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From stage actor and international television star to blockbuster best-selling author, Judy Nunn’s career has been meteoric.

Her first forays into adult fiction resulted in what she describes as her ‘entertainment set’. The Glitter Game, Centre Stage and Araluen, three novels set in the worlds of television, theatre and film respectively, each became instant bestsellers.

Next came her ‘city set’: Kal, a fiercely passionate novel about men and mining set in Kalgoorlie; Beneath the Southern Cross, a mammoth achievement chronicling the story of Sydney since first European settlement; and Territory, a tale of love, family and retribution set in Darwin.

Territory, together with Judy’s next novel, Pacific, a dual story set principally in Vanuatu, placed her firmly in Australia’s top-ten bestseller list. Her following works, Heritage, set in the Snowies during the 1950s, Floodtide, based in her home state of Western Australia, and Maralinga, have consolidated her position as one of the country’s leading fiction writers. Her eagerly awaited new novel, Tiger Men, will publish in November 2011.

Judy Nunn’s fame as a novelist is spreading rapidly. Her books are now published throughout Europe in English, German, French, Dutch and Czech.

Judy lives with her husband, actor-author Bruce Venables, on the Central Coast of New South Wales.
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Port Jackson I believe to be, without exception, the finest and most extensive harbour in the universe and at the same time the most secure, being safe from all the winds that blow. It is divided into a great number of coves, to which His Excellency has given different names. That on which the town is to be built is called Sydney Cove. It is one of the smallest in the harbour, but the most convenient, as ships of the greatest burden can with ease go into it, and heave out close to the shore. Trincomale, acknowledged to be one of the best harbours in the world, is by no means to be compared to it. In a word, Port Jackson would afford sufficient and safe anchorage for all the navies of Europe.

 

FROM THE RECORDS OF SURGEON GENERAL JOHN WHITE, 1788
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It was a moonless night, the night it happened. Which felt strange to young Thomas Kendall. The most successful forays for a warrener usually took place when the moon was full. Then the warrener could hunt out the burrows with ease, net the openings, send in the ferrets and set the lurcher on the rabbits, the dog, too, needing the light of the moon to pursue its quarry through the bracken.

But tonight Thomas and his father were not hunting rabbits. They were not wearing their warreners’ smocks. And their lurcher, faithful old Jed, had been left at home.

‘It be a bigger prize we hunt tonight, Thomas,’ Jonathan Kendall had told his son, ‘and you must say naught to your mother.’

Since the age of ten, Thomas had hunted with his father. He had learned how to press his ear to the earth and listen for the sounds of activity beneath the surface. He had learned to handle a shovel, to dig deep and fast, three feet in a matter of seconds, to get to the rabbit before the ferret moved off with it. And he had learned to huddle and gut his catch with swiftness and precision—the butcher was always pleased with the Kendall delivery. ‘A pleasure to see,’ he’d say, ‘rabbits hulked proper—no mess, good and neat.’

Now, nine years on, young Thomas Kendall was a warrener as skilful as any on the Norfolk Brecklands. But this moonless night was different. As he crept along the banks of the Little Ouse River on the outskirts of the village of Thetford with his father and Bill ‘Ferret’ Bailey, young Thomas knew that a crime was about to be committed.


Beneath his ragged overcoat, tucked in the crook of his arm, was a large cloth bag. ‘Hide it, lad, hide it,’ his father had said as he handed it to him, and Thomas had noted both Ferret and his father stuffing similar bags inside their coats. ‘Keep your eyes and ears open and your wits about you.’

They turned away from the riverbanks and cut through a grove of birch trees. Was it poaching they were up to, Thomas wondered. But they hadn’t told him to bring his staff, he would need his staff if they were to go poaching.

He was distracted by a badger. Apparently oblivious to the presence of the men, it trotted along beside them, head down, hindquarters swaying flirtatiously side to side like an overweight coquette. Thomas liked badgers. After several moments, however, the badger paused to listen, body motionless, nose twitching, aware of danger present. They left the animal behind and Thomas’s attention once more returned to the men. In the instant they broke out of the grove, he realised their intent.

The road to Norwich was to their left. In the darkness ahead was Burrell and Sons Works, and to their right, surrounded by lavish trees and gardens, was the home of the Widow Pettigrew. A brief thrill of shock ran through Thomas. So that was it! They were about to go thieving.

He said nothing as they straddled the low stone wall. He said nothing as they approached the house, keeping well under cover amongst the elms and oaks, maples and sycamores, but his mind was racing. This was a mad thing his father was contemplating. Was the widow at home tucked up in her bed? Were the servants in their quarters at the rear? There was no light visible, but that meant nothing. To rob this house was the action of a madman.

Thomas had few misgivings about the robbery itself, the widow could certainly afford to be relieved of some of her possessions, and if these were his father’s instructions, Thomas was duty-bound to obey. But for the first time in his life he found himself questioning the wisdom of his father’s actions.

‘Saturday is the servants’ night off,’ Jonathan whispered, as if divining his son’s thoughts, ‘and the widow goes out to dine with friends in the village.’

‘I’ve watched her,’ Ferret added. ‘She leaves at dusk and doesn’t return till nigh on midnight.’


They were around the side of the house where a large window frame with small thick panes of glass was set into the knapped flintstone walls. Thomas watched with admiration as Ferret drew a cold chisel from his coat pocket and levered the window open with comparative ease. It was a skill born of long practice. Ferret was an expert, Thomas realised. Then, one by one, they clambered over the sill.

Inside the widow’s house they crouched in the darkness while Jonathan struck the flint of his tinderbox and ignited three tallow candles. As the light filled the room each man stood, candle in hand, and looked about in silence.

On the mantel stood an ornate porcelain vase, several fine china ornaments and a pair of silver candlesticks. In a glass cabinet were a silver salver, a cutlery service and a set of goblets. A carved wooden chest in the corner was opened and revealed sets of linen and lace—sheets, towels, tablecloths and napkins.

‘I told you so.’ Ferret was the first to speak. He grinned greedily, his yellow teeth gleaming triumphant in the gloom. ‘A haul fit for a king.’ He crossed excitedly to the fireplace. ‘Jonathan, look!’

On the table by the open hearth stood an ivory snuff box, a hand-carved humidor, a brass pipe-rack and a pewter jug with matching tankard. All preserved in memory of the widow’s late husband who had died barely six months previously. Widow Pettigrew still wore black and, in church on Sundays, her mourning veil.

‘She’s even kept his coat,’ Ferret cackled as he dropped his own threadbare garment and donned the heavy wool greatcoat which was draped over the armchair. ‘A big man, old Pettigrew,’ he added, the coat hanging off his scrawny frame.

‘We’d best get to work.’ Jonathan Kendall was already stuffing the silver candlesticks into his cloth bag. ‘Thomas lad, you go upstairs. The widow’s bedroom. It will be to the left.’ Thomas hesitated. ‘Ferret’s kept watch these past three Saturdays,’ Jonathan explained, ‘he says that the upstairs light in the room on the left is the last to be snuffed at night.’

Thomas turned to do his father’s bidding.

‘Satin and lace and fine leather gloves fetch a good price,’ Jonathan instructed. ‘And feather bedding. And mind you check the dressing table,’ he added, ‘for that’s where she’ll be keeping her jewels and trinkets.’


Holding his candle aloft, Thomas stepped out into the main hall and up the stairway, each wooden step creaking alarmingly. Turning left at the top, he crept to the door at the end of the corridor and gently turned the knob.

As the door swung slowly inward, Thomas heard a noise. A noise he recognised. It was the noise he himself made when he was with Bertha in the little back room at the alehouse, passion mounting, nearing his release.

The light of the candle illuminated the room and he saw them. The naked man, buttocks pounding. Grunting. The woman pinioned beneath, invisible but for her bare parted legs high in the air and her hands clutching at the man’s back.

The scene froze for one shocked instant. Then the grunting stopped. The man turned. The woman screamed. And Thomas dropped his candle and ran.

In the darkness he groped for the bannister railings and all but fell down the stairs. He heard the man in pursuit, saw the glow of candlelight ahead, thrust open the door to the lounge room and gasped, ‘Run! Run!’

But Ferret and Jonathan had heard the commotion. Ferret was already halfway out the window and Jonathan, realising there was no time for all three of them to get out, grabbed his son. Together they pressed themselves against the wall by the door to the hall so when, with a howl of fury, the naked man appeared in the open doorway, he failed to see them in the half darkness.

‘Now!’ Jonathan yelled as the man entered the room, giving an angry growl at the sight of Ferret halfway out the window. Father and son dived into the hall and made for the main doors. ‘Run, lad! Run!’

My God! Jonathan registered in the second he turned back to check that his son was close behind him. My God, but it’s young Captain Pettigrew!

Fletcher Pettigrew also turned, momentarily indecisive as to whether to pursue the felons running for the main doors or the man escaping out through the window. Then he noticed that the man at the window was wearing his coat. With another furious roar he launched himself at Ferret.

Upstairs, in her bedroom, Mathilda Pettigrew clasped the fine linen bedsheets about her naked body and whimpered. She was not fearful for the safety of her lover. Fletcher Pettigrew was renowned for his skills in combat; the fact that he was naked and wore neither blade nor pistol was immaterial, fisticuffs would suffice. But did this mean that her secret was to be made public? Was the whole village about to know that she had been intimate with her dead husband’s brother? That she had indeed been intimate with her husband’s young brother for a full year before Ezekiel Pettigrew’s tedious, lingering illness finally took him to his long-overdue grave?

They had been so careful, she and Fletcher. After Ezekiel’s death, Mathilda had regularly visited her lover on Saturday nights when the servants were dismissed. She had dined publicly with friends, then gone to his rooms afterwards. And occasionally he had come to the house. On foot. After dark. Always entering through the servants’ entrance at the rear. No-one had been any the wiser. And now, because of a common, grubby thief, her dreadful secret was sure to become public knowledge.

Mathilda Pettigrew had no cause for concern, however. When, three days later, Jonathan and Thomas Kendall, along with Bill Bailey, were arrested and held in Thetford Gaol to await sentence, the virtuous reputation of the Widow Pettigrew was of little concern to them. A crime such as theirs would demand one sentence and one sentence only. The gallows.

Their incarceration in the poky little gaolhouse on Market Street was not prolonged. Soon after their arrest the town of Thetford came alive, as it did these two special weeks of every year, for the Lent assizes.

People flocked from miles around. The local gentry returned to take up residence in their townhouses. Business was good. The hotels were full, copious amounts of ale and liquor were consumed, and numerous entertainments were held, the crowds delighting to the bawdy vaudeville and rustic classics performed at the theatre in White Hart Street. And throughout the festivities there was the constant excitement of men and women being sentenced to death, transportation or incarceration.

‘General gaol delivery’ poured into Thetford—waggons of prisoners transported from Norwich Castle Gaol for sentencing at the Lent assizes. Twenty-three in all this year.

Amongst the twelve prisoners charged with capital offences that March of 1783 were Jonathan Kendall, his son Thomas and William Bailey.

Jonathan pleaded his son’s case vociferously. ‘The lad is only nineteen years of age, Your Honour,’ he begged. ‘He has never committed a crime. Indeed he knew nothing of our intention until the very night of the felony, I swear. The boy was simply obeying me, his father.’ Jonathan’s final plea was desperate and emotional. ‘For the love of God, Your Honour, let him free!’

But his words fell on deaf ears and all three men were convicted and sentenced to the death penalty. A public hanging at Melford Common beside the road from London to Norwich.

‘Where your bodies will remain for a time,’ Judge Baron Eyre decreed, ‘dangling from the hangman’s rope, to serve as a lesson to passing travellers. And may the Lord have mercy on your souls.’
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‘A night of debauchery it was.’

Thomas Kendall stood with his grandsons beside the massive sandstone walls of Fort Macquarie. He smiled as he looked out across Sydney Cove at the hustle and the bustle of pedestrians and soldiers and horse-drawn vehicles in the dusty streets of the busy town. It hadn’t always been like that. Thomas could still see it as it had been all those years ago. Barren and unforgiving.

‘Debauchery the likes of which will never be seen again, I swear, that night they brought the women convicts ashore.’

At sixty-five, Thomas preferred to view the old days with a sense of humour. It was more comfortable than dwelling on the grim realities of the past.

After languishing for a month in Thetford Gaol, young Thomas Kendall had escaped the hangman’s noose only days before the execution of his father and Ferret Bailey. On the grounds of his youth, Judge Eyre had granted the lad a last-minute reprieve, and Thomas’s sentence had been commuted to transportation, for a period of seven years.

He was transferred to Norwich to a wait his transportation, and there, for three long years, Thomas had withstood the brutality, squalor and depravity of Norwich Castle Gaol. Far from breaking his spirit, however, it had moulded him. From a simple, unquestioning lad into a resilient and resourceful young man, strong in mind and body. A man whom others learned to respect.

‘The ships were hove to in the cove and the longboats collected the women and pulled in ashore yonder.’ The old man pointed towards the Tank Stream on the western side of the bay. ‘The livestock had been landed first, mind; cattle being more important than convict women. They’d landed the livestock a good ten days or so before, right here on this very point. They called it Cattle Point then. Course the fort wasn’t here. Or the town. Nothing was here. Just scrawny trees that seemed to grow, God knew how, out of barren rock. And tents of course. By the time they brought the women convicts ashore there was a whole township of tents.

‘Dressed in their finery, those women were,’ Thomas continued, painting the picture for his grandsons, particularly young James who was enthralled. Unlike his cousin, William, James had never heard his grandfather’s stories before. ‘Leastways, they were pretending it was finery. Makeshift ribbons and bows they had in their hair. Primped and preened and saucy as could be. Excited too, every one of them, at the prospect of feeling solid land beneath their feet. We men had been living ashore for a week or more, see, clearing the land and setting up camp. But the women were hungry for the feel of the earth. Even the earth of that wretched God-forsaken wilderness, for it was a wilderness all right. Barren and hostile and downright fearsome.’

