eyed.

‘Yes, Mammy, how do you know?’ Andrew chuckles.

‘And, Mammy, you always tell us that God knows everything so we have to behave, so if that’s true, why do we need to light a candle to tell him anything?’ Edward is set on getting some answers today.

‘Ask your da,’ Susanna says.

‘It’s like this,’ he says. ‘Daniel, why don’t you explain it to the children?’

Dan looks horrified at the request, turns to Miinaa, and says, ‘Um, you’re so good with the children.’

‘I can’t talk about your God. All I know is that He is three people in one, and apparently they’re all men.’ Miinaa shrugs.

‘That’s enough!’ Susanna sounds annoyed. ‘It’s time to pray. You will start, Oscar, and I don’t want you to be selfish in your prayers, do you understand?’

The child nods. ‘Dear Lord, please bring us more rain to help the potatoes grow. And also to help Mammy’s flowers grow pretty. Lord hear us.’

Edward steps forward as his twin steps back. ‘Dear Lord, can you please bring a rainbow after the rain, and then sunshine to warm everyone up afterwards. We’re very cold. Lord hear us.’

Lalla holds a piece of paper close to her face and reads her prayer. ‘Dear Lord, can you please send me some more children to play with.’ She looks up to see her mother frowning, and adds, ‘But thank you, Lord, for all the children who already live in our house. Lord hear us.’ Susanna nods her approval to her daughter.

Giyalung prays next. With a large smile, she says, ‘Dear Lord, I pray that the new baby is a girl to play with, and to look after. Lord hear us.’ She smiles at Miinaa.

‘But, Lord, I want a boy to play with!’ Yarruwala says loudly, without decorum. And then Ngawaal exclaims, ‘But I was going to pray for a boy, Lord. That was my prayer.’ The two boys shove each other playfully, and Miinaa separates them swiftly, knowing Susanna will not tolerate disrespect at prayer time.

‘Wait!’ Ngawaal says as Susanna is about to read a passage from the Bible. ‘Dear Lord, please help me be a better skipper, as good as Lalla and Giyalung, because they’re the best skippers at Cloverdale. Amen.’

‘Amen,’ they all echo.

The children giggle, and even Susanna breaks into a smile briefly, then she opens her Bible, waits until there is silence, and begins. ‘A reading from Isaiah, chapter two, verse four. “And he shall judge among the nations, and shall rebuke many people: and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks: nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.” Amen.’

Miinaa needs to think quickly about what the reading means, but in the end she thinks it’s about ending the war, and that in itself is a good prayer. She quietly asks Baayami to end the war too.

When the prayers are over, Andrew clears his throat. ‘While we’re all here, I wanted to read something to you all. It’s a letter I wrote to the newspaper in Sydney.’ He looks to Dan, as if the letter is about him. ‘It’s been published in the Sydney Gazette and I hope that some people, some of the settlers, will read it.’ He takes out a copy of the paper and begins to read.


To the Editor,

I write as someone new to this land, but aware of the long-held claim and traditions of its people. They are the Wiradyuri. I have read with interest other letters in your fine publication, and I would like to agree with the author Candid, who has previously commented about the numbers of whites being killed, but no counts done on the Blacks slaughtered. As if the Black lives don’t matter.



Susanna gasps and looks to the children.

‘I’m sorry,’ Andrew says, looking at his appalled wife, who is ushering the children swiftly out of the room. When she returns, shaking her head, he waits for her to give the nod that he can continue.


Other letters have referred to the Wiradyuri people as savages, and as a Christian, I find that description not only offensive but untrue. I have experienced only consideration, caring and respect from those I have encountered and who have worked for me. Many settlers will have their own stories of mixing with the Wiradyuri people also.



Miinaa notices Andrew does not mention those who live with him and help raise his family. But she continues to listen.


As a newcomer to this land by choice, and as a Christian, as many of your readers are, I feel compelled to write and remind the Lord’s followers that we are all visitors to this place; that the British are invaders here, working the land to our own benefit, ruining it for some of the native species, and thereby making it difficult for the original inhabitants to subsist as they once did, and as they should be able to continue to do.



Miinaa also notices that Andrew has not said he is Irish in this letter, as if he doesn’t want to be identified. She looks to Dan, who hasn’t taken his eyes off Andrew, who continues to read.


I know I am probably a lone voice here, but I do not believe there should be any more colonial expansion, and the British Government should endeavour to make reparations for the extreme loss of life, of which we cannot ever know the numbers now.

We all understand the economic decline we have seen and experienced around Bathurst due to the warfare, but a military response is not the answer. What we need is a humanitarian approach, for we are all humans. And as Christians, we should all be concerned about the current and future welfare of the Aboriginal people, across the entire expanse of land we have settled already, and beyond.



When Andrew finishes and folds the newspaper there is silence in the room. It seems everyone is waiting for someone else to speak. Miinaa looks to Dan, who shrugs.

‘I wanted you all to know that I’m trying to right some wrongs,’ Andrews says, looking at his wife.

‘I’m most glad you reminded the readers of what should be their Christian values.’ A hint of a smile accompanies Susanna’s words of approval. ‘I hope the Lord’s followers and the Lord himself will listen to your words, Andrew. God is our saviour, and it is in his hands.’




Chapter Twenty-five

The first cry of her third child echoes over the bila and the women supporting Miinaa murmur their happiness softly. Even the joy of a new life cannot raise most from the depths of sadness that has rained upon them since the poisoning of the damper that traumatically killed many of their mayiny, and the attacks that have followed.

The chilly air cools her after a long, painful labour, and even though it’s a clear blue sky day, clouds of grief hover over everyone’s hearts and spirits.

Miinaa digs deep within herself to find that connection with her child, what she experienced with Ngiyagir, and then Magaadhang. She pulls her daughter to her chest, where the gudha instinctively takes to her breast and suckles. Tears run down the mother’s cheek, carrying with them the heartache of knowing her daughter will never know some of her aunts and uncles; will never know all those who have been killed; may never get to experience the enormous wealth of love that comes from within her miyagan across Wiradyuri ngurambang, all wanting to ensure that all gudha-galang will have the future they deserve.

Fires are burning as night falls, and she awaits Dan’s arrival. He will meet his daughter, and they will name her together. He should have a say in naming at least one of their children. She drifts off to sleep with the tiniest heartbeat against her own. When she wakes, there is a blanket of stars above her, and Dan by her side.

‘Dhuluny,’ she whispers, stroking the soft but plentiful hair of her daughter. ‘Do you like that name?’ she asks Dan, who is too besotted by the baby girl they have created to even turn to answer.

‘Ngawa, it sounds beautiful, just like she is.’

‘Your name is Dhuluny.’ Miinaa kisses the top of the baby’s head, and whispers, ‘and you will be our absolute truth moving forward.’



The birth of Dhuluny has lifted the spirits of everyone at Cloverdale. Even Vinnie and the other stockmen have made time to meet the newest addition to the homestead, joking about who she looks most like. Some say she has Miinaa’s dark eyes, but Dan’s thin lips. Some think she has Miinaa’s small ears, and Dan’s long legs. The parents and her siblings simply think she is perfect.

As Miinaa sits feeding Dhuluny, she relishes a rare moment of quiet while Susanna and the children are busy in the garden. Breathing in the smell of her newborn, she thinks about how lucky she is to have some of her family safe and close by.

The silence is broken when she hears her name being called out by Dan somewhere in the distance.

‘Miinaa! Miinaa!’ he calls out, over and over, his voice strained. A pang of fear overwhelms her when she recalls the news of three Aboriginal women shot dead among others near Mr Cox’s farm only days prior. Their deaths had been a form of retaliation for the spearing of a farm labourer. She instinctively pulls Dhuluny closer to her chest.

She braces herself for devastating news. Someone else has been murdered, she is sure of it. Her mind immediately goes to her brother, and to the men he has guided to enact the raids. She can’t even speak words of greeting when Dan finds her in the kitchen.

He rushes to her, leans down gently, trying not to disturb Dhuluny at her breast, puts his face against her cheek, his whiskers rough against her soft skin.

‘What is it? Who is it?’ she asks quietly.

He stands upright, one hand still on her shoulder. ‘Brisbane, the Governor. He’s declared martial law.’

Miinaa’s eyes fill with tears. Though she has no knowledge of the meaning of martial law, she sees the dread in her lover’s eyes, and begins to panic. Dhuluny stops suckling and begins to cry.

‘Shhh, shhh,’ she says, moving the child to the other breast and kissing her head. When Dhuluny is settled, she looks to Dan, who has crouched beside her.

‘What’s martial law?’ she asks, but her gaze drifts to the window. Outside, she knows Susanna is teaching the children how to spell words related to plants and foods. She’d rather watch the children now than learn about this law, but Dan takes her firmly by the wrist and she knows he is serious.

‘My love, this law means that the English, the white ghosts and the redcoats, the soldiers, and even the settlers, they’re all empowered – they have permission from the government – to use guns and any other weapons against your people.’ He rubs his forehead as if trying to comprehend what this means. ‘They think that by shedding more blood they’ll bring peace to Bathurst. Women and children are meant to be spared, but we know they’ve never been safe before.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Miinaa says, trying not to disturb Dhuluny feeding. Tears begin to fall but she tries not to breathe too heavily, and is thankful she has the warmth of Dhuluny at her breast right now. If not, she fears she might lash out in her fury.

‘They’re blaming Windradyne, other leaders and their followers for the white stockmen not being able to control their own herds, and we already know about the spearing of cattle. I think they want to scare you all, us all.’ He takes her by the hand.

‘Susanna! Dan! Miinaa!’ Andrew Nugent’s voice sounds angry as he walks into the kitchen. The baby jumps and cries as Susanna and all the children follow Andrew in, Catherine in tow.