Thomas could still smell the fear of those early days, the fear of the unknown. He could remember the repugnance each and every one of the men had felt for the alien life that buzzed and crawled and slithered about them. The flies and spiders and snakes. And the birds. The demon birds. Some that screeched like banshees, others that cackled with the laughter of the devil himself, all of them chilling a man’s blood each dusk and dawn.

Nowadays, of course, the cockatoos and kookaburras were considered amongst the more charming elements of the colony. William and James would laugh, Thomas realised, if he told them that insects and birds had been perceived as objects of terror by the hardened criminals of the first fleet. His grandsons were not to know that fear born of the unknown was the worst kind of fear to a lonely man in a foreign land.

‘The soldiers and the sailors were accustomed to fearsome foreign parts,’ he explained, ‘but we who’d come, albeit in chains, from the civilised mother country found this to be a dreadful place.’


Seventeen-year-old William nudged his younger cousin. He’d told James about the old man’s stories and James, wide-eyed with fascination, wasn’t disappointed. James had met his grandfather on only one previous occasion, that he could remember anyway, and then it was in the company of his mother who refused to allow any discussion of her father-in-law’s convict past.

The old man smiled again. It was easy, from his position of prosperity and comfort, to smile back down the years. For Thomas this was no longer a dreadful place. He looked at the boats in the bay. He could see one of his very own barges ferrying its load of passengers and provisions across the harbour to the village on the northern point. He looked at the thriving township; the five-storey high Waterloo warehouse, the marketplace where the cries of the cockney seafood vendors rose above the bustle of human activity; he looked at George Street on the far side of the cove, the commercial centre of Sydney Town with its magnificent, wide-verandahed post office, its shops and taverns and cottages; at the traffic of the dusty streets, the men on horseback, the women in gigs and phaetons, the working horses and drays. And, amongst the endless procession, a gang of convicts being led to work at the stone quarries. Despondent, despairing. New arrivals, Thomas thought, and he wished them well.

He glanced out at the peak of the western point where the lighthouse stood. The latest allotment of land he had purchased was not far from the lighthouse. Soon he would be able to see his new cottage from here, high up there on the peak, overlooking the harbour and the whole of Sydney Town. Thomas felt proud. He had helped build this place, and this place, in return, had been good to him. Thomas loved Sydney Town with a fierce and personal pride.

‘Those who had religion swore that God had visited his wrath upon us sinners that night.’ Thomas turned to his grandsons, both of whom were waiting breathlessly for him to continue. ‘For no sooner had the women’s feet touched the soil of Sydney Cove than an almighty storm broke out. There was a crack like Satan’s whip, an angry flash of gold, and in an instant the giant tree which stood in the very centre of the camp was split in two. It killed five sheep and a pig, which was a terrible thing in those days, livestock being highly valuable for future breeding.’


James nodded encouragingly. He wasn’t really interested in the value of livestock. ‘What about the people? Were any of the people killed?’

‘Not by the storm they weren’t. But there were many who met with floggings as a result of that night, and the floggings nigh on killed them. It’s a wonder that some didn’t meet the hangman’s noose. No-one heeded the law, you see. There was brawling and riots and fornication throughout the camp; and whilst most were satisfying their lust, there were those who used the debauchery of the night as a cover for theft. And theft in those days,’ Thomas added seriously, ‘was punishable by hanging.’

‘What about the soldiers?’ James asked breathlessly. ‘Didn’t the soldiers try and stop it?’

‘The soldiers were as lustful as the convicts,’ Thomas declared. ‘The soldiers were in the women’s tents and the women were in the soldiers’ tents and the sailors had all gone back to the ships to get drunk. The captains were relieved that the women were no longer their responsibility, see, for they had to pay a heavy penalty if a convict went missing. So they allowed the men grog and, above the thunder and the lightning, we could hear those sailors, drunk as lords, singing and carousing all through the night. Oh I tell you lads, everyone was a sinner that night.’

‘What were you doing, Grandpa?’

William had tried to catch his cousin’s eye, tried to warn him not to ask that question. The old man might have raved on for hours about rape and fornication, which was exactly what the boys wanted, had he not been asked about his own involvement. Too late.

‘Me?’ The mischievous smile faded and Thomas seemed a little saddened himself to be halted midstream. ‘Ah, not for me the unbridled lust.’

James glanced at his cousin and William gave a wry shrug.

‘How old are you, James?’ Thomas asked, noting the brief exchange. ‘I see you so little I lose track of your age.’

‘Thirteen.’

‘Well, it’ll not be too long before you’re a man. The day will come when you’ll know women and lustful feelings.’

James flushed with the secret knowledge that he couldn’t take his eyes from women’s breasts, even his own mother’s at times.


Thomas noticed the reaction and was sensitive enough not to make some ribald remark. James was a shy boy, he could tell, a lonely boy, and he was suffering the agonising guilt of pubescence. Well of course that mother of his wouldn’t help. Surely Richard could be more of a confidant to his son though, Thomas thought critically. But then, Richard too was under the blasted woman’s thumb.

‘Don’t misunderstand me, lad, I was a lustful young man myself in those days, as lustful as any that stormy night. The desire between men and women is as natural as breathing, young James, and nothing to be ashamed of, but the abandonment of that night meant nothing to me for, you see, I had my Anne.’

It had been in the third year of his incarceration in Norwich Castle Gaol that young Thomas Kendall had met Anne Simpson. Like him, Anne had escaped the death penalty due to her youth: she too had been nineteen years old when convicted of theft. But unlike Thomas, Anne had been no novice.

‘Just the first time I got caught is all,’ she openly admitted. ‘Dear God in heaven, if they knew but a quarter of the thieving I’ve done, I’d have met the hangman long ago.’

She was a bold girl with a gypsy’s face. Sensuous. Features too overgenerous to be beautiful, but wild hair and a mouth that beckoned. Thomas was smitten.

Both sexes were housed at the gaol and, discipline being a mixture of brutality and laxity, fornication was not uncommon. In fact, over the years many a child had been born as a result of couplings within the prison confines.

The cells having been built against the old walls of the roofless and dilapidated castle keep, it was not long before Thomas found a weak spot in the wall to the women’s quarters. It didn’t take him long to dislodge enough stone and dirt to wriggle his way through—as others had done before him—and, once there, his copulation with Anne was fast, fierce and lustful.

Mindless of the women around them, some urging them on, some fondling each other, some hissing obscenities and masturbating, Thomas and Anne fed on each other’s passion. They soared above the prison walls, free of the squalor and confinement and, when they were spent, they kissed and laughed and made ribald comments to the others who were by then grumbling with envy and discontent.


When the news of imminent transportation finally spread throughout the gaol, Thomas and Anne prayed that they would be amongst those sent to a life in the colony of New South Wales.

Feeling amongst the other prisoners was uncertain. America having won its independence, the transportation was to be to the newly discovered south land. Half the world away. Surely it was better to serve out one’s time in the old country, many said. The south land was a heathen place, hardly a land of opportunity like America.

But Thomas felt differently. ‘They call it New South Wales, Anne,’ he said. ‘Just think, a whole new country! A whole new life!’

The union of Thomas Kendall and Anne Simpson had developed far beyond mere lustful congress. Together they nurtured each other’s hopes and shared each other’s strengths and, in the barren, dank gloom which was Norwich Castle Gaol, a genuine love had grown between them.

When they found that they were not only to be transported to New South Wales but aboard the very same ship as well, it was truly as if the gods had smiled upon them. And when Anne announced that she was with child, it seemed all the good fortune in the world had been laid at their feet.

‘Ah, my Anne,’ the old man murmured, unaware that his grandsons were waiting, spellbound, for the next instalment of the orgy. ‘How it felt to hold her once more.’ He could see her now, at the bow of the longboat, their child in her arms, the child he’d felt in her swollen belly but had never seen. He could feel Anne’s lips against his and the softness of the baby’s cheek against the stubble of his own. ‘I’d not seen her since they’d transferred her from the Friendship to the Charlotte in Cape Town,’ he said as he registered the boys’ attention. ‘Three long months it had been.’

Thomas had worried about Anne’s condition and the hardship of the voyage, but she would have none of it. ‘It’s only a baby, Thomas, women bring babies into the world every day of the week.’

But it was hard. Thomas knew that it was hard. When the ship bucketed and rolled and the child in Anne’s belly kicked, he would watch her try to hold down the victuals that would feed her unborn baby. He would help her press her hand to her mouth and watch as she tried to swallow her vomit.


When the fleet reached Cape Town and changes were made to accommodate the livestock boarded at this, their last port before Botany Bay, Anne and several other women were transferred to the Charlotte. Anne was near her time and Thomas, fearing for her safety, was all for demanding he be transferred with her, or they be offloaded to await the birth of the child. Again, Anne would not hear of it.

‘You have earned the trust of the officers and the crew, Thomas,’ she said. ‘I have seen it. We can use this to our advantage in the colony; you must not cause trouble now.

‘Listen,’ she had insisted as he’d tried to argue, ‘when my time comes I will be better attended by the women aboard the Charlotte.’ Then she had kissed him. ‘I’ll see you in Botany Bay, my love, with a baby in my arms.’

But he didn’t see her in Botany Bay. He didn’t see her until Wednesday the 6th of February 1788, when the female convicts were finally landed on the shores of Port Jackson. It was then that Thomas saw his Anne, and, as she’d promised, she held their baby daughter in her arms.

The old man stood silent as he recalled their reunion that night they’d brought the women ashore. His coupling with Anne in the corner of the tent had been quiet, intense, oblivious to the raging storm and the threshing bodies about them. One week later, he and Anne, along with several other couples, had been the first convicts to be married by the Reverend Richard Johnson. As they had made their mark in the Register of Marriages, being able neither to read nor write, Thomas had whispered, ‘This is just the beginning, girl, just the beginning.’ The old man’s eyes filled with tears as he recalled his joy that day.

James and William exchanged a glance but remained silent, respectful of the old man’s reverie; they knew how much Grandpa Thomas missed his wife.

James had never met his grandmother, although she had died only four years ago, but William remembered Anne clearly. Having been brought up on their father Matthew’s market gardens on the Surry Hills, a walkable distance from Thomas’s house in the centre of town, William and his younger sister Hannah had seen a great deal of their grandparents. William remembered Anne as an unconventional old woman who, despite her physical frailty, was never shy of speaking her mind. He and Hannah had been very fond of Grandma Anne.

It was time to change the conversation, William decided. He didn’t like to see his grandfather saddened by painful memories.

‘May we go to Rushcutters Bay, Grandpa Thomas?’ he asked. ‘May we go and see Wolawara?’

Thomas knew why William was changing the subject and he appreciated the boy’s good intentions. Of course the lad didn’t realise that to think of Anne was never painful. The precious bitter-sweetness of her memory was a joy to Thomas always. He would treasure the taste and the touch and the smell of his wife until he drew his very last breath.

‘Very well.’ Thomas made a quick decision, knowing it would wreak havoc with his son and daughter-in-law. ‘We shall go and see Wolawara.’ It was time to extend young James’s education. God alone knew when that wretched mother of his would once again allow the boy the company of his grandfather.

‘I must warn you, James,’ he said solemnly as they walked across the Government Domain towards Farm Cove, ‘that Wolawara and his family are my friends. They are not oddities for you to boast of to your friends at school.’

‘Yes, Grandpa Thomas.’

James couldn’t believe his luck. He was going to meet Wolawara. Even his cousins, William and Hannah, didn’t know the true story of Grandpa Thomas and Wolawara. The relationship between the two men was shrouded in mystery.

Several weeks previously, on a visit to James’s family home in Parramatta, William and Hannah had boasted that Grandfather Thomas was best friends with an Aborigine.

‘You must not listen to such nonsense,’ James’s mother had said when his cousins had departed. ‘Your grandfather may have some passing acquaintance with the black servant of one of his friends or, knowing your grandfather, even one of the beggars in the streets of Sydney Town, but he is not “friends” with a native. No-one is “friends” with a native.’

Mary, aware of the presence of her husband Richard, knew she must soften her tone, but mentally she cursed the old man. Everything about her father-in-law grated with Mary. His common rural accent, his scruffy ill-kempt beard, his baggy breeches and shirtsleeves. Thomas had no regard for personal appearances and was quite happy to wander about jacketless, which Mary considered disgraceful. He was a wealthy, successful man, he had a social position to uphold. But far more than his manner of speech and dress, it was the old man’s pride in his ignoble past which Mary most abhorred.

‘Grandfather Thomas is lonely, my dear,’ she said as gently as she could, ‘particularly since Grandmother Anne passed away, and he romanticises the past as if it were something of which to be proud.’ She couldn’t help it, the bite of disapproval returned to her tone. ‘Believe me, it is not, James. It is a shameful thing.’

‘Don’t turn the boy against his grandfather, Mary.’ Richard’s remonstration was mild but it was there. He rarely questioned his wife, leaving the governing of the household and the upbringing of their two children in her capable hands. He agreed that it was only right, for the sake of the children, to distance themselves from his father’s past; he had even agreed, ten years previously, to her suggestion that they change the spelling of their name to Kendle so it could not be traced to the shameful records of those who had arrived in the colony in chains. But Richard would not have his wife malign his father of whom he was not only fond, but to whom he was deeply grateful for the assistance given him upon his marriage. Indeed, without the family business and the lands at Parramatta which Thomas had transferred to his son’s name, it was doubtful Mary’s family would have agreed to the marriage at all. ‘My father is a good man,’ Richard insisted, ‘and we owe him a great deal.’

‘I am not turning the boy against his grandfather,’ Mary replied a little tightly, ‘and I am fully aware of the debt we owe, Thomas.’

There the discussion ended and, as usual, Mary had the last word.

But several weeks later Richard surprised her by insisting that James and his older sister, Phoebe, accompany her on a shopping expedition to Sydney Town.