‘Do something with them,’ Andrew instructs Catherine aggressively, pointing at the children. Susanna is taken aback by his tone.

‘Catherine,’ Susanna says gently, trying to counter her husband’s abruptness, ‘please take them to our bedchamber, there is a puzzle under my bed, it’s unopened, it will keep the young ones quiet for a while. They can do it on the ground.’

‘And hurry up about it!’ Andrew adds, before turning to Dan. ‘I assume you know already? I just saw Samuel. He told me. He heard it in the town square today. Right, well then, all the settlers have been given this.’ He holds up a piece of paper.

‘What is it?’ Susanna asks.

‘It’s a copy of the Proclamation of Martial Law.’

‘Read it to us please, Andrew.’

He scans the sheet, coughs to clear his throat, then begins to read.

‘Whereas the Aboriginal natives of the Districts near Bathurst have for many weeks past carried on a Series of indiscriminate Attacks on the Stock Station there, putting some of the Keepers to cruel Deaths, wounding others, and dispersing and plundering the Flocks and Herds—’

Dan butts in. ‘That suggests nothing happened to Miinaa’s people.’

‘Wait, let me finish.’ Andrew looks back to the page. ‘It says they, the Aboriginal natives, have not escaped bloodshed themselves.’ He reads to himself quietly, then says aloud, ‘… in Order to restore Tranquillity, Martial Law is to be in all the Country westward of Mount York, and all soldiers must assist and obey Superiors in stopping the violence.’

‘That’s a good thing, isn’t it?’ Susanna has a quiver in her voice, and she is visibly shaking. Andrew takes her hand, holds the paper in the other and keeps reading.

‘Bloodshed is only just when all other attempts of defence or of peace are exhausted.’

Susanna frees her hand from Andrew’s, puts both of her hands to her mouth, then blesses herself. Miinaa has never seen Susanna so afraid. She is nearly always controlled, focusing on running the house and ensuring all the children are disciplined.

‘We should pray.’ Susanna dramatically drops to her knees and blesses herself again.

‘Susanna, please, not right now.’ Andrew offers her a hand to get up. ‘Please, listen. The last line says’ – he looks back to the sheet of paper – ‘when personal attacks become necessary, the helpless women and children are to be spared.’

Susanna does not look appeased. Miinaa’s head is spinning, and nothing is making sense. ‘I don’t understand what you’re saying. What does this mean? For our family, for my miyagan?’

‘They’ve declared war!’ says Dan. ‘The British have declared war on your people.’

‘Dan!’ Andrew yells. ‘Don’t make this worse than it is.’

‘It’s true, though. Samuel thinks this war will continue until—’

‘Until what?’ Miinaa, Andrew and Susanna say simultaneously.

‘Until they capture Windradyne. Or he gives up.’

Miinaa nearly falls off her seat. It’s as though she’s been winded. She knows that the next time her brother is captured, it is likely he will not return to them. If this is a war, and he is the leader, they will never let him live.

‘Maybe they’re wrong. Maybe they’re just telling stories?’ She doesn’t want to contemplate the truth, the reality, of this declared war on her people; a war on her brother.

Dan squats down and puts his hand on top of hers, which rests on Dhuluny’s tiny back. ‘I’m so sorry, Miinaa. I heard it from the other stockmen, and I believe it to be true.’

‘I need to see him.’ She turns to the Nugents pleadingly.

‘Go,’ Susanna says.

‘You too,’ Andrew instructs Dan. ‘Stay close to each other, and don’t be long.’

Miinaa first goes to check on the children who are still trying to piece the puzzle together. Her heart aches at having to leave, but she must talk to Windradyne.

‘I will not let them out of my sight,’ Susanna says.



The frost is thick on the ground as she walks, Dhuluny wrapped tightly and held close to her body. She is focused only on finding her gumbal. There are no words spoken between her and Dan. She doesn’t want to talk. She needs to think. She follows a well-worn path that takes her towards where she believes he’ll be, atop Wahluu, where he has always gone to think, to call on the Ancestors for guidance and a sign; where she knows clarity of mind comes to him. She knows he will be seeking insight and wisdom now, because she needs it too.

Tears flow freely as she walks, and she’s thankful for the release; she had felt desperate to find somewhere she could cry without the other gudha-galang seeing her. Weeping in front of them led to too many questions, and having to soothe their fears at seeing her distressed.

‘Wait here,’ she instructs Dan. ‘Please.’ He stops and she feels his eyes on her back as she carries Dhuluny towards the sacred tree, away from the women’s site, where her brother sits in solitude.

When she reaches him, Windradyne is warming himself by a small fire. The day is still wintry, though the sun is up. She sits beside him in silence for a time, gets comfortable with her daughter, and waits. Her brother appears oblivious to her presence until he grabs her by the arm, startling her.

‘This law, minhi, this thing they call martial law, it is made to kill us all, so there will be no Wiradyuri left.’ His words are so fierce, so certain, and his hold on her arm so tight, she bursts into tears again. He loosens his grip, pats her arm, and sits back. He has not acknowledged the baby, and Miinaa isn’t even sure he knows the child is there.

‘But…’ She sniffles, then clears her throat. ‘Dan says this law is meant to stop everyone killing each other. It’s meant to bring peace.’ There is nothing but doubt in her tone.

‘Dan is one of them!’ Windradyne says aggressively, not knowing the Irishman is nearby. It’s the first time her brother has said what Miinaa believes he has always thought, and she feels as compelled to defend her husband as to defend her own people.

‘No, he’s not! He was simply trying to explain to me what the law means. What it will do.’ Miinaa is desperate for her gumbal to snap out of whatever trance he is in, because it is born out of his fury and that will only drive him to more violence.

Windradyne’s face is full of rage. ‘This new white law will give the white ghosts, the redcoats, the settlers and the convicts, all of them, the right to do whatever they want to us, and it is their own white law telling them it is all right. They will not be punished for killing our people. Do you understand?’ These final words are yelled at her.

She sinks backwards, almost afraid of him, pulls the child closer to her. She is not sure that she does understand, and she doesn’t want to infuriate him further, so she remains silent, tears running down her cheeks, and falling onto Dhuluny’s face. She wipes them away gently, remembering one of the old yinaa-galang telling her as a child that tears were the cleanest water you could wash your face with. She uses her own tears now to wash her daughter’s soft, golden brown cheeks, then turns her head to check that Dan is still there. He nods and offers a weak wave.

Windradyne suddenly stands up. ‘It’s a declaration of war against our people, minhi. And because they will not be punished for harming us, and killing us, we’ll be forced to punish them ourselves.’

His aggression has frightened the baby, who is wailing. Miinaa starts to rock back and forth. She looks at her brother with a sense of hopelessness, and he looks back with determination in his eyes.

‘We’ll wait and see what happens next, Miinaa. I don’t understand much of the language of this British law, but if it is about bringing peace, that peace will be at a great cost to us, that I’m sure of.’



It will be at a great cost to us… her brother’s words repeat in her mind in the weeks that follow and she fears the inevitable arrival of news that there has been more conflict. It’s only two weeks after martial law was proclaimed when word arrives at Cloverdale of a devastating daytime attack at the Turon River.

‘Muskets, pistols, swords,’ Dan explains to her. ‘The Wiradyuri stood no chance.’ First anger then sorrow saturates his face. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘How many?’ she asks softly, not even sure why, because even one life is too many.

‘A lot, forty-five.’

She knows that is a large number as she’s been learning to count in English with Susanna and the gudha-galang.

Dan goes on to tell her about how a large group of armed settlers drove a group of Wiradyuri men, women and children into a swamp, where they were killed. She doesn’t push him for more information, because tears pool in his eyes and to see such a strong man cry destroys her even more.

He reluctantly tells her he’s heard that forty-five heads had been collected; that the skulls would be boiled down and sent to England.

Miinaa feels dizzy. She tries to force that image into the darkest recesses of her mind forever. Anger rises within and she lashes out, hitting Dan in the chest with the palms of both hands, knocking him off balance.

‘Savages!’ she yells into his face, as if it is his fault. ‘They’re savages!’ she screams even louder, unleashing emotions she’s tried to control for too long.

Collapsing to the ground, she begins wailing, ‘Why? Why? Why?’

When her breathing settles, and her heartbeat slows, she wipes her eyes and looks to Dan, who is crouched in front of her. He offers his hands and helps her back to her feet.

‘How many white ghosts?’ she asks, dusting the grass from her behind.

‘None.’

It will be at a great cost to us…

‘Windradyne was right. He’s always right!’

‘I feel powerless, Miinaa.’ Dan takes two steps, his hands on his head, then lowers them to his side. ‘I know you need to fight for your land, but with the gunpower of the British – Miinaa, you can never win. We can never win against them, ever. There are many soldiers now. More have been rushed to Bathurst. That can only mean there will be more deaths, to be sure. And—’

‘And what?’

‘I’m worried about our life here, about you, our gudha-galang.’

‘I’m worried!’ Her eyes are blazing with anger. Everything she wants is for the children, for their future. ‘We fight for the children, so that they’ll have the rich life we once had here too.’



In the weeks that follow, there is more conflict, more death.

‘I want to go and fight too,’ Miinaa declares, but she can see Dan is horrified that she would even suggest it.

‘The war Windradyne is leading is too dangerous, Miinaa. Too many women and children have already been killed.’

As much as she wants to argue, Miinaa knows it’s true. That some have even been callously gunned down from horseback.

She will wait till Windradyne visits next and get his guidance, but she is determined that she will play a part in the resistance.