‘They are to meet their grandfather,’ Richard announced. ‘I must insist upon it, Mary.’ He sensed that she was about to argue the case. ‘They barely know him, it is not right.’

Mary wondered momentarily whether she should do battle, but reluctantly decided against it. Damn the old man, she thought.

If Mary Kendle could have had her way, her children would remain forever in Parramatta, and all ties with the Kendall side of the family would be severed. It was nothing personal, but for the good of her children’s future they must be brought up as exclusives, of free British stock. Not only was their paternal grandfather an ex-convict, he believed in equality. Thomas Kendall maintained that prisoners who had served their sentences, and emancipists such as himself who through good conduct had been prematurely granted pardon, should be openly and immediately accepted into respectable society. Worse still, he believed in equality for the ticket-of-leavers, those convicts who had been granted a certificate from the Governor entitling them to seek their own employment and living quarters. The fact that applicants for a ticket of leave required a long record of exemplary behaviour, character references, letters of surety, meant little to the exclusivists. Ticket-of-leavers were still convicts. They were still serving their sentences, and it was a crime against society that they should be entitled to mingle freely.

To many in the colony, the views of Thomas Kendall and his ilk were outrageous and dangerous, and although Mary swore she bore Thomas himself no ill will, she was protective of her children and thoroughly convinced that no good could come of their connection with their grandfather.

Mary would allow her husband to have his way. Just this once. Her acquiescence would please him and maintain the peace, and a visit to the old man could do little harm, so long as the children were not left alone in his company. But she determined that such visits were not to become a habit.

‘I shall not be accompanying you, my dear,’ Richard announced to her further annoyance. ‘The purchase of dresses and bonnets does not interest me as it does you and Phoebe. Besides,’ he added, flashing her his most winning smile, ‘I would be of little use, my taste is lamentable.’

Always elegantly attired, Richard’s dress sense was faultless, and he knew it, just as he knew that his charm, as usual, would have the desired effect.

Mary laughed. ‘You are shamelessly obvious, Richard.’

‘Of course I am my dear. I am afraid I really am too busy to accompany you however,’ he apologised, ‘and I see Father and Matthew regularly on business trips to town. You don’t mind too much do you?’


‘I suppose I have no option.’

‘And you will enjoy Emily’s company,’ he added, ‘you always do.’

Richard had never quite been able to comprehend Mary’s comfortable relationship with his brother’s wife, they were such opposites. Not that Richard himself disliked Emily, far from it. Indeed, he found her an extremely attractive woman, in an untidy way—most men did. With little regard for convention or fashion, Emily prattled disarmingly, apparently unaware of her sensuality. In the early years of Matthew’s marriage, Richard had even felt a little envious of his older brother. The foolishness of youth, he now thought, as he looked at his wife with comfortable affection. He had made a far finer match than his brother: Mary came from impeccable stock and was an exemplary wife and mother.

He winked at his daughter Phoebe. ‘You and Hannah can play fine young ladies and have cakes at the teahouse in George Street.’

Fifteen-year-old Phoebe, pretty, fragile, her father’s pride and joy, smiled excitedly. She liked her cousin. Despite the fact that Hannah was six months her junior, Phoebe deeply admired and envied her. There was a wild streak in Hannah.

And who exactly will be looking after my son, Mary wondered. The old man? She looked steadily back at her husband, once more considering battle, but Richard continued, apparently oblivious, ‘And James will have William for company.’ Before his wife could contest the arrangement, he added with a note of finality, ‘The lad needs male companionship, my dear. Father and Matthew will entertain the boys whilst you do your shopping.’ For once, it was Richard who had the last word.

The family gathering in Thomas’s front parlour went smoothly enough. Matthew had not yet arrived, but to Mary’s relief, the old man’s conversation was perfectly harmless. They chatted about the weather and commented on the stirring sounds of the drums and fife which could be heard from the nearby garrison.

By the time she and Emily, together with their daughters, were preparing to take their leave, however, Mary was feeling distinctly agitated. Matthew had still not arrived.

‘Matthew was to look after James and William,’ she said rather pointedly to her sister-in-law.

‘Oh good heavens no,’ Emily declared, ‘it’s crop planting. He’s far too busy. As a matter of fact, I had quite a time of it persuading him to allow William the day with his cousin. Poor Matthew needs all the hands he can get at the moment, particularly as he refuses to accept the government’s offer of convict labour.’

‘Why?’ Mary was momentarily distracted from her dilemma. ‘If the government sees fit to support the market gardeners, why in heaven’s name should Matthew refuse cheap labour?’

‘He is of the opinion that convict labour should be employed solely by the government,’ Emily replied. She pointed a gloved finger forcefully at the ceiling, in imitation of Matthew in full tirade. “‘It is up to the free settlers to provide work for the ticket of-leavers and those who have served their sentences.”’ She punched the air with her fist. “‘They are in need of employment to set themselves up in their new lives, and it is our bounden duty to assist them.”’ Emily smiled about at the assembled company, proud of her performance and of her husband.

‘He’s a good man, Matthew,’ Thomas nodded approvingly.

It was the sort of conversation Mary did not wish to encourage in the presence of her children. ‘But James and William …’ she said, ‘who will look after them?’

‘I’m seventeen, Aunt Mary,’ William laughed. ‘I’m perfectly capable of showing James the sights.’

It was then that Thomas chimed in. ‘I shall look after the lads, Mary,’ he said with all the joviality of a favourite father-in-law. ‘We shall go for a walk, just the three of us.’

The look of horror on Mary’s face gave Thomas a rush of perverse pleasure. He despised the beliefs of Mary and her fellow exclusivists. In a new colonial society, the evils of class distinction should have been left behind in the old country. The fact that social injustice and racial intolerance abounded in a new land where equality should have free reign upset him deeply.

His smile was as benign as he could make it, which further irked Mary. ‘We shall have a grand day, shan’t we, lads?’

‘Oh please may I come with you, Grandpa Thomas?’ It was fifteen-year-old Hannah, the old man’s unashamed favourite. Thomas glanced hopefully at Emily who shook her head and laughed.

‘No, my darling, you may not.’

Emily had told Hannah as much before they’d left for Thomas’s house. ‘I don’t want to go shopping with Aunt Mary,’ the girl had said, ‘she fusses so.’ Emily had stated emphatically that Hannah was to accompany them, but she had known that her daughter would try again. Hannah was incorrigible.

‘You can see Grandpa Thomas any time you wish, Hannah, you must let the boys have a day with him on their own. They can talk men’s talk.’ Emily winked at Thomas. ‘Whatever that is.’

Mary turned her horrified gaze to her sister-in-law, but Emily was utterly oblivious to it. ‘Now come along, Mary, the sooner we complete our shopping the sooner we can have tea and cakes and I am eager to hear all the gossip.’ It was true the bond between the women was Mary’s chatter, mostly slanderous, about the Parramatta landed gentry and her husband’s wealthy business associates. Mary had the freedom of knowing that the stories would never get back to Richard’s influential friends, and Emily the novelty of hearing people spoken of in a way no farming person on the Surry Hills would ever speak of their neighbour.

There was little Mary could do, but at the door she hissed to the old man, ‘You are not to fill James’s head with your nonsense, Thomas; he has led a sheltered life.’

It was then that Thomas had decided to tell the boys whatever stories they wanted to hear. The bawdier, the gorier, the better.

‘You lads go on ahead,’ he said as they walked through the Botanic Garden, ‘I shall keep my own pace. And take your jacket off, James, ’tis far too hot to be wearing a jacket.’

He watched as the boy hesitated then took off his smart checked jacket and carefully folded it over his arm. Mary obviously didn’t like her son being seen in public in his vest and shirtsleeves. He looked so vulnerable, Thomas thought, beside his older cousin. William, bareheaded, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, forearms well muscled and brown from toil in the sun, already had the body of a strong man. Like his father, Matthew. Both boys reminded Thomas of his sons, but James painfully so. James, awkward in his smart felt hat with its checked ribbon band matching his jacket, could have been Richard at the same age. Richard had always been painfully self-conscious, even as a boy.

Much as Thomas wanted to blame his daughter-in-law for the hurt his son had done him, he knew that Richard was equally at fault. Richard was too easily dictated to, by both society and his wife—which were much the same thing, Thomas thought grimly. To him, Mary typified the ignorance and bigotry of the British middle class.

Richard Kendall’s denial of his family name had been one of the cruellest blows Thomas had ever been dealt. Crueller than his banishment from his mother country, for he had paid for his crime and embraced his new life. But to what crime did he owe his son’s denial?

‘Kendle sounds the same, Father,’ Richard had said, ‘so we are not really changing the name as such, merely the spelling. You cannot expect us to emblazon a convict name in gilt lettering on the sides of our coaches, it is simply not good business.’ Richard misinterpreted his father’s silence as misunderstanding. ‘The coach service from Sydney Town to Parramatta is becoming famous,’ he continued. ‘Surely you must admit we need a name which can be respected.’

Nothing more was said on the subject, but it broke Thomas’s heart.

Anne tried to soften the blow. ‘Richard loves you dearly, Thomas; he intends no hurt.’ And when Thomas refused to be mollified, she continued in her characteristically direct fashion. ‘As his mother I should perhaps not say it, but Richard is a weak man. He always has been. He does not have your strength, my love, neither yours nor Matthew’s. It is why I have always approved of his marriage; it is why I insisted you sign over the coach business and some of the Parramatta lands to him.’ By now she had Thomas’s undivided attention; in fact, his jaw was agape.

‘Much as you may dislike Mary and much as we may both disagree with her views,’ Anne continued, ‘she is a strong young woman and Richard needs such strength. He’s a superficial man with little depth of character, and I do not believe for one moment that he would survive with a weak wife.’

Thomas had finally found his voice. ‘You always told me he was sensitive.’

‘Yes, that is what I told you.’ She had given him one of her impish smiles and kissed him. ‘So do not let the weakness of his actions break your heart, my love, for that is all they are, the actions of a weak man. Forgive him.’

Try as he might, however, Thomas had not been able to find it in himself to forgive Richard, and from that day on he had seen his son through different eyes.

The old man and his grandsons left the mudflats of Woolloomooloo Bay behind them and started to climb the Darlinghurst Hill. The windmills which lined the Darlinghurst Ridge were picturesque, contributing to the description of Sydney as a town of windmills. Some of wood, some of stone, some operated manually, some mechanically, the windmills endlessly churned out the flour for a colony chronically short of adequate supplies.

As they walked, Thomas wondered whether young James was weak like his father. If so, how long would it take before self-consciousness became affectation, before social decree outweighed matters of principle? Not long, Thomas thought, living under the same roof as that woman. Well, today young James Kendle would learn a thing or two, the old man would make thoroughly sure of that.

Upon reaching Rushcutters Bay, Thomas led his grandsons beside the small stream which ran down to the harbour until it was lost in the swamp of rushes beside the bay. It was here, towards the eastern end of the cove, that Wolawara and his family lived in their hut amongst the reeds and spinneys.

They were at the edge of the clearing, twenty yards or so from the hut, when they were distracted by a rustling noise in a clump of nearby bushes. As they turned to investigate, a man leapt out at them with such swiftness and aggression that James gave an involuntary cry of alarm. Instinct told him to run, but Thomas and William were standing their ground, so the boy stifled his fear and edged closer to his grandfather instead.

The man rolled his eyes and, in the blackness of his face, the whites of his pupils shone with a madness that terrified James. Twice he sprang towards them, emitting a growl from the back of his throat like an animal intimidating its prey.

Thomas appeared unmoved and William, after a nervous glance at his grandfather, continued to stand his ground. James’s feet were rooted to the spot; he doubted whether he could have run if he’d tried.

The man changed his tactics. Slowly he started to prance about them, knees bent, arms extended, palms upward, in a clumsy, uncoordinated dance. He was mumbling now, although the words were incoherent. And his manner was no longer aggressive, his eyes no longer mad. In his ragged shirt and breeches, and stinking of rum, he was in fact a pitiful figure.

‘Massa, gim me rum. Rummerry good.’

The fear in James subsided. So this was Wolawara, he thought with a surge of disappointment. His mother had been right after all. Grandfather Thomas’s native friend was no more than a drunken beggar.

‘Good day, Yenerah,’ Thomas said, although he made no move to give the man money.

The Aborigine did not heed the greeting, continuing to importune with his parody of a dance. ‘Rummake me drunk like a gemmen. Rummerry good.’

‘Wuruwuru!’ The voice, with an angry edge, was one of authority, and the drunken man turned to face the figure which had appeared at the door of the hut. They all did. An imposing Aboriginal man in a red soldier’s coat stood before them. In his middle sixties, grey-bearded and stern, he was not a big man, either in height or build, but there was a command about him which was impressive.

‘Wuruwuru!’ he repeated. ‘Dadadadadadadada!’

The drunken man stared back for a second, then turned his gaze to the ground. He scuffed his bare feet in the dirt for a moment or so. ‘Yanu, yanu,’ he muttered, before shuffling pathetically off into the bushes.

There was silence as they all watched him go.

‘Stay here,’ Thomas muttered to the boys, then he walked up to the hut and offered his hand to the man in the red coat.

‘Wolawara, gamaradu,’ he said. The two men shook hands.

‘Ngandu, Thomas,’ Wolawara said, ‘Ngandu,’ and there was an infinite sadness in his voice.

‘No harm is done,’ Thomas replied. ‘Gamarada, gay, gay.’

James watched, awestruck. ‘Grandpa Thomas is speaking his language,’ he whispered to William. Never before had James heard a white man talk to a native in anything other than New South Wales pidgin English. ‘I’ve never seen anyone do that before.’

‘And you never will again,’ William replied quietly with obvious pride. ‘It is the native tongue of the Gadigal people, a clan of the Dharug, Grandpa told meso.’


Ignoring the boys, the two men squatted on the ground beside the hut.

‘We must stay here until we are asked to join them,’ William instructed. ‘And you are to tell no-one that Grandpa Thomas speaks their tongue, James. No-one. Only Hannah and I know, and now that he has let you into the secret, you must never breathe a word.’

James nodded, still staring, eyes like saucers, at his grandfather squatting in the dirt with Wolawara.

Thomas had been dismayed to witness the degradation of his old friend’s son. Yenerah was Wolawara’s only remaining boy, his other two having died of the smallpox many years previously.

It must be breaking the man’s heart, Thomas thought; but recognising Wolawara’s shame, he did not pursue the subject.

‘I have not come to you for sometime, Wolawara, but when I dream you are there.’

‘When I dream you are there, Thomas.’

The men conversed in a mixture of pidgin and Dharug. These days it was rare for even Wolawara himself to converse purely in the native tongue of the Gadigal people. The language was dying out and, to his shame, much as he encouraged them, his own grandchildren spoke little Dharug.

‘Wiriwa, she is well?’ Thomas asked.

Wolawara nodded. ‘Wiriwa, come!’ he called to his wife. ‘Thomas our friend is here.’

Wiriwa appeared at the door of the hut. She was dressed in a white cotton garment and carried an infant on one hip, her latest grandchild. She had known Thomas was there and had been waiting for her husband’s call.

‘Gumal, Wiriwa,’ Thomas said. He smiled his greeting but did not rise.

Wiriwa smiled in return and nodded shyly before sitting on the ground at the opposite side of the entrance to the hut. She remained silently rocking her sleeping grandchild in her arms, pleased that she had been called into the presence of the men.

Thomas leaned forward and fingered the tattered lapel of Wolawara’s coat. ‘You have a jacket of fire,’ he said. It was a personal observation and they both knew it. Wolawara had always loved the colours of fire. In Thomas’s mind an image flashed briefly. The image of an excited young Aborigine with his new headband of yellow and red. ‘Guwiyang,’ the young man was saying. ‘Guwiyang.’

Wolawara, pleased by the comment and proud of his new attire, explained that his daughter, who now served a military man’s family, had brought home several articles of the soldier’s old uniforms.

‘And from his wife, dresses. Dresses white like the summer clouds for Wiriwa,’ he added.

Wiriwa touched the lace yoke of her dress, which in actuality was a nightgown, and smiled back.

Emboldened by the fact that his grandmother and baby brother had been called to the company of the men, a ten-year-old boy had crept to the door of the hut. He had intended waiting until he too was called, but he had noticed William and James standing patiently at the edge of the clearing and couldn’t resist.

Turumbah knew better than to run to the boys and make their acquaintance. His grandfather’s rules regarding the meeting of menfolk were strict. But Turumbah also knew that he was his grandfather’s favourite and that, if he pretended a patience he didn’t have, his grandfather would eventually give in. He sidled out the door.

William and James watched as the boy crept up behind Wolawara. He was dressed in baggy trousers cut off above the knee and held up at the waist by twine from which hung several implements. He stood just behind his grandfather and gave them both a cheeky grin, but William nudged James, warning him not to react.

Fully aware of his grandson’s presence, Wolawara continued his discussion with Thomas.

‘Wiriwa holds my new grandson,’ he boasted proudly and Wiriwa nodded once more, acknowledging the child as if he were her own. ‘Four grandsons I now have. And three granddaughters.’

Thomas’s eyes flickered to Turumbah who was shuffling in the sand behind his grandfather. The two men exchanged a smile.

‘Two of my grandsons are now grown to manhood,’ Wolawara continued. ‘The fourth, I am not sure where he might be. Shall I call for him, Thomas?’

Thomas appeared to deliberate for a moment before agreeing. ‘Yes. Call for him, Wolawara.’


Wolawara turned and pretended surprise as he bumped into the bare knees of his grandson.

‘Ah, Turumbah. You remember our friend Thomas?’ Turumbah nodded, but his eyes kept darting towards William and James. Particularly young James whose hat was becoming more fascinating by the second.

‘Five years it has been,’ Thomas said. ‘You were a boy when last we met, Turumbah, now you are nearly a man.’

The boy shuffled about impatiently. When would the formalities be over? When could he play? He wanted to talk to the boy with the hat.

‘These are your grandsons.’ Wolawara indicated William and James. ‘One I have not met.’ It was the first time Wolawara had acknowledged the presence of the boys standing immobile at the edge of the clearing. ‘They have fine manners,’ he said approvingly, then glanced up at Turumbah. Turumbah, however, appeared not to have heard the admonishment, he was too busy grinning at the boys.

‘May I greet your grandsons?’ Wolawara asked.

‘They would be honoured,’ Thomas replied, and beckoned the boys to come forward.

After formal greetings were made in pidgin English and after much shaking of hands, it was finally time for Turumbah’s introduction.

‘Turumbah, this is Grandson William, and this is Grandson James,’ Thomas said.

‘Gran’sun William, Gran’sun James,’ Turumbah repeated. There was more shaking of hands, and the boys were told they could go and play. Turumbah let out a whoop of excitement and started to skip about, until a sharp word of command from Wiriwa stopped him in his tracks.

All heads turned to her, it was the first time she had spoken. Her eyes met Wolawara’s. She held his glance for a second or two until he nodded, then she returned her attention to the baby who had awoken at the sound of her voice.

‘You are not to swim, Turumbah,’ Wolawara commanded. The boy was about to argue back, but his grandfather continued, ‘You have been sick, your grandmother says you are not to swim.’ It was obvious that, for all her apparent compliance, it was Wiriwa’s word that was law when it came to the health of the children.

Turumbah did not appear too upset. Instead, he grabbed James by the hand and dragged him in the opposite direction of the water. ‘Gran’sun James come. Come, Gran’sun James.’

James was unaccustomed to such boisterous familiarity, but there was something so cheeky and likeable about Turumbah that it seemed pointless to resist. William followed after them with a regretful glance over his shoulder. He had hoped that he might be invited to join the men, but they were once more in deep conversation and took no note of the boys’ departure.

‘It was the …’ Wolawara was saying, searching for the word, ‘… the croup. Deep in his chest. Another white man’s sickness.’

Talk of Turumbah’s recent illness led Wolawara to discuss the plight of his people. He lowered his voice so that even Wiriwa might not hear but, intuitively, she knew what her husband was saying. Wolawara told Thomas that he should not have stayed so long, that he should have left Eora many years ago, as so many of his clan had. He should have fled inland to escape the white man’s drink and disease.

Eora was the Dharug name for the coastal area which was the home of the Gadigal people, and, like many, Wolawara had found it hard to leave the waterways of his ancestors. ‘We belong to the sea and to the rivers,’ he had said when talk of leaving had first started. ‘We are water people. It is wrong to take our families into the arid land.’ And his stubbornness, he admitted now, had resulted in the deaths of two sons and a daughter. As for Yenerah, his last remaining son …

The admission was difficult and Wolawara’s gaze remained fixed on the ground. ‘With your own eyes you have seen him, Thomas. He is possessed. Once a fine young man, now he begs in the streets for the rum to feed his demons.’

Wolawara raised his head and, behind the guilt in his eyes, was an angry resolve. ‘This is not the fate which will befall my grandchildren. While there is strength enough left in this old man, it is Wolawara who must save them.’

Thomas paused for a moment before asking, ‘What will you do?’ He glanced briefly at Wiriwa who was listening intently for the answer.

‘We will leave Eora.’


It was obvious from the fleeting shock visible in Wiriwa’s eyes that Wolawara had not discussed his decision with her.

Thomas looked from one to the other. Wolawara and Wiriwa are old, he thought. Like me, they are old. Now was not the time for them to leave the home of their ancestors.

He said nothing. But, as Wolawara continued to talk, the seed of a plan germinated in the mind of Thomas Kendall.

 

‘I’ve never seen anyone swim like that.’

James and William were lost in admiration as they stood watching young Turumbah’s naked body cut through the water like a dolphin. One minute the boy had been submerged, the next he had leapt to the surface, emitted a squeal and disappeared again, only to reappear seconds later, twisting and rolling and diving like a creature delighting in its natural element.

When he had finished showing off, Turumbah swam closer to the point on which the boys stood and beckoned them to join him.

‘Come massa! Come along! Come!’

For William the temptation was too great. The afternoon was hot, there was no-one about, so he took off his shirt.

‘William!’ James was horrified.

‘No-one can see. Come on, James.’

Stripped to his undergarments, William flopped clumsily off the rocks. He could swim enough to keep himself afloat but he didn’t venture too far from the point. Turumbah joined him and a splashing match ensued.

James wandered back along the point to the reedy shallows. Today had been a succession of shocks to him. From the fearful black man and his threatening dance, to Grandfather Thomas speaking in the native tongue and, finally, to the unashamed nakedness of Turumbah. That had been the biggest shock of all.

When Turumbah, signalling silence, had led James and William in a circle behind the hut to the water’s edge and proceeded to strip to his bare skin in front of them, James’s shock had left him speechless. No-one should be seen naked. For as long as he could remember, his mother had told him that nakedness was a sin. ‘Cover yourself, James,’ she would say when, as a very small boy, he emerged from the tin bathing tub, ‘cover yourself.’

Shocking as today might have been, however, it was exciting and unpredictable, a day like no other, and James wanted to be a part of it. He found a flat, dry rock, sat down and carefully took off his shoes and stockings. With equal care, he took off his vest, folded it with his jacket and placed his new felt hat on top. Then he pulled his trouser legs up to the knees and waded out into the shallows, enjoying the water, cool against his calves and the sand, coarse beneath his feet.

A shadow glided amongst the reeds ahead, then stopped. Too curious to be alarmed, James waded stealthily towards it. Just when he was convinced it was nothing, merely a play of light, the shadow reappeared right in front of him. About a foot in length and breadth, its sides appeared to gracefully curl, and once more it glided ahead of him, only to disappear in a brief flurry of sand.

James was fascinated. For a full ten minutes he followed the small stingray through the shallows until the creature retreated to the deeper water.

When he finally returned to the rock where he’d left his clothes, he found William and Turumbah dressed and sunning themselves as they waited for him.

‘I saw a fish! A fish with a long tail!’ James called excitedly. ‘I followed it everywhere!’

‘Daringyan.’ Turumbah called back. ‘Catch him tows an this place.’ It was only then that James noticed, perched atop the Aboriginal boy’s head, and at a rakish angle, his new felt hat.

James’s dismay must have been evident, and he felt himself flush as William laughed loudly. ‘Give it back to him, Turumbah, I told you he would be angry.’

Regretfully, the boy took off the hat. He examined it briefly to make sure it was unmarked—it was only a little damp inside—before handing it back with a mischievous smile.

James put the hat on and concentrated on the buttons of his vest, keeping his face averted. His shocked reaction had been instinctive. He didn’t really mind Turumbah wearing his hat. He wished that William hadn’t laughed.

As James knelt to put on his shoes and stockings, Turumbah stopped him. The boy repeated a word several times, a word which the other two didn’t understand. ‘Badangi, badangi,’ he said, then beckoned impatiently. ‘Come, Gran’sun James, come along.’


They followed him, Turumbah unfastening a knife like implement made from shell which dangled from the twine about his waist. It was time to shuck oysters from the healthy crop which grew along the rocks of the foreshore.

An hour later, when the boys returned to the hut—Turumbah ensuring that his hair and clothes were dry and that their approach was from the opposite direction to the bay—James’s hands were scratched and bleeding and one trouser leg was torn. The big toe of his right foot was painful where he’d stubbed it on the rocks, and he knew that inside his shoe blood was oozing onto his stocking.

But James didn’t care. He wiped his hands on the once pristine white handkerchief and returned it to his vest pocket. He savoured the sea-salt taste of the oysters on his tongue. The day had been the most exciting and memorable of his young life.

Thomas noticed James’s dishevelled appearance but said nothing.

Wolawara rose to farewell them, and the two men shook hands.

‘I beg of you, my friend,’ Thomas said, taking both of Wolawara’s hands in his, ‘do nothing until I next come to you. I will return within seven days. Until then, please do not leave Eora.’

Wolawara nodded his consent and Thomas and his grandsons turned to go. But Turumbah would not leave it at that. He made a great show of shaking hands as vigorously as he could with William and James. Particularly James.

‘You like Turumbah, Gran’sun James? Turumbah bud-jerry fellow.’

Before he knew what he was doing, James had taken off his new felt hat. He couldn’t help himself. Holding it in both hands, he offered it to Turumbah.

The boy stared at the hat and the outstretched hands, bewildered.

‘Take it, Turumbah,’ James said. ‘It’s yours, a gift.’

No second bidding was necessary. In a moment the hat was on Turumbah’s head, and when Thomas and his grandsons finally set off, the boy was still leaping about excitedly, dancing, waving and pointing to his new possession.

Thomas studied his younger grandson as they walked away from the clearing. There would be hell to pay when his mother found out he’d lost his new hat.


James felt his grandfather’s eyes upon him. He looked up and smiled reassuringly. He had no regrets. He didn’t quite know why he had done what he’d done, but he would weather the storm.

Thomas was pleased. More than pleased. It was a breakthrough. James was not yet entirely under the influence of his mother. It was time for him to learn some truths.

‘Let’s walk to the Common,’ he said, ‘and sit and talk. There is a story I wish to tell you both.’

He would tell them the story of Wolawara. But he would not tell them of his plan. Not yet. The boys would find out soon enough, for it would alienate him from his younger son forever. Now was the time for his grandsons to know the truth so they may judge his actions accordingly.

Much as Thomas railed against the exclusivists and their class system, the truly unpardonable sin in his eyes was the lamentable predicament of the native, who had been stripped of all he’d owned, including dignity. His numbers had been decimated by white man’s diseases and he had been left to beg in the streets, his women to exchange their bodies for food. It was not the way Governor Phillip had wished it. It was not the way the King of England himself had instructed the colony be governed.