Chapter Twenty-six

Somehow, amidst the the bloodshed, their work at Cloverdale, and raising their family, Miinaa and Dan manage to steal some time for themselves under the red spotted gum. It has become a sacred place of silence where she comes to reflect, and where she and Dan can have serious conversations, without the risk of the children hearing, particularly when it’s about the increasing violence surrounding them. Here she feels safe, and can be completely honest with herself, and with Dan.

‘There’s talk of a warrior like Windradyne. They call him Blucher.’ Dan looks to Miinaa for confirmation he has pronounced the name correctly.

‘Ngawa,’ she says, ‘Windradyne speaks of him with yindyamarra.’

‘They say he leads a large party of people, including women and children, and they move cattle, down around the Cudgegong Bila.’

Miinaa tries not to smile because the subject is serious, but Dan’s Irish accent still remains one of the things she finds attractive, even amusing. And with so few reasons to smile recently, she takes this moment to enjoy him.

‘And?’ she asks.

‘They’re stealing the cattle, sometimes even building fences to keep them in,’ he says, with a surprised look.

‘Ngawa, they are stealing what is on their own stolen land.’ Her eyes widen with the irony of the situation.

‘Yes, yes, I understand that, Miinaa, but I’m worried for Windradyne. I’ve also heard there’s a plot to kill him. We’ll need to keep him safe.’ Dan looks around as if someone might be watching them.

‘Dan.’ She shakes her head. ‘I don’t need you to tell me how to care for my miyagan. We know how to look after each other. And my gumbal, he will look after himself. Windradyne would be grateful for your concern, but he would think it strange that an Irishman would want to protect him on his own land.’

Dan is fidgety, rubbing his hands together, nervous. ‘When Windradyne’s in danger, you’re in danger also. And I cannot, will not, lose the woman I love because of this war, or because I did not do enough to protect you.’

She moves to hold him and he pulls her in to him.

‘What can we do together to make you worry less?’ she says. ‘Tell me.’

‘I want you to be safe, to stay here, not leave Cloverdale at all, not until this has ended. We’ve seen enough bloodshed. If there are to be more revenge attacks, you cannot be near them. My life is not worth living without you.’ He holds her so tightly she is almost breathless.

Miinaa pushes back slightly so she can look Dan in the eye. ‘You told me the Irish rose up against the British for their freedom?’

‘That was different.’ He moves back further himself. ‘The women in my life, their lives were not at risk. It wasn’t violent like it is here.’

She pulls him back into her, looks up and into his tired eyes. ‘Do not make me choose between my Wiradyuri values and your wish for me to stay hidden, Dan O’Dwyer, because my miyagan were here long before you arrived. And they will be here long after the white ghosts finally leave.’



‘The rivulet has never run dry before,’ Windradyne explains to Miinaa, Dan and Andrew as they stand among the thistle that was introduced to the area by the invaders and has taken hold of the soil right across the property. ‘This weed is useless, a burden, like the British,’ he complains. ‘Not like our old man weed that is bush medicine for our skin when we make it into tea.’

A brisk wind brushes her face, and the gum leaves dance with the breeze as she moves in closer to listen to her gumbal.

‘What these newcomers, the cattle and these plants have done to our ngurambang…’ he waves at the weeds that thrive in all conditions. ‘They have changed everything.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Dan says, softly.

‘It’s not your fault,’ Windradyne says, putting a hand on Dan’s shoulder in a sign of solidarity, which pleases Miinaa. She needs her brother to trust Dan, and she needs Dan to agree to support whatever path forward they all decide to take.

To Miinaa’s surprise, Windradyne adds, ‘You’re one of the good ones.’ Then he starts laughing.

‘What’s so funny?’ Andrew asks.

‘One of the good ones.’ Windradyne shakes his head. ‘How many times have you heard the white ghosts refer to some of us like that. I’ve heard the convicts even say that about Vinnie, and probably Miinaa. That they’re the good ones. And you know what they mean by that? They mean the well-behaved ones; those who’ve taken to being controlled without a fight. The good ones don’t complain, they just give in. Do as they’re told.’

As he moves out of the light into the shade of a eucalypt tree, Windradyne puts his hand on his chest. ‘But I’m not one of the good ones. Not in their eyes.’

Miinaa has no words to offer. She looks at the trees around them. The eucalypts and the bull oaks, the strength in their trunks, the reality that they are more than trees that offer them shade from the sun; that they have always offered shelter and food as well.

She looks at a camp oven nearby that they have used for ceremonies, recalls her miyagan there, telling stories, and those memories carry her back to her own childhood. She remembers the glowing embers of the fires that cooked their food and kept them warm.

She wants to be considered ‘one of the good ones’, but not by the white ghosts, rather by her own people, for being a strong, loving, respectful yinaa who lives Wiradyuri values every day.




Chapter Twenty-seven

Windradyne stands tall in the dark of night. Shoulders back, chest out, motionless except for the slow rise of his chest. He closes his eyes and asks Baayami for strength, for guidance and wisdom. He imagines his Ancestors standing in the same spot, the place that has always been called Wahluu but will most likely be ruined and renamed by the white ghosts one day.

Did the Ancestors imagine these changes to their Country? That it would become the site of desecration, of loss, of such bloodshed? Did they sit and talk about how to fend off intruders who brought hatred, an angry lust for control and a disregard for life that did not mirror their own? How could they ever have imagined such a story?

The pressure on the warrior’s heart is unbearable, as if he is lying down and the weight of the mighty gum tree in front of him is resting on his chest, making breathing near impossible.

His mind is a blur of pain and sorrow. The news that Blucher had been murdered had felt like a hot knife going into his own heart. He puts his hand to his chest and tries to rub away the pain he feels, the heartbeat that at least proves he is still alive.

Blucher was a warrior, and died a hero in Windradyne’s eyes. He had valiantly fought alongside other Wiradyuri men, only to be killed by white ghosts because they had moved cattle off a property in Mudgee. Sixteen men, they say; fathers, brothers, uncles, warriors. They had fought in the name of Wiradyuri freedom, because they would never give up their ngurambang. And neither will he.

The dinawan in the night sky calms his mind momentarily, bringing back warm memories of the stories told to him by his own babiin and mamaba-galang when he was a boy, absorbing knowledge as if it would nourish him when sustenance was lacking. Windradyne needs that knowledge now, and plays the stories over in his head. The same stories he has shared with his gudha-galang, with Miinaa’s gudha-galang, with all the young people in his life. The same stories that will be carried on through every generation after his, if only he can stop the bloodshed; stop the murders.

‘Mabinya!’ he screams into the night air. ‘Mabinya!’ His body is shaking with the realisation that the bloodshed may never stop, might never end; that his life will continue to be one of endless sorrow.

Windradyne’s eyes are heavy, and they close easily when he lies down. He wraps a possum skin around himself for warmth, but he does not sleep that night. The fear of failing his people fills his thoughts and nausea overcomes him. He knows what lies ahead means that the time may come when he may never wake, because he is willing to die before accepting what is happening on his ngurambang, his birthright.

At dawn, he hears the first sounds of muskets firing in the distance and sees burnt orange peeking through the gum trees. It’s like a nightmare, but it’s daytime and he is awake.

They can’t be seen, but Windradyne knows his own people are out there, orchestrating raids and killing stock, ransacking huts – a show of strength. They will not back down to the pressure of the white ghosts to move on willingly, to surrender their land, life, culture, their everything. They will never give up their freedom.

Those loyal to Windradyne know their own responsibilities, and they move in groups across ngurambang, risking their lives while fighting for what is rightfully theirs. They carry weapons, but they know they face a military with great strength, backed by a murderous population of armed convicts.

Windradyne knows that this war of resistance, these battles, the attacks and the strategic ambushes, will only lead to more bloodletting and death on both sides. But what choice does he or any of them have?

He thinks of those who have passed over, fighting for a land that should never have been invaded. He pays silent homage to the Wiradyuri who attacked a station on the Cudgegong Bila, driving cattle off their land, and were pursued by the station hands. The Wiradyuri warriors had ambushed the station hands but three of their own were shot that day, and another sixteen the following day at their own camp. The devastation of loss was, and remains, unbearable.

Even though Windradyne considers himself a strong man, tears begin to fall when he thinks of his wife and son killed in the Dalman massacre. It is a grief that he has never been able to honour properly due to the need to carry on for everyone else. Today he weeps uncontrollably for all of those who have passed over, who will never see another sunrise, never sing or dance or share a story by a campfire again. Never feel the healing waters of the bila. Never feel anything.



‘They tried to protect themselves from the white ghosts,’ Windradyne says, distressed, sitting in the kitchen with Miinaa at Cloverdale.

‘How?’ she asks, handing him some fresh damper.

‘They were hiding in Billywillinga, north-west of here.’ He points in the direction of the sun. ‘But they were ambushed by soldiers.’ He shakes his head. ‘The white ghosts are cunning, cruel.’

‘What happened?’ Miinaa asks.

But Windradyne hesitates, not wanting to say the words out loud, not wanting to traumatise his minhi any more than she already is. But she is waiting for his answer. He looks to his feet and says, ‘The white ghosts tempted our people with food, and when they came out of hiding, they were shot.’ He slumps, puts his head in his hands. He swallows, sits up and says softly, as if he is confessing the murder himself. ‘It was mainly women and children.’

He dry retches, a physical reaction to his disgust at having to retell something so cruel, so barbaric.

Miinaa rubs his back gently with one hand, and her belly with the other, resisting the urge to vomit herself.

Windradyne wipes his mouth and stands up straight. He swallows the remnants of bile that burns his throat, and turns to his sister. The years of grief that she has carried with her also cloud her dark eyes.

‘We’ve lost Blucher and other Wiradyuri warriors near Kings Plains, after one of their attacks. Only two of the stockmen died. Guns. They have guns.’

‘It will be at a great cost to us,’ Miinaa says, and he looks to her with a frown. ‘You told me that this new law would be at a great cost to us. It was true.’

‘I’m sorry.’ He bows his head, feeling defeated.

‘None of this is your fault, gumbal. Why did you think you’d be able to stop all the white ghosts taking everything they want, unleashing their evil on our people? We were not created, we are not made for this kind of life, this way of being that lacks yindyamarra for self and others.’ She takes a breath. ‘It’s impossible to win against them.’

‘We’ve tried to stop the attacks, Miinaa, but we can’t match the enemy on horseback, firing at us with guns.’ He can’t bring himself to admit that he can’t protect them. He starts to pace, but the tiny room means he must walk in circles.

Windradyne is also distraught about recent news of women and children driven like cattle to the cliff edge at Bells Falls Gorge. He will never tell Miinaa of the men with guns who forced them to jump into the gorge, shooting them as they fell into the water, while others were shot as they stood on the cliff edge so their bodies fell in. How could he ever tell anyone that no one survived the evil, brutal cruelty?

‘What now?’ she asks. ‘We’re not safe here. And we can’t escape to anywhere else, can we?’

He wishes he could appease her fears. ‘The warriors are fighting hard against the white ghosts, but this war is too much for us.’ He stops himself from saying he feels helpless. He wants to be, needs to be, strong for his miyagan, for all those who look to him for answers, for a way out. And then she says it, as if she can read his mind.

‘You cannot show fear, gumbal. You’re the one we look to for guidance. If you lose hope, we all lose hope. Hope is all we have.’

Windradyne’s mood swiftly changes from helpless to angry, as if her words have reignited his will to fight.

‘I’m not afraid of anyone,’ he declares. ‘And I’m willing to fight for all those rounded up like the cattle by the white ghosts. They’re all worth fighting for!’ As he speaks he thinks of those massacred at Clear Creek, marched to the waterholes and slaughtered.

‘They don’t want us here. But where else can we go? Where else do we belong?’ Miinaa asks solemnly.

Windradyne doesn’t have the answers for his sister. All he has is more stories that he cannot tell her: of pregnant women tortured, their breasts cut off; children brutally slaughtered, hit or kicked in the head; Wiradyuri men shot, their bodies hung from trees or fence posts as a warning to others. He can’t bring himself to say these words out loud. Each story would puncture her heart beyond repair.

There is silence for some time until Miinaa asks, ‘Do you know about the reward?’

He nods. He’s heard but doesn’t want to talk about the 500 acres that have been offered for capturing and presenting him, dead or alive, to the authorities. Windradyne knows that his time is coming. That they are coming for him.

‘I don’t know how much 500 acres of land is, but even one acre is too much to be taken from us and given to someone else. I know the white ghosts in the redcoats blame me for the death of many settlers and stockmen. I’m not ashamed of the truth of my resistance. The truth of my loyalty.’

But in the dark of night when he speaks to the Ancestors and prays to Baayami, he has many doubts. Would his people have lived if he didn’t fight back? If he had not asked them to rise up? If they had just sat back and acted like good ones.

He turns to Miinaa. ‘Do you blame me for the death of our own people?’

‘Wiray, absolutely not!’ Miinaa replies, shocked, and Windradyne feels some relief, but his mind is still in torment.

‘I must do something to end this misery, Miinaa, to end the killing of our people. The massacres and the poisonings, the way Wiradyuri yinaa-galang have been treated, with such contempt and indignity. My giiny breaks for all of them. For you.’

He knows his words are repetitive, but so is the pain that never leaves him. The knowledge of how his mayiny have been taken from the earth. He is a broken man, a helpless brother, and when he notices how his sister’s glow of motherhood has changed so quickly to a grey look of despair, he decides he cannot fight any more. He needs to find another way to keep those alive safe.

‘Can we walk?’

‘We can walk for as long as you like,’ she says.

As they stroll, he listens to the cockatoos as they make their dusk flight above the bila. It’s a sound that carries across Cloverdale and reminds him of his wife Warrama, her Totem the white cockatoo, the messenger. He wants to be with his miyagan, live like they did before the white ghosts arrived.

He stops abruptly. ‘There’s only one thing I can do.’ When he sees the anticipation and hope on Miinaa’s face, he is sure his next move is the right one.

‘I’ve decided I’m going to see the Gubbna ghost,’ he says, and exhales with a sense of relief. ‘We might be able to agree on finding a place of peace between us.’

‘What do you mean? Do you even know where the Gubbna is? And how will seeing him help us? What if they capture you?’

‘I think this is the only way to end the war, Miinaa, the only way I can save Wiradyuri lives from now on. I can’t just keep leading my people to death, to be shot down, slaughtered.’ Within the sorrow he carries is a pool of guilt that some revenge attacks led to the death of their own. ‘The war, the bloodshed, it must be over for us, once and for all.’

‘But how?’

‘I remember the day I met that Gubbna who gave me the tomahawk. He told me back then he feasted with the Aboriginal people at a place called Parramatta, and gave them rewards of clothes and things they could use. He said he did this every year, and it was a peaceful, friendly meeting with other white ghosts, so they could all get along.’

‘And?’ Miinaa asks.

‘We’ll go to this meeting, with the other tribes, and with yindyamarra in our hearts we will ask for peace.’

‘They’ll kill you the minute they see you!’ Miinaa says. ‘They want you dead, Windradyne, do you understand that?’ She rushes to him, throws her arms around him, and holds him tight. It is a rare show of affection between the two, and her hug breaks his heart even more. She has carried her fear and grief while caring for the gudha-galang, consumed by concern for him.

In their embrace he whispers, ‘It’s the only way forward.’



‘I’m going to Sydney-town, to the place called Parramatta,’ Windradyne informs Andrew, who is taken by surprise.

‘I don’t understand. Why?’

‘We need peace here, all of us. I will talk to the Gubbna. You said he’s the man in charge. Their leader.’

‘That’s correct.’

‘Then I want to speak to him, to find a way to end this war.’

‘To offer an olive branch?’ Andrew asks.

Windradyne shrugs. ‘I’ll offer him some gum leaves if you think that’s the best way to greet him.’

‘No.’ Andrew laughs. ‘I mean you can offer some gum leaves, of course, but to offer an olive branch means you offer a gesture of conciliation or goodwill. It means you want to fix a problem.’

‘Ngawa, that’s what I want to do, fix what has done so much damage already.’ Windradyne feels compelled to add, ‘But this is not just a “problem”. This has taken many lives, changed many more. And this “problem” … we did not create it.’

Windradyne doesn’t know the word for the extreme loss experienced, but he knows that Andrew’s word ‘problem’ does not encompass the consequences of the white ghosts’ actions. There is no justice in the word ‘problem’.

‘I know, Windradyne. And you’re the better man here, against all the colonials. You put everyone else before yourself. You should be rewarded for that.’

Windradyne shakes his head. He doesn’t need recognition for doing what’s right – another example of how the white ghosts are different to his own people.

‘Do the white ghosts actually give you a branch from an olive tree?’ Windradyne looks around the property. ‘Do we have them here? I could give a branch from a murrung.’ He points to an age-old grey box tree in the distance. ‘Could that be a gesture that I’m visiting in peace?’

‘If you want to, Windradyne, but first we should discuss what the journey will entail, before you make any more plans.’

Windradyne shares his strategy for the walk with the other leaders, tells Andrew that Miinaa wants to go with them, but that the children will need to stay at Cloverdale, in case the plan doesn’t work. He doesn’t dwell on that possibility, though, because to his mind this is their only hope.

Andrew tells him what he knows of Governor Brisbane; of the meeting of tribes he’s read about in the Sydney Gazette over the years. That it reads like a friendly gathering, and probably nothing to be feared. Andrew’s words settle Windradyne’s mind a little, but not completely.

‘There are no guarantees,’ Andrew says, ‘about anything anymore. I’ve learned that, coming here. This is not the life Susanna and I thought we’d find here. But maybe, when there’s peace across Bathurst, we will all have the lives we want.’

Windradyne wants to laugh.

‘Andrew, this isn’t the life that my miyagan expected either. To be invaded, robbed of our homeland, of our loved ones.’

The Irishman lowers his head and Windradyne believes he feels shame in that moment.

The Wiradyuri warrior and Irish white ghost talk for many hours, two men from different worlds, different cultures, united by their humanity and their hopes for the future. It is a rare peaceful moment amidst tumultuous times.




Chapter Twenty-eight

‘For you.’ Dan hands Miinaa a posy of flowers – a celebration of spring, and a reminder of how thoughtful he is. She takes them, touches his face gently, and turns towards the bila.

‘Come.’ She takes his hand and they stroll to their tree, the place they still sneak away to for intimacy, their sacred place.

They are barely seated when she blurts out, ‘I’m going with them, over the mountains, to see the Gubbna ghost.’

Miinaa has made her decision and she is determined she will not be swayed by Dan, even though the disappointment in his eyes suggests he thought he was there for a dhuri.

‘What are you talking about? Going with who? To where – Sydney-town? To see Governor Brisbane?’ There is a mix of shock and confusion on Dan’s face as he fires the questions at her.

But she is prepared.

‘Ngawa! To a place called Parramatta. Windradyne believes this is the best way to find peace. There’s a gathering there, it sounds like a white ghost corroboree.’ She shrugs. ‘He said it’s called the Congress of Friendly Natives, and Andrew said it’s true.’ Miinaa sounds almost childlike in her enthusiasm. ‘There’s a meeting they have every year, and it’s safe.’ She hesitates. ‘Well, we think it’s safe for us to go, to meet with the gubberment people and talk about peace here in Bathurst. Windradyne’s sure this is the best way for all of us.’