Thomas and his grandsons reached the vastness of Sydney Common where cattle and goats grazed and where, on misty mornings, groups of gentlemen regularly held swan-shooting parties. When they had settled themselves on a grassy hillock in the late afternoon sunshine, Thomas told them his story.
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Food and shelter were the major priorities in the early days of the settlement. Heavy labour was assigned to the hardened criminals and, in chains and leg irons, they were mercilessly worked, their daily misery in the stone quarries and brick fields slowly producing the buildings of Sydney Town.

Those convicts considered less of a threat to the community were assigned work, under guard, at the government farm, and they soon learned that the trees of Port Jackson were tough and unyielding. The work was intense, many men labouring for several days to grub out just one swamp mahogany or one red gum. And when the land was finally cleared and cultivated, the soil proved too poor and too pest-ridden for the tropical plants acquired in South Africa, and the time unseasonal for the planting of fruit varieties brought from England.

Further delegation of labour was proving a problem. Whilst the navy and military were engaged in the navigation and exploration of rivers and terrain, who was to police the colony? It became evident that prisoners of good conduct who had proved themselves hardworking and reliable should be assigned positions of trust. Thomas Kendall, who had received a glowing report from the Friendship’s first mate, was deemed such a man.

‘I was right, you see, Thomas,’ Anne said, gratified by Thomas’s improved status. ‘I told you they would need men they could trust. Who knows but they might even grant you an early pardon.’

Anne had been ambitious for him from the very outset. When, occasionally, Thomas had returned from an expedition, angry at the brutality of a soldier or the unjustness of a situation, Anne had said, ‘Do nothing, my love, do nothing.’

She was wise and cunning and Thomas knew she was right, although at times it had cost him considerable effort to keep his tongue in check.

By comparison to many in the colony whose miserable lives were spent in chains at the mercy of sadistic gaolers or guards, Thomas and Anne led a relatively comfortable existence. A married couple with a baby, both with good-conduct records, they were granted the comparative freedom of the camp’s married quarters, and Anne was assigned daily service at the makeshift military barracks, washing, cleaning and cooking for the soldiers.

The work was hard but Anne never complained. She worried only about the health of her baby, whom they’d christened Catherine at an official ceremony conducted by the Reverend Johnson. The birth aboard the Charlotte had nearly killed both mother and child and Catherine had remained weak and fragile.

Sadly Anne’s fears proved justified and on Saturday 8 March, 1788, Catherine Kendall, firstborn of Thomas and Anne, was laid to rest, three months of age, alongside others who had failed to withstand the rigours of life in the colony.

Since settlement Thomas had been assigned to working parties on expeditions up the Parramatta River and northward to Broken Bay, and he had even accompanied Captain Hunter’s team on early surveys of the harbour. Furthermore, during each of these expeditions, Thomas had been surprisingly successful in communicating with the natives. Such a skill, coupled with his reliability, made him a perfect candidate for overseeing duties.

From the outset Thomas had been intrigued by the local people. Entirely naked, of slender build, dark black skin and short curly hair, they were ebullient and friendly. Curious, like children. Most of the men had a fore tooth missing and scars on their bodies—results of manhood initiation ceremonies, it was later discovered—and many wore a short bone or stick through a hole in their nostrils.

On Thomas’s first encounter with the natives, the men approached the longboats as soon as the working party had pulled ashore and, although each carried a spear or a club, their actions were not threatening. Indeed, they seemed fascinated by the strange visitors. Particularly, it appeared, by their clean-shaven faces.

They jabbered away in a harsh, staccato tongue and pointed towards the women who remained with their children in a cluster further down the shore—although, curiosity getting the better of them, they were inching gradually closer and closer to their menfolk—then they pointed at their own genitals. It was evident that the men were confused as to the sex of the clothed, and hairless, white intruders.

It was Second Lieutenant King who issued the order to one of his team and, as the soldier exposed himself, a great shout of admiration went up, not only from the men but from the women also.

Thomas was carrying the knapsack containing the gifts intended for the natives. He was instructed to open it. As he knelt and handed the trinkets, mirrors, baubles and beads to the various members of the working party to distribute, the natives, both men and women, clustered about like children around a Christmas tree.

Lifting two bright strips of cloth from the knapsack, Thomas was about to pass them to one of the soldiers when a black hand intercepted his. He looked up into the face of a young man about the same age as himself. The native poked himself in the chest, repeatedly asking for the cloth, and Thomas was uncertain—it was not really his place to distribute the gifts. But amongst the gabble of voices, the excitement of the natives jumping about, and the crew laughing at their antics, it didn’t seem to matter. He nodded.

The man grinned, gap-toothed, with delight. ‘Guwiyang,’ he said and, with slender fingers, dextrously wove the pieces of yellow and red cloth together. ‘Guwiyang,’ he said over and over as he tied the woven cloth around his head.

Thomas couldn’t help but smile back. He lifted out a string of bright blue beads, handed them to the man, and awaited the reaction. The man grinned again, nodded, and turned to the young woman who stood beside him. A three-month-old infant was at her hip, hanging comfortably off her naked body, watching the proceedings intently through bright, black, fascinated eyes. The man hung the string of beads over the woman’s right ear. ‘Wiriwa,’ he said, pointing to the woman. ‘Wiriwa.’

That was the first time Thomas met Wolawara. Several days later, their paths once again crossed.


On a survey of Shell Cove, again under the command of Captain Hunter, the working party came upon a group of natives in canoes, fishing. The canoes were small and flimsy, constructed of tree bark gathered at each end and secured by strong vine. The natives’ skilful handling of such feeble craft drew admiration from the soldiers and the crew. With a two-foot paddle in each hand, legs tucked under them, bodies erect, not only could the men propel their craft at speed, they could stand at a moment’s notice, aim their cumbersome pronged spears, ten or twelve feet in length, at the target of their choice and generally achieve success. One of the men, Thomas noticed, was wearing a bright red and yellow headband.

As the working party left the ship and set out in the longboat for shore, Thomas watched, enthralled. A number of women, too, were in canoes, fishing with hand lines. This in itself was not remarkable, but in the bows of several of the canoes burned a small fire. How they kept their fires constantly alight, without damaging their canoes in the process, remained a mystery; but it seemed the native always liked to travel with his fire.

As the team pulled for shore, the natives abandoned their fishing and joined the men on the beach. Gifts were again distributed. On previous expeditions, combs and mirrors had proved amongst the most popular offerings, and the crew laughed when a native, looking in a mirror for the first time, turned around to see who was standing behind him.

Thomas watched the man in the red and yellow headband. He had been given a comb. He scratched his arm with it. And when one of the crew demonstrated its use, he grinned affably and scratched his head with it.

As before, the clean-shaven faces of the white men fascinated the natives. ‘Thomas,’ the first officer commanded, ‘shave one of them.’ Thomas looked back at the officer, uncertain. ‘It’s been done before, man, very successfully. They like it. You just have to pick a bold beggar.’

The shaving equipment was brought ashore, and gestures were made as to which of the natives might want to be shorn of his beard. The first to step forward was the young man in the headband. A young woman, tending the fire in the bow of her canoe, rose to watch, concerned. Thomas recognised her. The man had given her the beads and said her name. What was it? He couldn’t remember.

As Thomas approached him, the Aborigine grinned broadly. ‘Aah,’ he said, ‘guwiyang,’ and he pointed to the headband, ‘guwiyang.’

Thomas repeated the word. ‘Guwiyang?’ he asked and the man realised the question. ‘Guwiyang,’ he repeated and pointed from the headband to the coals burning in the bow of Wiriwa’s canoe. ‘Guwiyang.’

‘Fire’ was the first Dharug word Thomas learned.

As he shaved Wolawara, the natives nudging each other and chattering excitedly at the appearance of bare skin beneath the matted beard, Thomas spoke to him. ‘Thomas,’ he said, and he paused briefly to jab himself in the chest, ‘my name is Thomas.’

‘Tom-ass,’ the man replied and, when Thomas nodded, he said ‘Wolawara,’ and pointed to himself.

‘Wolawara,’ Thomas repeated, and the man nodded in return, pleased with the introduction.

From that day on, Thomas always kept a lookout for Wolawara, the man in the headband of fire. And he memorised as many words of the Aboriginal language as he could glean from the excited exchanges which took place. When an inquisitive group of natives had gathered to watch the seine being hauled, there was much admiration as to the fine catch in the net, and that day Thomas learned that ‘magura’ meant fish, a ‘daringyan’ was a stingray, and that a ‘walumil’ was a breed of shark, and that, for some strange reason, the natives would not eat shark.

Each time he encountered Wolawara, Thomas would test the latest word he’d acquired—often he was wrong and Wolawara would correct him—and on each encounter he greeted not only Wolawara by name but also Wiriwa, to whom he had been reintroduced. The greeting of his wife pleased Wolawara greatly.

Two months after he had first met Wolawara, Thomas received orders to depart with a team of six convicts and one armed guard for a period of one week to cut and bale the rushes which grew in the eastern bay and had proved ideal material for roof thatching.

As the boat pulled in to the rushcutting bay, Thomas studied his team of six workers. He did not know them personally but had seen them about the camp in each other’s company, thuggish men, troublemakers, their undisputed leader a tough little cockney called Farrell. Such men would not have been recommended for a work detail like this, Thomas thought; Farrell must have bribed an officer. It was easily enough done, the military was rife with corruption.

Thomas hoped there would be no trouble, though he doubted the men were planning to escape. Although relatively easy for prisoners who worked unfettered by chains, escape was becoming less common as the convicts realised that there was nowhere for them to go. The French convoy, still at anchor in Botany Bay, refused them sanctuary under an agreement between Commander-in-Chief La Perouse and Governor Arthur Phillip, and many escapees, unable to survive in the wilderness, either met their death or eventually limped back to camp, half-starved and bleeding. No, Thomas decided, their plan would not be escape—Farrell was too smart for that.

They pitched camp and the soldier on guard duty, young Benjamin Waite, a strapping Lancashire lad of twenty-five, distributed the long-bladed knives with which the men were to cut the reeds. Private Waite’s duty was not so much to guard the convicts as to guard their weapons. And it was not so much to guard the weapons from unlawful use by the convicts themselves—the weapons being stowed in Private Waite’s tent at the end of each working day—as to guard the weapons from the nocturnal visits of thieving natives.

The Aborigines had outgrown their interest in baubles and beads. Even mirrors and combs had lost their attraction upon the discovery of hatchets and knives. Discriminate gifts of working implements were made here and there, the military not unduly worried about providing such potential weapons. The Aborigines had, after all, proved a peaceful people and, should they ever decide to turn hostile, they had weapons enough of their own.

The problem, however, was the Aborigines’ inability to conceive the right of ownership. If they saw something they liked, they took it, be it food or hatchets or shovels or knives, and the only thing to send them on their way was a musket ball fired into the air. The duty of the amiable Benjamin Waite, therefore, was to protect camp property.

As the days passed uneventfully, it seemed to Thomas that his fears were ungrounded. The men were not out to cause trouble, it appeared, but were intent instead on having a good time. They were lazy, and he had to urge them on to make their daily work quota, but they took it in rough humour.

‘We’ll ’ave to get you a uniform, Kendall,’ they’d say. ‘You’re a right soldier you are.’ And Farrell would nudge his new-found friend, Private Waite, and say, ‘Go on, Benny, give Mister Kendall your uniform, then you can be one of us.’ And Private Benjamin Waite, big and burly and as simple as the men who followed Farrell, would laugh.

Benjamin liked Farrell. Farrell was funny. And generous. Around the campfire at night, as he told bawdy stories and made them all laugh, he gave each of the men a tot of his rum. ‘Just a tot, mind,’ he’d say. ‘We don’t want to run out of the stuff now, do we?’

Thomas felt hypocritical as he accepted the rum, he didn’t like Farrell at all, and of course the rum was illicitly gained, but to refuse would alienate him from the men. Besides, the rum helped him sleep.

In teams of two, the men moved further and further afield each day, cutting fresh reeds to bring back to the camp for baling. In the midafternoon of the fifth day, Thomas noticed Red McGregor, his partner, in earnest conversation with Farrell.

McGregor was a flame-haired Scot with a fiery temper. Farrell kept him under control, but appeared the only man capable of doing so. Several times when Thomas had had cause to reprimand McGregor for slackness, it had been Farrell who had calmed the irate Scot. But Thomas knew only too well that Farrell was a cunning manipulator, and if it were to his advantage, he would be the first to fuel the Scotsman’s rage.

Now, on observing the two men, Thomas decided to give them several minutes before breaking them up and ordering a return to work.

‘We found a camp,’ the Scot was whispering. ‘Far east side, old hags tendin’ babies.’

‘Good,’ Farrell replied, ‘the young ones’ll be back after the day’s fishin’. If we can nick one of the women without too much trouble then we can ’ave us some fun.’ Thomas was approaching. ‘Pass the word around,’ he muttered, ‘we’ll pay ’em a visit tonight.’ Then, loudly, for Thomas’s benefit, ‘Now get back to work, Red, we don’t want to upset Mister Kendall ’ere.’ Red obediently trundled off and returned to his baling.

That night Farrell produced a full bottle of rum. ‘Only two more nights to go,’ he said, ‘no point in takin’ it back with us, is there?’ He took a swig and passed the bottle on. ‘Plenty more where this come from,’ he boasted.

The men shook their heads in admiration. Farrell’s constant liquor supply was a mystery and, rum being an excellent bartering commodity and therefore a power to those who could acquire it, he fiercely guarded his secret.

After a second swig, Thomas retired, leaving the men to their raucous campfire conversation.

Farrell passed the bottle again and again to Benjamin Waite. ‘Come on, Benny me old mate, drink up, you’re a big lad, you need your fuel.’ And, when on the fifth swig, the rasping liquor caught in his throat and they all laughed, Benjamin joined in. He was having an excellent time.

Farrell looked a signal to Red McGregor, who quietly slipped away to steal the knives from the soldier’s tent. When he returned, mission accomplished, Farrell insisted Benjamin take the final swig and the soldier obediently drained the bottle.

‘Time to turn in,’ Farrell announced.

As the men dowsed the fire and prepared to retire for the night, Private Benjamin Waite, happy and drowsy and just a little the worse for wear, weaved his way to his tent.

After noisily bidding each other goodnight, for the benefit of Thomas and Benjamin, Farrell silently signalled the others to follow and, away from the camp, they huddled to make their plans.

In the distance, they could see the Aborigines’ campfire and, emboldened by the rum, one of the men was all for mounting a raid and storming the camp. Farrell was scathing in his reply.

‘Want to get yourself killed, you fool? We don’t know how many there are. Now listen.’ The men squatted and awaited their orders. ‘Red and me’ll go out front,’ he instructed, ‘you lads keep well behind. Stay in the scrub and no noise, mind, the blacks are sharp. If we can get to the women without too much of a fight, then well and good; but if there’s too many men, the deal’s off. I’m not coppin’ a spear from one of them black bastards.’


It was a cloudless spring night and from their vantage point amongst the trees Farrell and Red could easily make out the camp in the clearing. A series of bark lean-tos, women and children sleeping, curled up on beds of reeds, and to one side, gathered around the embers of their fire, a group of men talking. Farrell counted five in all. He shook his head. Too many.

Farrell and McGregor were about to creep back to the others when, as if in answer to their prayers, one of the sleeping women rose. She stood for a moment, stretched her naked body, then started to walk towards them.

They looked at each other, unable to believe their luck, and Farrell nodded to McGregor, his finger to his lips.

 

From the bark lean-to, where she sat suckling her child, Wiriwa watched her sister rise and walk to the edge of the clearing. Yenada squatted in the bushes to urinate and Wiriwa lost sight of her, returning her attention to the baby who, satisfied, had fallen asleep at her breast. As Wiriwa gently set the child down upon the bed of reeds, there was a brief scuffling noise from the bushes. She looked up, expecting to see Yenada returning to the camp. But there was nothing. She waited several seconds. Still nothing.

‘Yenada,’ she whispered softly, careful of waking those sleeping nearby. No answer.

Wiriwa rose to investigate. She would not call the men, they would be angry if she interrupted them for no purpose. She crossed to the edge of the clearing. The bushes where Yenada had squatted were flattened and there was a broken trail through the scrub. Wiriwa knew with a glance that the trail had been made by several people and she ran quickly to the men.

‘Wolawara!’ she urged in a whisper, again careful not to wake the others. There must be no outcry to warn the assailants. ‘Wolawara, barrawu.’

She dragged him to the trail, the other men following soundlessly.

 

His hand clapped over her mouth, Red McGregor carried the terrified woman far from the Aboriginal camp. Farrell hissed at the others to quell their excitement and keep silent—the blacks had ears like dingoes.


They were not far from their own camp when they set the woman down. They laid her on her back and Farrell held a knife to her throat as McGregor released his grip. ‘One sound and I’ll slit you from ear to ear,’ he threatened. Paralysed with fear, Yenada stared up at the men in silence.

Four of the convicts held an arm and a leg apiece and Farrell nodded magnanimously to Red McGregor. ‘You get first go, Red.’

Yenada’s head was threshing from side to side, a hissing sound coming from between her clenched teeth, as McGregor lowered his breeches and knelt between her thighs. He laid his body over hers, fumbling to find his mark, and Yenada kicked with all her might as she felt the man’s hand on her private parts.

‘Hold her still, damn it,’ the Scotsman hissed, rising to his knees. ‘Hold the whore …’

He was silenced as a spear ripped through his chest.

‘Djiriyay! Djiriyay!’ Screaming their war cry, the Aborigines were upon them.

Two hundred yards away, Thomas heard the cries and was up in a flash. He dragged Benjamin Waite from his tent. ‘A raid!’ he yelled. ‘A raid!’ As the soldier grabbed his musket, Thomas fumbled in the dark for a knife. There were none. The knives were gone. And so were the men. Thomas knew, in that moment, it was the convicts who had initiated the attack.

Clad in undergarments, firearm at the ready, instantly sober, Private Benjamin Waite charged into battle, Thomas Kendall close behind him.

Three convicts lay dead on the ground and, even as Benjamin and Thomas arrived on the scene, two Aborigines had set about a fourth with their clubs. The man dropped beside his fellows, his head a bloodied pulp. One of the convicts, wounded and whimpering, was dragging himself through the scrub in a bid to escape, but the Aborigines intended to leave none living. It was Wolawara whose spear was raised to deliver the mortal blow.

Benjamin aimed his musket directly at Wolawara’s chest. The spear left the Aborigine’s hand, piercing the convict through the heart, and Wolawara turned to confront the fresh aggressors.

In the split second which followed, Thomas flashed out instinctively and deflected the soldier’s aim. Then the air was shattered with the musket’s roar, and Wolawara fell to his knees.


Two spears hit Benjamin simultaneously, one in the leg and one in the side, but he was a big man. Strong. He staggered, then stood his ground and started to reload. He had already powdered his musket and was disconnecting his tamping rod when he was felled with clubs. It took two Aborigines many blows before Benjamin Waite finally lay still.

Only then did they turn their attention upon the unarmed man beside him. Thomas had not attempted to flee. Horrified at what he had done, he stood waiting for his turn to come.

One of the Aborigines wrenched a spear from the body of the soldier and was about to drive it into Thomas’s chest.

‘Ngadu!’

Spear poised, the man stopped midaction.

It was Wolawara who had spoken. He had staggered to his feet, in pain, holding his bleeding side. ‘Gumal,’ he said to his clansmen.

The men muttered to each other, confused. How could Wolawara profess to a friendship with this white man? But Wolawara had seen Thomas lash out. He had seen the muzzle of the musket deflected in that second before the fire had ripped into his side, and he knew that Thomas had saved his life.

‘Tom-ass.’

‘Wolawara.’ Thomas crossed to the Aborigine to inspect the wound as best he could in the moonlight.

Wolawara lay on the ground, as Thomas instructed, and the others gathered around. The white man had called Wolawara by name, he must be his friend, they muttered. Perhaps this was the man who had taken the hair from Wolawara’s face. But in the darkness it was difficult to see the face of this man, and besides, the hairless white men all looked the same.

It was a flesh wound as far as Thomas could ascertain. The musket ball had hit Wolawara just above the left hipbone, but it had not lodged in the flesh. It had passed through, leaving an ugly wound which would need cauterising to avoid infection.

‘Guwiyang, Wolawara.’ He held his hands above the wound, then pressed them downward, making a hissing sound like fire on flesh. ‘Guwiyang.’

‘Guwiyang?’ Wolawara looked confused.

‘Guwiyang.’ Thomas made the same gesture with his hands as he racked his brain for the word he wanted.


There had been a day on the beach, he remembered. They’d hauled the seine. The natives had been excited, as usual. In the net there’d been the rotting carcass of a small kangaroo which had drifted in with the tide. They’d said a word, and at first he’d thought it was their name for kangaroo. He’d hopped about, miming a kangaroo and saying the word. They’d laughed loudly at him. Then they’d joined in the fun, jumping around saying the word over and over, holding their noses and making disgusted faces as they did so, and Thomas had realised that the word meant rotten, putrid. What was the word, damn it, what was the word?

‘Gudjibi.’ It came to him suddenly. ‘Gudjibi.’ The men stood staring at him as if he were mad, but Wolawara’s eyes were boring into his, he wanted to understand. Thomas mimed a musket and aimed it at Wolawara’s wound. ‘Boom,’ he said loudly, and the men jumped, startled. He held his hands like claws over the wound. ‘Gudjibi,’ he said and he worked his fingers like worms. ‘Gudjibi.’ Slowly Wolawara nodded. ‘Guwiyang,’ Thomas urged. ‘Guwiyang,’ he mimed the pressing on of fire once again and shook his head. ‘Guwiyang, no gudjibi.’

Wolawara understood. As the Aborigines carried the injured man back to their camp, Wolawara beckoned Thomas to follow.

The men laid their clansman beside the campfire as the white man instructed, then stood in a circle watching as Thomas pulled one of the heavier sticks from the embers. He held the unburned end of the stick in his hand, squatted, and pointed the red-hot glowing tip towards the wound in Wolawara’s side. The Aborigines muttered amongst themselves, but clearly their clansman was putting his trust in this white man.

Thomas placed his hand upon Wolawara’s shoulder and gestured to one of the natives to do likewise. He repeated the gesture with Wolawara’s leg, and the men realised that he wanted them to hold their comrade down. But Wolawara shook his head and they stood back at a respectful distance.

Thomas lowered the burning ember, praying that the pain would not cause the Aborigine to thresh about, risking further injury. Then he pressed the red-hot tip into the cavity of the wound.

Wolawara’s muscles instantly spasmed with the pain, but he himself made no voluntary movement. As the sickly smell of burning flesh rose from his body, he remained rigid, hands in fists at his side, leg and stomach muscles locked hard. His teeth were clenched, he made no sound, and his eyes stared fixedly up at the clear night sky.

The surrounding men watched silently. They knew pain, and stoicism was respected in their community. Wolawara’s courage was no more, no less, than was expected.

Thomas removed the burning ember and smoke continued to rise from the wound, the smell of burnt tissue now thick and acrid in his nostrils. He was astounded that the man had neither moved nor fainted during the procedure. Now, as Wolawara relaxed, which also was extraordinary for he must still have been in severe pain, Thomas realised that the Aborigine had induced in himself some form of trance. Some state beyond the normal threshold of human pain.

Wolawara held his fist to his heart then pointed to Thomas. ‘Gamaradu, Tom-ass,’ he said.

Thomas offered his hand and they shook, the way Wolawara had seen the white men do. ‘Gamaradu, Wolawara,’ Thomas replied. He had learned the Dharug word for ‘comrade’.

As the Aborigines prepared to abandon their camp, Thomas returned to the scene of the massacre. He surveyed the carnage, identifying each man and checking each body for any sign of life, but there was none. It was only then he realised that Farrell was missing.

Thomas searched the nearby bush. Wounded, the man may have dragged himself off into the scrub. But there was nothing.

He knelt by the body of Benjamin Waite. Thomas knew that, with or without the death of Wolawara, the Aborigines would have killed Benjamin. There had simply been insufficient time for the soldier to reload his musket. But when Thomas had deflected his aim, Benjamin had turned for an instant before reloading and in his eyes had been a look which Thomas would never forget. A look of shock and disbelief and, above all, betrayal.

Thomas felt wretched for the part he had played in Benjamin’s murder. For a long time he remained kneeling by the body and, although not a religious man, something inside him begged forgiveness.

At dawn he trudged the several miles back to the settlement, leaving behind him the slaughtered men where they had fallen, weapons in hand. There would be an investigation, he knew, and the scene would tell the truth with graphic clarity.

On Thomas’s return a team was sent immediately to investigate the massacre, and detailed reports were made to a deeply concerned Governor Phillip.

There had been no Aboriginal raiding party, that much was clear—the convicts had died with their knives in their hands. After the slaughter the natives had not even taken the weapons from the corpses.

Thomas was called before the Governor to give his account of the events, which he did, omitting nothing, save his role in Private Waite’s death.

‘There were two native women present, sir,’ Thomas could see them clearly, Wiriwa protectively holding the other woman close, ‘which is unusual if the men are up to mischief. I don’t believe they take their women on raiding parties. Leastways not to my knowledge, sir.’

Phillip said nothing but waited for Thomas to continue.

‘It’s my belief, sir, that the lads tried to interfere with the women.’

Phillip nodded. ‘And why do you think you were left unharmed, Kendall?’

Thomas stared back at the slight man in the powdered wig. Although the eyes which met his were mild, benign, the authority behind them was unmistakable.

‘I believe it to be because I was not part of the attack, sir.’ It sounded a little lame even to Thomas. ‘And they could see I was unarmed, sir.’

Thomas had decided that to mount a defence on Wolawara’s behalf, to admit to their friendship and his personal belief in the man’s good character, would not serve the Aborigine’s cause. A soldier had been killed and there must be no identification of those involved. Governor Phillip was a humane man, sensitive to the plight of the natives, and if the attempted rape of their women by convicts had resulted in the deaths of those convicts, he would not exact punishment upon the Aborigines. But a soldier had been killed in the performance of his duty and that was not to be tolerated.

‘Reports indicate that you have displayed a certain rapport with the natives, Kendall.’ Phillip looked out the window of his makeshift office in the unfinished garrison. He gazed in silence across the expanse which would one day be a fine parade ground, and Thomas held his breath. Did the Governor suspect something? The killing of a soldier, or the interference in the performance of his duty, meant the hangman’s noose.

‘Communication with the natives is a good thing, Kendall.’ Phillip turned to Thomas. ‘We must make every effort to maintain good relations with them. This is not only my personal view but is contained in my Royal Commission, you understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘King George himself has instructed that every endeavour be made possible to open an intercourse with the natives, and that all of His subjects are to live in amity and kindness with them.’ Phillip quoted directly from his commission, the words indelibly etched in his mind. ‘I am further instructed that, should any of His subjects wantonly destroy the natives, or give them unnecessary interruption, it is His Majesty’s will that such offenders be brought to punishment.’

Thomas remained silent.

‘Had it not been for the death of Private Waite,’ Phillip continued, ‘this matter would be closed, and whilst no recriminations will be brought upon the Aboriginal peoples in general, if the parties guilty of the murder of Private Waite are found, they will be punished accordingly.’

It seemed the interview was over but, as Thomas waited to be dismissed, Phillip added.

‘Perhaps in your communications with the natives, Kendall, you could instil respect for His Majesty’s Men. Fear if need be. Make it clear that the death of a soldier by a native hand will bring death upon that native’s people.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You may go.’