Miinaa can’t remember when she last had so much confidence about the future. This feels like a chance for all of them to find some sense of happiness again. She stands up. She needs to move her body. She wants to dance a jig, like the day Dan got his freedom.

‘I feel like I have sunshine in my body today.’ She kicks up dirt as she tries to dance like the Irishman.

‘But there’s no need to go to Sydney-town, Miinaa. The Governor has already ended martial law. The fighting should stop now.’ He stands up, takes her hands. ‘The battle of Bathurst is over.’

‘No one believes that the fighting will end straight away. Windradyne wants to make sure peace will come, and soon.’ She pauses. ‘And Susanna’s still praying for a thousand souls, and for those of my people who died in the last weeks of battle. I don’t think she believes this is the end of war either.’

‘I just don’t want you to go to Sydney-town. No good will come of it.’ Dan drops her hands, annoyed.

Miinaa ignores him. She has made her mind up. ‘The people in Sydney-town gather every year after they celebrate the birth of Jesus, the white ghost spirit with all the parents. We’re going to sit with them also.’

‘You mean Christmas.’ He shakes his head, but she doesn’t know why.

‘Windradyne says we’ll walk to this place in peace, and for peace.’ Miinaa’s spirit has been lifted ever since Windradyne told her his plan. She is thankful this is the chosen path. Everyone believes it is the best way to end the bloodshed.

Everyone except Dan, who is shaking his head saying, ‘No, no, no. You are both being naïve!’

‘Wiray, what?’

‘Windradyne is going to try and make peace with those who slaughtered the Wiradyuri? Who killed your miyagan? And you want to walk with him right into their trap? They’ll kill him as soon as they see him.’

In her heart Miinaa has had similar fears, but she doesn’t say anything now because there are no other options. This is the only way she sees an end to the sorry business that presses on her heart daily.

‘You might be hurt too. I will not allow it.’ Dan stamps his foot, childlike but aggressive, and it triggers Miinaa’s anger.

‘You cannot stop me, Daniel O’Dwyer!’ She stamps her own foot. ‘You don’t own me. I’m not your property, like this land is now the Nugents’.’

‘Miinaa, it’s not like that. I don’t want to own you, I want to protect you and I’m terrified that something will happen to you if you leave Cloverdale.’

She looks at him, wanting to believe him, but her mind is made up.

‘I’m going!’

‘Are you crazy?’ Dan yells angrily. Miinaa immediately takes a step back. He has never raised his voice to her like this before.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to shout.’ He steps towards her, arms out, palms up, calmer. ‘I just don’t understand how Windradyne – how you can think this is safe. Is no one thinking about your safety except me?’

She gently wipes away the tears on her face with the back of her hand, swallows and says, ‘I know you’re worried, but we must go. We can’t lose any more of our people.’ She shakes her head. ‘No more death, no more bloodshed, no more terror. I want another gudha,’ she adds, holding her belly. ‘I want a happy life together. But we need peace here if we want to have either.’

‘I want peace too, but there has to be a better way, a safer way. And isn’t this surrendering? Giving in?’

‘You can call it giving in, but we’re doing this for our survival. And ngawa, it is the only way.’ Miinaa believes her words to be true, and she desperately wants Dan to believe them too. ‘Andrew told Windradyne it’s holding out an olive branch to white ghosts. That we’d be taking the high road; we’d be the ones to end the war. Then we can live our lives without fear, the way we used to.’ But there is a lack of faith in Dan’s eyes that both annoys her and pains her heart.

‘Please stay. Please don’t go,’ he pleads.

‘My gumbal, my miyagan, they need me to go. I need to do this, for me, for our gudha-galang. I’m doing this out of love for them, for our own family. They won’t live the life their Ancestors provided for them if we don’t stop the suffering.’

Miinaa has found a new strength since deciding to go to Parramatta, as if she and Windradyne and the other Wiradyuri leaders, in making the decision, have some control over the outcome and future for themselves.

Dan moves in close to his beloved. ‘I don’t want you to risk your own life. There’s no guarantee that there won’t be more warfare along the way. There’s no guarantee you’ll be safe. I can’t risk losing you.’ He pulls her close, and she first feels the tension in his arms, then his affection, when he buries his face in her neck. The warmth when they hold each other makes her body relax into him, like when they first fell in love.

She knows that many have questioned their union since the beginning, suspicious of the Irishman’s intentions. But she has never doubted him, and she feels his passion and commitment to her and their children every day; it is the same commitment her brother has to his own miyagan. She knows he will be there waiting when she returns, with their gudha-galang, and they will begin a new, better life together.

‘I love you,’ he whispers in her ear.

‘Ngurrbul-dhu-ndhu.’ She takes his face in her hands and kisses him gently. She doesn’t tell him that she believes there is love worth dying for: the love she has for her gudha-galang, the love of ngurambang, the love of her mayiny. Her love is that deep. Deeper than the bila in its darkest places. And it is because of that love that she will not let her brother go without her.

‘I don’t need your approval, Dan, but I do need your support.’ She kisses him again.

When their lips part, he says, ‘I know, Miinaa, I know.’

‘Perhaps at the meeting we can teach them some of our ways. Windradyne told me the white ghosts stopped our women from carrying digging sticks because they thought they were weapons.’ She shakes her head at the ridiculousness of the idea. ‘It’s because they don’t know anything about our way of life, our culture. Maybe we can teach them.’

‘I’m sorry to say it, but they don’t want to know about your ways, Miinaa, and they’re using any excuse to stop you living your cultural practices. Your way of life. It’s why Susanna teaches the children to pray to our God, and speak the English language. The English expect everyone to act like them.’ There is cynicism in Dan’s voice, but she can only think positive thoughts now.

Suddenly, to her surprise, he says, ‘I want to go with you.’

‘Wiray!’ She waves her hand close to his face. ‘We can’t both go. Someone needs to be here with the gudha-galang.’

‘Susanna and Catherine will take care of the children, and Giyalung is a young woman almost. She’s always helping with the little ones. Lalla too.’

‘Their father needs to be here with them.’

There is a truth she will never admit – the potential violence on the path to the land of the Dharug people. It would simply be smarter if both parents were not in that place at the same time. She cannot entertain any thoughts of her children losing both parents at once. But she uses a different tack to encourage Dan to stay home.

‘You may be a free man, Dan, but Andrew has warned us both that there are some of your own people who don’t like it that you’ve been on our side in this war. They might do something to you.’ She might be clutching at straws with the idea that his own life could be in danger, but it might be enough for him to back down. She waits as he ponders her words.

‘Maybe you’re right, but I don’t like it, Miinaa. I don’t like it at all.’

‘I need you to stay here for the gudha-galang. They’ll need you more when I’m gone. The babies won’t understand why I’m not here every morning when they wake, or to tickle their toes and give them cuddles at night.’

‘Do I have to do that for them?’ Dan jokes.

‘Ngawa.’

There’s a moment of respite from the reality of what lies ahead for them both.

‘I never want to live without you,’ she whispers into his ear.

‘Nor I you.’ He pulls back and looks deep into her eyes. ‘You and our gudha-galang are my entire life. Without you I have nothing. I am nothing.’ He pats himself hard on the chest, then leaves his hand there, and she sees tears in his eyes, causing her own to rise from the depths of her heart.

‘Ngurrbul-dhu-ndhu,’ he whispers. When he speaks her language she feels gratitude and love. Dan has tried in so many ways to understand her, to comprehend what being from Wiradyuri ngurambang means.

‘I know.’ She moves into him again, letting his arms fold around her completely.

‘What kind of man would I be to let my beloved go alone?’

‘I won’t be alone. I’ll be walking with my people.’ She gives him a gentle peck. ‘And I need you here in case…’

They both know there is a chance that she won’t come back. There is no guarantee that Windradyne’s plan for a peaceful meeting will work. They may all be slaughtered before they even get over the range. Martial law might have officially ended, but there are still stories told of random acts of violence against her people.

‘You need to stay at Cloverdale,’ she says.



As she prepares for the journey, Miinaa takes the children to collect ochre. Giyalung hands her a cockatoo feather. She holds it to her chest. ‘I’ll take this with me, and I’ll give it to another beautiful girl at the other end. Ngawa?’

The girl’s eyes light up. ‘She’ll be my feather sister then, ngawa?’

Miinaa is happy that Giyalung is old enough to understand that she must go away, and that as the oldest Wiradyuri female left at Cloverdale, her new role comes with responsibilities.

‘I’ll wear this in my hair until I arrive,’ Miinaa says. ‘And if you find some more, I can offer them to some of the other yinaa-galang who walk with me.’ Giyalung, excited at the prospect of this important task, rounds up the younger gudha-galang and together they scour the area for more feathers.

On the eve of the journey there is a smoking ceremony at Cloverdale for everyone planning to walk, and many other Clan members arrive to cleanse themselves of negative energy and spirits, and to sing a prayer of thanks to Baayami.

As the cleansing smoke washes over her, Miinaa breathes in, breathes out, and she feels the pain of the previous years begin to leave her body, the weight lifting, slowly but surely. Her mind is being freed. She runs her hands over her body, which is glowing from the animal fat she has rubbed on it, and she has a shine that comes from within.

Before Miinaa closes her eyes that night, Dan hands her a four-leaf clover.

‘It’s a sign,’ he says. ‘Today it was just there on the ground in front of me, waiting for me to pick it, to give to you. A sign, to be sure.’

‘The Ancestors led you to it, Dan, to be sure.’ Miinaa chuckles. She rarely uses his turns of phrase.

She tucks the clover away carefully in the Bible that Susanna has insisted she carry with her.

‘Susanna’s Bible and your lucky four-leaf clover will bring me home safely,’ she says, curling into his arms one last time before the trek begins.




Chapter Twenty-nine

They walk together.