Thomas left. Thankful. But confused by Governor Phillip’s request. It sounded very much as if the Governor knew that the Aborigines had spared Thomas’s life out of friendship. If so, why had Governor Phillip not demanded a fuller explanation? Why had he not demanded Thomas identify the attackers? Was he letting the matter rest because he did not wish to bring the natives to a white man’s justice when they had simply been protecting their women?

A week later Farrell’s body was discovered ten miles from the site of the attack, a spear staked through his heart in what appeared to be a ritual murder. Thomas was relieved that no witness remained to the events of that night, and for forty years he told no-one of his secret. Until the day he told his grandsons.
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It was dusk when Thomas returned home with William and James, to find Mary in a barely controllable rage. She had been pacing the floor of his front parlour for two hours, refusing to be placated by Emily and the girls. When she finally laid eyes on her son, hatless, dishevelled, scratched and bleeding, she was at first speechless.

‘We had a splendid time, Mother.’ James had forgotten the hour and his appearance. ‘Grandfather Thomas told us such stories of the old days …’ James knew he mustn’t mention Wolawara, but he couldn’t contain the excitement of his afternoon, ‘… when the town was nothing but tents, and when they first brought the convicts ashore and …’

That was when Mary’s anger reached the point of hysteria.

She had known this would happen, she screamed. She had known that by leaving James in Thomas’s care, she was risking the very life of her only son. ‘You disgusting old man, you care nothing for your kin,’ she shouted. ‘You will not be satisfied until you have dragged this whole family down into the gutter with you and your disreputable kind! You will be the ruin of us all.’

At first Thomas was amused to see Mary so uncharacteristically out of control. James and Phoebe, however, cowered at their mother’s wrath, while William and Hannah stared at their aunt jaws agape, never having witnessed such rage.

‘If the ruination of my family were my true aim, Mary,’ Thomas replied mildly, ‘surely it should be of little concern to you. You are no longer a Kendall.’


‘And I never will be!’ By now Mary’s face was apoplectic with fury. ‘Neither me, nor my husband, nor our children.’

Thomas’s amusement evaporated, for this sounded suspiciously like a threat.

‘If you continue to boast of your loathsome past,’ Mary presented her ace with menacing triumph, ‘you will never see your grandchildren again.’

Thomas interrupted, still calm but with a steely edge to his voice. ‘Tell my son to come and see me tomorrow. I have business to discuss with him.’

The wind was taken out of Mary’s sails for an instant. She’d expected apologies, even some grovelling. Perhaps the old man took her threat to be the idle ranting of a distraught woman. ‘Look at James!’ She dragged the boy, speechless, terrified, to her bosom. ‘Just look at him! He’s wounded, bleeding. Do you think for one minute that Richard, when he sees his son like this, will—’

‘Tell Richard he is to see me tomorrow.’ The old man’s tone brooked no argument.

‘My husband is not at your beck and call, Thomas,’ she replied, fighting to recover her dignity. ‘He has important work at hand. Meetings with people of standing in the community, people of influence. You can no longer click your fingers and expect—’

‘He is to have a meeting with his father tomorrow. At noon. Tell him that if he does not come,’ Mary was about to interrupt, ‘he will be disinherited, and so will his children. Now get out of my house.’

‘You cannot possibly be serious, Father.’

It was twelve-thirty in the afternoon and Richard stood in Thomas’s front parlour on the very same rug upon which his wife had stood yesterday as she hurled her venom. Mary’s instructions, however, had disappeared from Richard’s mind. He was to have threatened the old man with the denial of his grandchildren’s company unless he conformed to society’s dictates; it had seemed relatively simple.

 

‘You cannot be serious,’ he repeated.

‘I am in deadly earnest, Richard. My friend Wolawara and his family are to have the lands adjoining yours by the Parramatta River.’ Richard was silent, shaking his head in disbelief as he stared back at his father. ‘The land is useless for cultivation,’ Thomas continued, ‘which is why I did not include it in the property gifted to you on your marriage. I am sure Wolawara will be kind enough to grant you grazing rights for your domestic stock, should you wish it.’

Thomas could have laughed out loud at the sight of his son. Goggle-eyed, slack-jawed, the usually dapper Richard Kendall looked utterly foolish. Thomas pretended bewilderment. ‘You appear worried, Richard.’ Then realisation. ‘Ah … of course, I understand. I shall extract a promise from Wolawara that none of his clansmen are to kill and eat any of your livestock.’

‘You are simply going to hand over the Parramatta land to this Aborigine and his kin?’

‘Yes, I simply am. For as long as he and his descendants wish to live upon it.’ Again Thomas pretended bewilderment. ‘Do you have some objection, my boy?’

Thomas’s only regret about his planned course of action had been the alienation of his younger son. However, Mary’s threat had angered him so deeply that he now cared little for Richard’s reaction. And if he were to be denied his grandchildren, he would live long enough, he swore to himself, to see those children of an age when they had minds of their own. Then, by God, he’d teach them a thing or two about the bigotry and intolerance of their wretched exclusivist upbringing.

‘But, Father, our new house, which we built just last year, is by the water. You’ve not yet seen it, I realise, but you know that we built it there specifically for the river views.’

‘Yes, I believe it’s a grand home, quite a mansion I’ve heard.’

So that was it, Richard thought. The old man was piqued that he’d not been invited to see the new house. Richard had told Mary at the time that they should ask Thomas to come and stay for a day or so, but she’d ignored the suggestion. Damn it, he should have insisted. Now, after the heat of yesterday’s row and Mary’s melodramatic threats, the old man had decided to make these perverse intimidations in order to teach them a lesson.

‘I’m sorry, Father, it’s been very remiss of us not to have extended an invitation to you. You’re most welcome to visit us, as you know, at any time. Perhaps next weekend?’

‘I’d be delighted, my boy. I shall look forward to seeing your new home and spending sometime in the company of my grandchildren.’ Thomas took his hat from the brass hatstand which stood in the corner of the parlour. ‘Now, if that concludes our business, and if you won’t partake of the tea I offered earlier, I shall call on Wolawara and tell him the good news.’ He opened the door to the hall and waited for the reaction which he knew would come.

‘Father, in God’s name you cannot be serious!’

‘That is the third time you have said that, Richard.’

‘But we will be living right beside the natives.’ Richard dropped all pretences, forgetting to choose his words with care. ‘Mary won’t have it.’

‘Then Mary can build another new house,’ Thomas replied, ‘somewhere else, where the view will not offend her.’

For the first time Richard recognised the hurt and anger beneath his father’s resolution. He crossed to Thomas and rested his hand upon the old man’s shoulder. ‘She didn’t mean it, Father. You will never be denied your grandchildren, you have my assurance of that.’

‘She meant it.’ Thomas knew that, despite his son’s genuine concern, if Mary decided upon a course of action, there would be little Richard could do about it. He was a pitifully weak man with not a shred of his wife’s strength. Mary had guts and a will of iron, Thomas had to give her that. ‘My decision regarding Wolawara has nothing to do with your wife’s threats, however. It was a decision I made before her ridiculous outburst.’

‘Why? Why make such a decision?’

‘Because the man is my friend. And if I cannot address the terrible wrongs done to his people, which I obviously cannot, then I can at least help a man to whom I owe my life.’

Richard realised that he must somehow assuage the old man’s cantankerousness, ‘Father,’ he said gently, ‘I understand and admire your feelings regarding the natives, it is a shocking state to which they have been reduced. Believe me, if there were some practical way of addressing their plight, I would lend my own assistance, I swear I would.’

In that instant Thomas despised his son. He wanted to call him aliar. He wanted to accuse him of being a shallow man. A spineless man. One with no true human depth whatsoever. But instead, as disappointment overwhelmed him, the old man let his son lead him to his favourite armchair and he sat wordlessly as Richard spoke with all the earnestness of a teacher trying to communicate with a backward ten-year-old.

‘You don’t understand, Father. Governor Macquarie himself attempted to settle several of the Aboriginal clans years ago. He provided land for them, and implements, and farming instruction. But it was useless.’

‘And you remember that, do you, Richard? Remarkable. You were only a lad at the time.’

Old Thomas Kendall remembered the experiment clearly. It had been under the governorship of Lachlan Macquarie that Thomas, like so many others, had been granted his pardon, had acquired lands at Parramatta, and had been encouraged, along with other emancipists, to contribute to the colony as farmers, architects and builders of the new Macquarie towns. It was under the governorship of Macquarie that many emancipists had become valued citizens of the colony of New South Wales. But, much as Thomas admired Macquarie’s governorship and humanity, the Aboriginal experiment had been a mistake. The Europeanisation of a nomadic race had been, from the outset, doomed to failure.

‘I remember hearing of it, Father,’ Richard replied patiently. He found his father’s sarcasm offensive, but he took pains to hide his annoyance. ‘And it didn’t work. These people will never become farmers.’ Thomas was silent. Richard started again. Patiently. Reasonably. ‘You don’t understand. You see—’

‘No, Richard. You don’t understand.’ Thomas heaved himself out of his armchair. Today was one of those rare days when he was feeling his age. ‘If my friend Wolawara did indeed wish to become a farmer I would have chosen to give him arable land. Perhaps the land further to the west which, as you know, is currently being held in trust for your children.’

It was an unnecessary barb—Thomas had no intention of disinheriting his grandchildren—but he was in the mood to shock. Futility and frustration, he was worn out by both. The futility of finding a true solution to Wolawara’s predicament—certainly, the land would be a salve in old age to both Wolawara and Wiriwa, but it was no solution to the problems of their children and their children’s children—and the frustration of attempting to communicate with the pig-headed, self-righteous members of colonial society, such as his son. ‘But Wolawara does not wish to be a farmer,’ Thomas assured his horrified son, ‘so he will receive the marshy land by the river which will be far more to his liking. I am tired now, my boy, I am going to lie down, excuse me.’

 

‘Parramatta,’ Thomas said, ‘Baramada, the place where the eels lie down.’

Wolawara smiled and nodded, he knew Baramada well. The fishing was good there.

It had taken Thomas sometime to explain his offer to Wolawara, that the land would truly belong to him and to his clans-people. He had insisted that Wiriwa join them, and together they sat beside the hut in Rushcutters Bay and the men spoke their strange mixture of Dharug and pidgin, Wiriwa concentrating on their every word, her brown eyes darting from face to face, scarcely daring to believe her ears.

‘But what am I to do with the land, Thomas? My people do not farm like the English man.’

‘I understand this. It is not what is expected of you.

‘You will do with the land as you have always done, Wolawara. You will fish and hunt and visit your sacred sites. And when the time comes, you will die in peace on the riverlands of your ancestors.’

The men embraced upon parting. ‘Gamaradu,’ they said as they swore allegiance.

‘When I dream you are there, Thomas.’

‘When I dream you are there, Wolawara.’

Thomas was sad as he walked back to town. A deep sadness, as if a part of his life were over. Something told him he would not see Wolawara again. As he reached the top of the hill and looked down over Sydney, Thomas Kendall felt very alone.

 

‘Your father is deranged,’ Mary insisted. ‘We must enlist the help of the family. Together we must convince him of the insanity of such an act.’

‘Matthew is as radical as Father,’ Richard argued. ‘He will approve the old man’s decision, you know he will. He approves of all of Father’s causes. Dear God, they even go to the emancipists’ meetings together!’


‘So what exactly do you propose we do?’

‘Nothing.’

They were sitting on the upstairs balcony of their grand new sandstone house which overlooked the river, the late afternoon breeze rising, welcome, from the water. Mary stared long and hard at her husband and there was criticism and accusation in her gaze.

‘I am not merely giving in to pressure, Mary,’ Richard said defensively. ‘Old as Father may be, he is still very active in business. His connections with both the military and the private quarter are invaluable to us.’

Mary listened as Richard rambled on about the importance of Thomas in their water transport service, the barges which daily plied their trade between Parramatta and Sydney Town, delivering grain and supplies to the military and the merchants.

They didn’t need Thomas Kendall at all, she thought. They should sell their share of the business back to the old man and buy into a partnership with Leyland Harvey, the shipping man. Imported quality goods, that was where the future lay.

Richard was saying something about the loyalty they owed his father for the farmlands and the coach service gifted them upon their wedding. Rubbish, she thought. It was through her social connections that the coach service had become the success it was today. And as for the farmlands, why, they had been barely cultivated! Successful businessman he may be, but Thomas Kendall was no farmer. Had Richard forgotten the invaluable assistance given them by Captain John Macarthur and his wife Elizabeth, perhaps the wealthiest and most successful farmers in the colony? And how had the relationship with the Macarthurs come about? Through none other than Mary’s own father, Captain Robert Farrington.

She had been about to interrupt but, at the thought of her father, Mary realised, yet again, as she had so many times in the sixteen years of her marriage, how she longed to return to the simple, clear-cut dictates of military life. The ever-changing rules of colonial society, the lack of a clear class structure, the growing power of the emancipists and their democratic beliefs, all were disruptive and threatening.

She no longer listened to her husband. And Richard, without her interruption, convinced that his arguments were making an impact, went on. And on. Whilst Mary’s mind wandered.


A detachment of the 73rd Regiment had accompanied Lachlan Macquarie, the new governor, to the colony in 1809. Amongst the ranks of the officers was Robert Farrington, and with him his wife Jane and nineteen-year-old daughter Mary. The 73rd Regiment’s specific orders were to quell the military riot in the colony, the New South Wales Rum Corps, so named because of its illegal import of spirits from Calcutta, having rebelled against the previous governorship of William Bligh.