In the beginning he leads the way, following the trees and rocks he has always known. He is guided by the sun, and at nightfall they rest, with small fires to keep them warm, to sit around and share stories of the past, and what they all hope for the future.

As they cross the ranges, others join the group, and he moves among them, sometimes leading and at other times falling back, listening to what his countrymen and women aspire to, believe in, are planning for. At other times he walks alone, exhausted by all that has led them to this point, and he relishes the opportunity to be in his own silence. He takes the quiet moments to contemplate what lies ahead; he hopes he has made the right decision for all of them.

Someone suggests following the man-made road that goes by the name Cox, but Windradyne is wary, concerned perhaps that the white ghosts in the redcoats will be waiting along that path to capture him, and his mission will be stifled. Worse still, they might be waiting in hiding to do more harm, and more violence and loss of life is a risk he is not willing to take.

Among the senior men there, the decision is made to take the path they imagine the Ancestors would have walked, following scar trees and signs within the landscape they believe will lead them in the direction of Parramatta. Windradyne is conscious that no one complains; if there is any disagreement he has not heard it. And while there have always been differences of mind and behaviours among his people, today there is a sense of unity in their purpose. They walk as one.

As they travel over the mountains, more and more Wiradyuri join them, so that now there’s a crowd making their way as a collective voice. What is best for all, the responsibility for all, is not only the Wiradyuri way, but for all Clan groups and tribes everywhere. There are shared values, and a solidarity in the peacefulness of their mission. Some carry the scars of battle on their bodies; others, he knows, carry them internally; but they all wear sorrow on their faces.

As they walk he listens to stories connecting people’s lives outside of the war through kinship, through shared language, through knowledge of ngurambang. There are also a few moments of hilarity as men compare hunting stories – who is the swiftest in killing the wambuwuny, who is the best shot with the boomerang to catch dinner. These exchanges lighten the mood of the journey, and laughter comes easily, different to the forced laughter they’ve learned to express in the face of the adversity the white ghosts brought with them.

Windradyne thinks back to the day he taught the young ones to catch ducks, the day he was captured and tied up for a month of lonely nights. The fire in his belly begins to stir again. He looks to the sky and sees a white cockatoo, the messenger, and he thinks of his wives. He hopes the message it carries is one of peace.

For a while he blocks out the chatter around him and thinks of the stories he’s heard over his lifetime, of powerful resistance, of painful death, and those who dream of hope. He remembers hearing many years ago about the leader Pemulwuy, a resistance warrior who had marched into Parramatta, just as they were doing now. But his walk had led to a battle, and 100 warriors had threatened to spear anyone who tried to stop them. At least five of the men were shot, including Pemulwuy.

Panic starts rushing through his body and he stops in his tracks, others walking around him. Pemulwuy’s march was not intended as one of peace, but one of strength and resistance, but he worries that this group may be received the same way. What if I’m leading these people into another battle?

He looks to the sky and the cockatoo messenger is gone. He looks at those in front of him and accepts they are all walking by choice, with their own stories, and their own need to find peace too.

Windradyne’s worry is forgotten, replaced by amusement, when he notices what his sister is doing. She has been using her fingers to count the days and nights they are travelling – a skill she learned from Susanna – but she is growing flustered when she can’t count the number in their group, which continues to grow as more people join them the closer they get to their destination. It will take Miinaa’s fingers and toes, and those of many others, to count how many finally walk into Parramatta to sit with people from many different tribes.

But does it really matter, the number of people there? What’s more important to Windradyne is the number of Wiradyuri people not there, the lives lost during the war. That number is far more important than any other number his sister can count.

He has already accepted that winning for the British means they will take everything they want. But for Windradyne, winning this war means keeping his people alive, with a sense of security. He doesn’t say that aloud though. He doesn’t say much aloud for the rest of the walk.

When he sees a place of gathering in the distance, with buildings and people, he knows they are nearly there. In no time, one of the Gubbna’s men approaches on a horse. Windradyne has moved to the front of the group as a matter of precaution. If they were to be attacked, he needs his people to have some chance of escape, of running into the local bush at least.

When the man dismounts, he offers Windradyne a branch, and he assumes it’s a branch from the olive tree that Andrew had told him about. The white ghost also hands him a straw hat with the word ‘PEACE’ emblazoned across the front. He puts it on his head immediately, and they walk together to the meeting place.

The group arrive and see a gathering of their own kind of people feasting in a way that is completely foreign to them, but hunger has plagued them all for too many hours and they sit to enjoy.

Miinaa sits to the left of Windradyne while they eat, and he can tell she is fascinated by the people and the food, her eyes scanning everything and everyone.

‘I wish to see the Gubbnor,’ he announces, and the chatter subsides to silence. There is a scurry of officials and people start to eat and talk again.

‘Be careful,’ says Miinaa. ‘I don’t think you can bargain, gumbal. Remember, your leadership is not about beating them. Winning for us is about safety, our survival. Winning to us means our children will have a future.’

Windradyne hears his own words in hers and is grateful for the reminder. He knows that winning to the white ghosts means control.

‘You’re a different kind of leader than theirs, Windradyne. Your job is about the safety and security of everyone – all your people, not just a few.’ She rests her hand on his and in that moment the anxiety he had carried on the long walk is replaced with pride, in himself, and in his minhi.

Governor Brisbane’s men appear at Windradyne’s side. They lead him away from the group and he sits with the Governor in a room attached to the nearby church.

‘I’m happy you have come, Saturday,’ the Governor says, and while the refusal to use his Wiradyuri name annoys Windradyne, he chooses to focus on what’s important. ‘It’s a smart move to surrender, I think we can agree on that.’

‘I just want the killing of my people to end,’ Windradyne says bluntly. Surrendering to the white ghosts is not what he believes he is doing; rather, he is acknowledging there is no future for his people in this ongoing war. A peaceful agreement is all he seeks.

‘The killing of the settlers must end too,’ Brisbane bites back. ‘The warfare has come from both sides, Saturday. I need your assurance that the violence from your own tribe will end.’

Windradyne is annoyed at the Governor’s tone, but he is also exhausted. He thinks of his miyagan, takes three long, deep breaths, then says, ‘There will be no more raids by my people. We want peace.’

Brisbane takes hold of the lapels of his coat and stands. ‘I’ll offer you a pardon for your crimes till now, Saturday.’ He extends a hand, Windradyne takes it and they shake.

As the Governor walks away he is handed a note by one of his staff. He reads it and yells something that Windradyne doesn’t understand. It will be some time before the Wiradyuri warrior learns that the Governor who introduced martial law and oversaw years of violence had at that moment received word of his dismissal as Governor by order of the King of England.

By the time Windradyne leaves Parramatta with his party, word is spreading that peace will find its way to Bathurst, that life will return to some semblance of normality, though the grief of lives lost will never, ever pass.



Bad weather slows the walk back to Bathurst. Some of the older people struggle in the mud and some are sinking into it, their frail limbs at risk of breaking. Many of the group are already too far ahead to call back so they continue, unaware of what is happening behind them.

Windradyne and Miinaa agree that it’s better to stop and rest, to wait with the Old People. There is no rush, and nothing more to fear. The skies will eventually stop emptying and when the clouds break, they will resume their trek home.

The men build gunya-galang to shelter those who have stopped to camp, and they find enough food to sustain them until the rain ceases.

Windradyne is glad they have camped on higher ground because the galing falls for many days, but at least they are all safe and dry. When the sun finally peeks through the grey clouds and the galing stops falling, they resume their journey, but for some their arrival home will be devastating.




Chapter Thirty

Miinaa recognises the scar trees that tell her she is home. She is now leading the group, her youth and energy giving her a faster pace. The others are walking at a distance behind her, but she is happily walking alone, lost in her thoughts. Her giiny pumps blood fast through her veins and her skinny legs have found new strength, a new will to live. As if those extra days sheltering from the rain have given her time to rest and recharge.

She had stopped counting the days on her fingers, but there were many, and she desperately wants to hold her gudha-galang. As her eyes scan the path in front of her, she thinks of her children’s smiles creating an oasis of love back home. And Dan, her beloved – he will be waiting, with his brown curls, pale skin and funny-sounding voice. There is a song of thanks around her, in the trees, in the breeze, but it is the song in her giiny that carries her forward as if walking on air.

She wishes she’d had the chance to send word back to Cloverdale with Vinnie, who had pushed on through the rain, before she’d decided to wait it out. She hopes Dan hasn’t worried too much. He is always so concerned about something happening to her, she knows he will be panicking.

It’s hot. Sweat drips from her brow, the saltiness stinging her eyes, but rather than complaining, she smiles. The sun gives life, and she knows the children will be swimming under the watchful eye of Susanna. She is excited about her arrival being a surprise, looks forward to seeing the sparkle in her children’s eyes when they glimpse their mother for the first time in days. She walks with the hurried enthusiasm of a young child herself. A new, better life is ahead of them, she thinks. Until she sees him.

‘WIRAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAY!’ The scream comes from deep within her being, loud and strong, but Miinaa cannot hear it because she is already in another place, outside her own body. She screams for what seems like an eternity, repeating over and over, ‘No, no, no!’ as she struggles to pull Dan from the tree, where he hangs limply by his leather belt.

Her heart is racing as if against time, but time for Dan has already stopped. His spirit has already left his body, and his breath is gone. She screams until she falls to her knees, clinging to his legs.

‘Miinaa!’ she hears her name. It’s faint, but she’s sure it is her name. Someone is pulling her away, uncurling her fingers from the fabric of Dan’s pants. But she won’t let go, she will never let go of him, her love, her life.



It is dark. Even when her eyes are open, it is dark. Dan is gone. As if he was the light in her day, even the gudha-galang cannot brighten the darkness now. She cries endless tears, and the dreams and hopes she carried on the walk home are washed away with them.

She looks at the four-leaf clover he’d given her the day she left. She is careful not to damage it, and grateful for its safekeeping between the pages of the Bible that Susanna has not taken from her, not yet. The small token of wishes coming true, a reminder that she was his wish come true. But what about her wishes? What of them?

She hears Andrew and Susanna discussing a funeral and something about Catholics not being meant to take their own lives. Their words cut deeper into her soul. Questions around why he did are whispered by those around her. Why would he leave his children? Why would he leave her? Where was his trust, his faith?

Miinaa drifts in and out of sleep and time becomes an irrelevant blur. While she rests, the Nugents prepare a funeral to send Dan off to their heaven. The children will read prayers, Windradyne will do a smoking ceremony, and some of the other Irishmen Dan knew will be there as well.

The morning of the ceremony, Susanna finds Miinaa sitting by the bila under their tree, where Dan first kissed her. She is emotionally drained, depleted of energy, a shell of her former self.

‘Miinaa,’ Susanna says softly, not wanting to startle her. ‘I need to show you something.’ She holds up a piece of paper. ‘This was in the garden. It must have blown off the line with the wind that came through. I found it stuck under a bush. It’s a letter from Dan, for you.’ Susanna is gently stroking Miinaa’s hand.

Miinaa’s eyes open wider than they had in the dark days gone by. ‘What?’

‘I think it’s important for you to hear the words. Shall I read it to you?’

Miinaa is in a new world of shock – that there is a letter, perhaps telling her why he did what he did. And as much as she wants to know, she doesn’t want to know either.

Susanna is crying before she even begins, and while Miinaa wants to hear what Dan’s note says, she knows it can only bring more heartache.

Susanna begins to read:


My Love, my Bonnie Colleen, my Wiradyuri yinaa, the gunhi to my gudha-galang –

It seems like forever since I last saw you, and I am waiting impatiently for you to return. All I want is to take care of you, and our children.

In you, my miyagan, I see hope, a future and a beautiful life together, respectfully on your land, but now my home too.

When you left on your long walk, I was so worried that the redcoats would take you too, so the children and I prayed to God to protect you, to bring you home to us safely.

Miinaa, you are the one who puts sunshine in my day, even when the rains falls, and the skies are grey. You are the one who taught me love of the land in a way I never knew, beyond the patriotism I had for Ireland. You have taught me about yindyamarra, respect for the earth that offers us so much, from nourishment through its gifts of food, to the way the water in the bila washing over us can lift our spirits. I love our private time by our tree and can’t wait for more.

Many of the others have returned to Cloverdale but you and Windradyne haven’t, and I cannot wait any longer. I am going to meet you along the way. I hope I take the right track; I will look for signs like I have been taught. If you get home before I find you, hold onto this letter, which I have tied to the washing line where we first met, and smile, knowing the strength of my love.

I will see you soon, my Bonnie Colleen,

Your Irishman to be sure,

Dan



‘He didn’t kill himself!’ Miinaa stands, but is unsteady on her feet and stumbles. Susanna steadies her. ‘He was looking for me!’

‘Yes, Miinaa, it seems that way.’ Susanna is sobbing.

‘But who? Why would they do that to Dan?’ Miinaa collapses to the ground, and it takes all of Susanna’s strength to get her upright when she has stopped crying.

Arm in arm the women walk slowly to where the cleansing smoke of the gum leaves hovers in the air and around those gathered, the smell a familiar one, used in celebration and mourning. Miinaa knows she has been paralysed with grief, and when she sees the gudha-galang looking towards her, worried, she is riddled with guilt for not being there for them. They lost their babiin. They are hurting too. She must give them all the love they need now. She frees herself from Susanna’s hold and goes to them, wrapping her arms around them in a circle of love.

Andrew begins the service, and she hears the words, she knows there are prayers being said, but she is not present, not for them. As Windradyne walks among them with a gulaman of burning leaves, she bends over and lets the smoke wash over her, she breathes it in deeply, and urges her children to do the same.

She feels like she is standing for a long time before they make the sign of the cross one last time, and Dan’s body is put into the ground. Susanna gives her a flower to throw in the grave, but Miinaa wants to throw herself in too.

As the men use spades to cover her love with the earth, she is the last of the miyagan to move away, looking around for her children. It is when she hears one of the former workers, now a free settler, say, ‘He got what he deserves’ that she turns to see the group of men, and wonders which one is the killer.




Epilogue

Bala-dhu Gunhi Bangalbuwurayi. I am Mother Earth.

I lie numb now.

Drowning in the blood and tears of the Wiradyuri.

Trodden on and desecrated by sheep and cattle in numbers too immeasurable to count.

Windradyne has travelled back to his Ancestors, a young man in white ghost terms. While he heroically saw the end of the Bathurst Wars, he lost his life due to a tribal fight on the banks of the Wambool Bila some years later. Yet his spirit remains here, in me, in his people, and in the legacy of the Wiradyuri Uprising. They have lost many leaders, women and children, and now Windradyne too has passed over, some say from a broken heart. The white ghosts got their own revenge in the end.

To his people, Windradyne will never be gone, because they hold the truth of their own strength and stories – stories of life and death, stories of their resistance. These are the truths that the white ghosts will forever struggle to listen to, and will find even harder to believe.

Many of the future white ghosts will never grasp the depth of grief, of broken hearts and shattered dreams, at the hands of the invaders, and while Wiradyuri sovereignty will never be ceded, they will have to offer forgiveness if there is ever to be peace, as Windradyne showed.

He ended the bloodshed, but sorry business and grieving, the fight for sovereignty – that will continue and may never end.

If only the white ghosts had followed the lead of the Nugents, had seen the Wiradyuri people as friends, as neighbours to live alongside in harmony, rather than pests to be exterminated, regarded as less than human. If only the white ghosts acknowledged Wiradyuri ways of living with the land, our spiritual beings, our value systems, and did not compare everything with the Western ghost way of doing things.

And now they dig in search of bodies to prove our intelligence. Our graves disturbed, skulls measured, shipped to the land of the white ghosts to be studied, most never to be returned home.

The foot soldiers, the gangs of stockmen, who were nothing short of massacre parties, who armed convicts with guns, poisons and ill will, and showered contempt upon the Wiradyuri – they all speak to the barbarism of the ghosts. And to their shame, the new head ghost, the Gubbna Darling, he will continue the way of the invaders.

This place they call Bathurst, it is where the permission to kill began, with martial law. The white ghosts say this is their first inland settlement, and every bad deed that happened here has already started to spread across the Country.

I have witnessed the loss of life, the destruction of cultural caring for each other. And just as I have been raped, women have been raped upon me.

Through the life of Windradyne and Miinaa with the Nugents at Cloverdale, I have also seen that the Wiradyuri and the white ghosts can co-exist where there is yindyamarra and sharing. Still, there is always a power imbalance in favour of the intruder.

And while friendship and humanity is possible, even with the extreme difference between Wiradyuri and white ghosts’ lives, there must be a foundation of shared values and caring for the other. And only when there is trust can a future of peace be determined.

Will the white ghosts of tomorrow understand what it will take to live in peace? Or will the greed for land, and the devaluing of Wiradyuri life and lore, continue?

Other tribes have learned from the experiences here, and they will have their own wars of resistance in years ahead. Because Bathurst is just the beginning.

Have the white ghosts learned anything? Only time will tell.




Historical Sources

The Bathurst war was a war between the Wiradyuri nation and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. On 14 August 1824, Governor Thomas Brisbane issued a proclamation of martial law. On 11 December 1824, martial law was repealed.

The correspondence of the Colonial Secretary is a valuable source of information on the history of the Colony and New South Wales. The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser was the first newspaper printed in Australia, running from 5 March 1803 until 20 October 1842. It was a semi-official publication of the government of New South Wales.

The author acknowledges the inclusion of historical sources from the collections of the State Library of NSW, with the kind assistance of the Bathurst Library.



The text of the proclamation of martial law was recorded in the Colonial Secretary’s Papers on 14 August 1824.
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Source: Museums of History New South Wales – State Archives Collection: Colonial Secretary; NRS-1048, Proclamations, orders and notices. [4/424], pp. 257–9 Aboriginal peoples. Attacks in Bathurst district. Proclamation of martial law, 14 Aug 1824. Reel 6039



The proclamation was circulated in The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser on 26 August 1824.
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Source: National Library of Australia, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2183166



Transcript of declaration of martial law proclamation:

NEW SOUTH WALES.

Proclamation,

BY His Excellency SIR THOMAS BRISBANE, Knight Commander of the Most Honorable Military Order of the Bath, Captain General and Governor in Chief in and over His Majesty’s Territory of New South Wales and its Dependencies, &c. &c. &c.

WHEREAS THE ABORIGINAL NATIVES of the Districts near Bathurst have for many Weeks past carried on a Series of indiscriminate Attacks on the Stock Station there, putting some of the Keepers to cruel Deaths, wounding others, and dispersing and plundering the Flocks and Herds; themselves not escaping sanguinary Retaliations.

AND WHEREAS the ordinary Powers of the CIVIL MAGISTRATES (although most anxiously exerted) have failed to protect the Lives of HIS MAJESTY’S Subjects; and every conciliatory Measure has been pursued in vain; and the Slaughter of Black Women and Children and Unoffending White Men, as well as of the lawless Objects of Terror, continue to threaten the before mentioned Districts;

AND WHEREAS by Experience, it hath been found that mutual Bloodshed may be stopped by the Use of Arms against the Natives beyond the ordinary Rule of Law in Time of Peace, and for this End Resort to summary Justice has become necessary:

NOW THEREFORE, by Virtue of the Authority in me vested by His Majesty’s Royal Commission, I do declare, in Order to restore Tranquillity, MARTIAL LAW TO BE IN ALL THE COUNTRY WESTWARD OF MOUNT YORK; And all Soldiers are hereby ordered to assist and obey their lawful Superiors in suppressing the Violences aforesaid; and all His Majesty’s Subjects are also called upon to assist the MAGISTRATES in executing such Measures, as any one or more of the said Magistrates shall direct to be taken for the same purpose, by such Ways and Means as are expedient, so long as Martial Law shall last; being always mindful that the Shedding of Blood is only just, where all other Means of Defence or of Peace are exhausted; that Cruelty is never Lawful; and that, when personal Attacks become necessary, the helpless Women and Children are to be spared. In witness whereof, I, the Governor aforesaid, have hereunto set my Hand, and caused the Seal of my Office, as Governor of the Colony of New South Wales and its Dependencies, to be affixed, this Fourteenth Day of August, in the Year of Our Lord One thousand eight hundred and twenty-four, “THOMAS BRISBANE.” (L.S.) By His Excellency’s Command, F. GOULBURN, Colonial Secretary.

GOD SAVE THE KING!

The text of the repeal of martial law was recorded in the Colonial Secretary’s Papers on 11 December 1824.
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Source: Museums of History New South Wales – State Archives Collection: Colonial Secretary; NRS-1048, Proclamations, orders and notices. [4/424], pp. 294–5 Aboriginal peoples. Tranquility restored. Martial law to cease, 11 Dec 1824. Reel 6039



The repeal of the proclamation was circulated in The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser on 23 December 1824.
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Source: National Library of Australia, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article2183523



Transcript of repeal of martial law proclamation:

NEW SOUTH WALES.

Proclamation,

BY His Excellency SIR THOMAS BRISBANE, Knight Commander of the Most Honorable Military Order of the Bath, Captain General and Governor in Chief in and over His Majesty’s Territory of New South Wales and its Dependencies, &c. &c. &c.

WHEREAS, by a Proclamation under my Hand and Seal, dated the 14th Day of August, 1824, stating, amongst other Things, that the ABORIGINAL NATIVES of the DISTRICTS near BATHURST, had, for many Weeks past, carried on a Series of indiscriminate Attacks on the Stock Stations there, I did, by Virtue of the Authority in me vested by His Majesty’s Commission, declare that, in Order to repress the same, MARTIAL LAW should he in Force in all the Country Westward of Mount York :---And whereas the judicious and humane Measure pursued by the Magistrates assembled at Bathurst aforesaid, have restored Tranquillity without Bloodshed : -- NOW THEREFORE, by Virtue of the Authority aforesaid, I do direct, that MARTIAL LAW shall cease to be any longer in Force in the aforesaid Districts.

In Witness whereof, I, the Governor aforesaid, have hereunto set my Hand, and caused the Seal of my Office, as Governor of the Colony of New South Wales and its Dependencies, to be affixed, this Eleventh Day of December, in the Year of Our Lord One thousand eight hundred and twenty-four,

“THOMAS BRISBANE.” (L. S).

By His Excellency’s Command,

F. GOULBURN, Colonial Secretary.

GOD SAVE THE KING!




Windradyne Song by Troy Cassar-Daley


My name is Windradyne

I am Wurundjeri

you may not know my face

or my history

I was born on the plains

before the white man come

with his cattle and his sheep,

the horses and the gun

As a child I can recall

the song lines that we sang

hunt possum kangaroo

with spear and boomerang

one day in the bush

stood three ghostly men

Who said our land is their’s

And the trouble soon began

My name is Windradyne

They call me Saturday

come Sunday I’ll be gone

in the bush I melt away

I fought for my people

on this country where I lay

My name is Windradyne

remember me that way

I see smoke of many fires

in the morning light

some are ours some are their’s

left burning through the night

I know they tried to pin me

for the trouble on King’s Plane,

but I threw a spear in self defence

of a musket in the rain

My name is Windradyne

they call me Saturday

Come Sunday I’ll be gone

in the bush I melt away

I fought for my people

On this country where I lay

My name is Windradyne

remember me that way

We came across a Homestead

Lit by candle light

Thirsty for revenge

From our camp attack last night

A white boy met us at the door

speaking native tongue

we left his house and headed off

as quietly as we come

And just like every story

this one has an end

without all the glory

bestowed on other men

They increased the reward

to try and change my luck

but my people who fought with me well

never gave me up

My name is Windradyne

they call me Saturday

Come Sunday I’ll be gone

in the bush I melt away

I fought for my people

On this country where I lay

My name is Windradyne

remember me that way

My name is Windradyne

Remember me that way



‘Windradyne’ lyrics © Troy Cassar-Daley, 2024. Reproduced with permission of Mushroom Music Publishing.
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| of Black Women and Children, and unoffending
|

[ to be affixed, this Fourteenth Day of Au-

g AT padiien i e detp e Sad
with any Official Signature, aré to b

NEW SOUTH WALES.
» .
Proclamation,

BY His Fxcellency St Trowmas Brisnanr,
Knight Commander of the Most Honcr-
able Military Order of the Bath Caplain

- General and Govirnor in Chicf i and over

His Majesty’s Tervitory of Now South

Wales and its Dcpendencies, &c. &c. §¢

" HEREAS the ABOKIGINAL NATIVES

of the Districts near Bathurst, have, fo

many Weeks past, carried on a Series of indis-

eniminate Attacks on the STOCK STATIONS

there, putting some of the Keepers to cruel

Deaths ; wounding Others ; and dispersing and

plundering the Flocks and Herds,— hemselves
Dot escaping sanguinary. Retaliation ;—

AND WHEREFAS the ordinary Powers of the
Civie MagisTraves (although most anxiously ex-
erted) have failed to protect the Lives of His
MasesTy’s Subjects; and every couciliatory Mea-
sure hasbeen pursued in vain; and the Slaughter

White Men, as well as of the lawless Objects of
Terror, continue to threaten the before-meutioned

Districts 1—

AND WHEREAS, by Experience, it hath

| peen found, that mutual Bloodshed may be

stopped by the Use of Arms against the Natives
| beyond “the ordinary Rule of Law in Time of
Peace ; and, for this End, Resort to summary
Justice has become necessary : —
| NOW THEREFORE, by Virtue of the Au
thority in me vested by His Masesty’s Roya!
Commission, I do declare, in Order to restore
Tranquillity, MARTIAL LAW T0 BE IN
FORCE IN ALL THF COUNTRY WEST-
WARD OF MOUNT YORK :—And fall Sol-|.
diers are hereby ordered to assist and obey their
lawfal ‘Superiors i suppressiig the Violences
aforesaid ; and all His MasesTy’s Subjects are also
hereby called upon to assist the Magistrates in
executing such Measures as any one’ or more of
the said ‘Mugistra(es shall direct to be taken for
the same Purpose, by su¢h Ways and’ Means as |
| wre expedient, 5o long as Martial Law shall last; §
being always mindful, that the Shedding of Blood
15 0ty Jusi where all other Means of Defence. or
of Peace, are exhausted ; that Crutlty is never '
lawful’; and that, wheo personal Attacks become
Decessary, the helpless Women and Children aie
lo be spared. )

TIn Witness whereof, I, the Governor aforesaid, :
have hereunto set my Hand, and caused the
Seal of my Office, as Governor' of the Colony ;
of New South Wales and its Dependencies,

gust, in the Year of Our Lord One thou-
sand eight hundred and twenty-four, .
¢« THOMAS BRISBANE.” (L s.)
By His Excellency’s Command,
F. Gouusury, Colonial Secretary.
GOD SAVE THE KING!

|

o |
- -

[

SOVERNMENT AND GENERAL ORDERS
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By Mis Lixcellency’s Command,

F. Govipvsy, Colouial Secretary

- e -

NEW SOUTH WALES,
Proclamation,

By His Excellency Sir Tuoxas Drrs-
BANE, Knight Commander of the Most
3 Honoreb e Bilitary Order of the Bath,
Captuin General and Governor in Chicf
in and over His Mujesty’s Territory of
New douth Wales and its Dependencies,
&e. &e. §e.

ITEREAS, by a Proclamation under my
Haund wnd Seu, dated the 14th Day of
August, 1824, stating, amongst other Things, that
the ABORIGINAL NATIVESofthe DISTRICTS,
near BATHURST, had, for many Weeks past,
" carried on a Series of indiseriminate Aftacks on
the Stock Stations there, T did, by Virtue of the
Authority in me vested by His Majesty’s Commis-
sion, declare that, in Order to repress the same,
MARTIAL LAW should be in Jagrce in all
the Country Westward of Mount rk :---And
whereas the jadicions and humane Measure pur-
sued by the Magistrates assembled at Bathurst
aforesaid, have rvestored Tranquillity withont
! Bloodshed : ~NOW THEREFORE, by Virtue of
the Autherity aforesaid, I do direct, that MAR-
TIAL LAW shall cease to be any longer in Force

in the aforesaid Districts.

In Witness whereof, I, the Governor afore~
’ said, have hereunto set my Hand, and
caused the Seal of my Office, as Gover-
nor of the Colony of New South Wales
and its Dependencies, to be affized, this

A Eleventh Day of December, in the Year
! of Our Lord One thousand cight hundred
f) and twenty-four,

: i « THOMAS BRISBANE.” (L. s).
| By His Excellency’s Command,
b F. GourLsurw, Colonial Secretary.

GOD SAVE THE KING!

{ Government and General Orders.
Hpap QuarTERs, SYDNEY, TUESDAY, 14th DEC. 1824.
1 Qi URDAY, the 25th Instant, b CprisT-
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