Amongst the key figures in the Rum Rebellion was one Captain John Macarthur. A warrant had been issued for Macarthur’s arrest, and it was a particular irony that Robert Farrington might well prove to be the arresting officer. He would do his duty, as he always did, but he hoped such duty would not prove necessary, for he and his wife Jane had befriended John and Elizabeth Macarthur many years previously. As young married couples they had shared neighbouring quarters at Chatham Barracks in England, and Macarthur and Farrington still corresponded. Indeed, judging by his friend’s reports, Robert Farrington secretly agreed that Bligh was a tyrant who had deserved the treatment meted out by the Rum Corps. But then Robert had always believed in the power of the military, in his opinion too often restrained by the authority of incompetent governors.

Robert soon discovered, however, that John Macarthur had fled to England with his two young sons, so Robert was saved the embarrassment of arresting his friend. But he and Jane visited the Macarthurs’ farm at Parramatta which, during her husband’s absence, Elizabeth administered with great success.

Two years after their arrival in the colony, young Mary Farrington met and fell instantly in love with Richard Kendall. It was impossible not to, he was dashingly handsome. Furthermore, he possessed a mischievous wit and charm which Mary had not previously encountered. Compared to Richard Kendall, the serious young officers with whom she had been encouraged to socialise suddenly seemed sadly lacklustre.

Her parents’ disappointment knew no bounds. Young Kendall was good-looking certainly; it was understandable that he could set a young girl’s pulse racing. But he was the son of an emancipated convict. They tried to talk sense to their daughter, they cajoled, and finally they threatened, but to no avail.


Three years later Richard and Mary wed, and there was little the good captain and his wife could do but give their blessing. At least the young man had land and monies, they acceded, albeit land in poor condition.

Help was needed, and once again Robert Farrington visited Elizabeth Macarthur at Parramatta, this time with his daughter and new son-in-law. In the years during her husband’s exile, Elizabeth’s introduction of agricultural improvements had earned the respect of Governor Macquarie himself who, in recognition of her services to the colony, had granted her six hundred acres near Elizabeth Farm.

Slender-necked, fine-boned and well bred, Elizabeth Macarthur impressed young Mary Kendall. And, strangely enough, young Mary Kendall impressed Elizabeth Macarthur.

Elizabeth was a good woman. Kind, strong, intelligent and, above all, unswerving in her loyalty. Perhaps she recognised a kindred spirit in the girl. She certainly recognised strength and loyalty. And Mary would need all of that to overcome the weakness of her husband, Elizabeth thought, seeing immediately the flawed character beneath Richard Kendall’s charm. She also saw that Mary loved him deeply. Elizabeth herself was married to a difficult man. A brilliant man, but one of black moods and aggression and, although there appeared no blackness in Richard, his young wife could well find herself alone when it came to doing battle. Elizabeth knew only too well what it was like to do battle on one’s own.

Elizabeth Macarthur’s advice on the growing of wheat, barley and oats, and her practical assistance, most important of which was the appointment of an expert overseer, were invaluable to the Kendalls. But, to Mary, during those awkward years as one of the few free settlers in rural Parramatta, most of which was farmed by emancipated convicts, it was Elizabeth’s friendship and commonsense which was most valuable of all, particularly when Mary’s parents returned to England.

When, in 1817, John Macarthur was finally permitted to return to the colony after an exile of eight years, Mary discovered a hero. Like her father, Macarthur strongly disapproved of Governor Macquarie’s emancipist programme and the offers of government assistance to convicts who had served their sentences. The convicts should be kept landless, Macarthur maintained. They should be assigned to the settlers who would feed and clothe them in exchange for free labour. Thus the government would be saved the expense of maintaining and providing for the criminal classes. Macarthur’s vision of New South Wales as a colonial aristocracy fitted perfectly with Mary’s own.

Macarthur himself, a vain, handsome man of vast egocentric proportions, found it only fitting that his wife’s young friend should see in him a figure of heroic proportions. Charmed by her obvious admiration, he even presented Mary with two olive plants and several vine cuttings from amongst the supply he had brought back from Europe. Years later, the greatest pride on Mary Kendle’s property was the olive grove in the eastern corner, ‘Macarthur’s Grove’, she called it.

It was John Macarthur who suggested Mary change her family name to ‘Kendle’. ‘No offence to your father-in-law, my dear,’ he said, although the disdain in his voice and the curl of his lip spoke otherwise. ‘It is simply far wiser from a business standpoint.’ Mary was in thorough agreement.

Sadly, these days Mary Kendle saw little of John Macarthur. Over the past years the man had become unbalanced, given to violent displays of rage in public, and to boastings of megalomaniacal proportions. He had even been quoted as saying that he had the means of sending home every governor of the colony, having indeed been the instigating force behind the removal of Lachlan Macquarie.

Mary convinced herself that such bouts of madness were proof of Macarthur’s genius—all great men were touched with insanity—but she no longer visited him for fear of finding him in one of his demented moods.

Now, as Mary listened to her husband’s ineffectual arguments as to why they needed Thomas Kendall, she found herself becoming irritated.

‘No Richard, we have no need of your father,’ she finally interrupted. ‘Our achievements have been our own doing, and they shall continue to be ours.’ Ours? she thought. Mine. But she did not say it. Mary would never knowingly humiliate her husband. For all of his weaknesses, perhaps because of them, Mary still loved Richard Kendle.


‘But what of his threat to disinherit us?’ Richard countered. ‘Both us and the children. You surely cannot ignore that.’

‘He would not dare, he cares too much for James and Phoebe.’ Mary was a little uncertain, however. Would he dare? Thomas Kendall was tough. In fact, if he were not so pig-headed in his erroneous beliefs, she could admire his strength. Well, if Thomas was tough, so was she, Mary decided.

When Wolawara and his extended family, twenty in all, took over the adjoining land and built their huts down by the riverbanks, Mary watched them from her front balcony convinced that the old man was waiting for her outrage, for her to rant and rave like a fish wife and threaten him with the denial of his grandchildren. Well, she would not. She would do and say nothing. She would not give Thomas the satisfaction.

But, as the weeks passed, it became more and more difficult for Mary to remain silent. At night she watched the Aborigines gather around the campfire and listened to the men’s corroborees; by day she watched the women, half naked, feeding their babies; and all the while she seethed at the fact that, through no fault of her own, she found herself, and her home and her family, neighbours to a tribe of natives. It was intolerable. But still she would not give in.

 

‘Gran’sun James!’ Turumbah yelled up to James one sunny Saturday morning.

James was standing on the balcony, looking longingly at the Aboriginal camp. He and Phoebe had been ordered to keep well away from the camp, to have no contact with the natives and to invite no exchange from the children amongst the clan. The rule presented no hardship to Phoebe who was instinctively intimidated by the strangeness of the black people, but to James, normally an obedient boy, the sight of Turumbah was a constant temptation.

‘Gran’sun James! Come!’ Turumbah stood directly below the big balcony of the grand house, ignoring his grandfather’s orders not to intrude upon the Kendle property. He waved the hat as a symbol of his bond with James and held aloft a length of fishing twine. ‘Come! Catch him eel towsan this place!’

James’s heart lurched painfully. The hat! Grimy, bedraggled, but still recognisable. If his mother were to see it now, she would know the truth of that day James had spent with his grandfather.


‘Turumbah,’ he hissed, ‘ssshh.’ He pressed a finger to his lips and gestured for the boy to hide in the bushes.

Assuming it was some kind of game, Turumbah did as he was told and crouched amongst the mangroves near the riverbanks, watching whilst James ran from the balcony to join him.

Downstairs, James checked that his mother was still out in the backyard with Peg and Timothy O’Shaugnessy, the Irish ticket-of-leave couple who served as housekeeper, gardener and general dogsbodies for free board and very little remuneration. Mary worked them mercilessly.

Phoebe, who was at her mother’s side, sorting out the kerchiefs and undergarments destined for Peg’s laundry tub, looked up and saw James at the back door. She was about to say something, but James shook his head. Phoebe watched silently as he crept towards the front door.

Once outside James sprinted down to the riverbank where, amongst the mangroves, Turumbah was waving the battered hat about in wild enthusiastic greeting.

‘Aah,’ he said as James took it from him, ‘Turumbah hat go way.’ He patted his head, crestfallen at his loss, but apparently accepting the fact that James was demanding a return of the precious gift.

‘No, it’s yours, Turumbah.’ James thrust the hat back into the boy’s hands. ‘I gave it to you, it is a gift.’ As Turumbah jumped about, once again waving the hat, James shushed him, finger to lips, and mimed hiding the offensive hat behind his back or stuffing it down the front of his baggy shorts. ‘But it is a secret. You must hide the hat, no-one must see it.’

It was an impossible instruction, and quite beyond the Aboriginal boy’s comprehension. The hat was his badge of honour, a proof of great friendship, no other child in his clan owned such a hat. What was the point of hiding it?

James gave up. So long as he met his friend at the border of the two properties, down by the river amongst the mangroves, there was no reason to fear his parents might see the hat. Before long, a bond grew between the two and, delighting in the Aboriginal boy’s uninhibited manner and infectious laughter, James soon found his barriers crumbling.

The day he stripped naked and swam amongst the mangroves was a day of such joy and freedom that young James did not believe his actions could possibly be sinful. His toes trailed in the softness of the mud, and he felt the gentle suction of the tide as he eased himself along beside the riverbanks, the silken water caressing every inch of his body. Beneath the silent canopy of mangroves which protected him from prying eyes, he was at one with the river. The gnarled mangrove trunks formed a maze of mysterious tunnels waiting to be explored. Alone in a secret magic land, nakedness could surely not be sinful, in a secret magic land, surely normal rules did not apply.

As the weeks grew into months, emboldened by the strength of their friendship, Turumbah appeared to forget the boundaries which separated him from James. He had taught Gran’sun James how to catch the mud crabs which lived amongst the mangroves. His mother, Murrumuru, had shown him how they cooked the eels. Turumbah had even taught him how to paddle a canoe, laughing when James repeatedly capsized the light vessel. Turumbah was eleven years of age now; in less than one year he would be a young man, and young men were free to choose their friends. His grandfather, most respected of the elders, had himself welcomed Gran’sun James to the cooking fire. Why then should Turumbah hide such a friendship as if it were something that brought him shame?

It happened late one Sunday afternoon, when the family returned from a visit to their cousins on the Surry Hills.

Upon agreeing to the expedition, Mary had made it quite clear that Thomas was not to be present.

‘I have Matthew’s assurances on that, Mary,’ Richard had assured her for the third time, ‘although he honestly cannot fathom why you and Father—’

‘Then you must tell him to stop trying,’ Mary had interrupted. ‘Neither he nor Emily will ever fathom the differences between your father and me.’ She hadn’t meant to snap, and with an apologetic smile, she explained as patiently as she could. ‘Both your brother and his wife have far too much of the wild streak in them to begin to comprehend what is proper, Richard.’ Her husband had been about to defend his brother, but Mary had been in no mood for debate. ‘No matter, no matter, my dear. I agree that such differences should not in any way threaten the children’s relationship with their aunt and uncle and cousins. Inform Matthew that we shall be pleased to stay overnight. I shall look forward to shopping with Emily and Hannah, and James can help young William on the farm. I must say,’ she had added with some pride, ‘William will be surprised at how fit and strong his cousin has become lately, James has grown sturdy over these past few months, quite the young man.’

On the Saturday night, around the large family dining table which Matthew himself had lovingly constructed and which was his pride and joy, the forbidden conversation was broached. Over a shoulder of beef with Yorkshire pudding, a mountain of baked vegetables and a large jug of gravy, Matthew and Emily attempted to bring up the subject of Thomas and the rift in the family. As Richard had warned them, it was to no avail.

‘Beef,’ Mary exclaimed at the first mention of her father-in-law, ‘I am most impressed, how did you come by such a handsome shoulder of beef? It is surely one of the most expensive commodities in the colony.’ Mary flashed a warning glance in Richard’s direction. She had expected such an attempt from Emily and Matthew—despite the fact that they had been warned—both of them were socially gauche in Mary’s opinion, and Richard had promised, under threat of an unpleasant scene, to come to her rescue.

‘Matthew has an excellent arrangement with Godfrey Streatham, the storekeeper,’ Richard proffered quickly—a scene was the last thing he wanted—you know, Streatham and Son, the family retailers.’

‘I most surely do.’ Mary forgot that her query had been by way of distraction. ‘Streatham and Son.’ Her attention was caught in an instant. ‘They have recently extended their business, I believe. They have advanced from the sale of basic commodities and barter transactions to the import of quality goods. Drapery and furnishings in particular. Did Leyland Harvey not tell you this, Richard?’

‘Yes my dear,’ Richard said with some relief, the immediate danger averted, ‘you were quite right, imported quality goods are the way of tomorrow.’

‘But the beef is not imported, Mary,’ it was Emily, as usual ignoring the danger of the situation, ‘it is top quality Blaxland beef, and was exchanged for several boxes of vegetables as fine as these you see upon this table, and we deliberately ordered a full shoulder hoping that perhaps we might invite Thomas to partake …’

Even Matthew flashed a warning, it was a bit late to invite Thomas now, his look said. But Emily had imbibed a little too much of the rough red wine which Mary and Richard had brought from their neighbours’ new vineyard at Parramatta.

‘… it is only a twenty-minute walk to Pitt Row,’ she insisted, ignoring the warning, ‘William could be back with the old man within the hour …’

‘And Mary could be gone within the hour, my darling.’ Matthew leaned across the table, grasped her hand and grinned. The only way out was to make a joke of it, he thought, sensing that Mary was about to spring to her feet. ‘I am sure father will be happy with cold cuts tomorrow.’

‘Grandpa Thomas is very fond of cold beef.’ Under the table, Hannah kicked out at her brother William’s foot, ‘especially with mother’s home-made horseradish sauce.’ Having spent a fussy and interminable afternoon shopping with her aunt, Hannah would have welcomed a scene. ‘Perhaps we could call upon him tomorrow, the whole family. We could lunch together.’

Hannah had never forgotten that day in Grandpa Thomas’s front parlour when Aunt Mary had dropped all pretences and screamed like a banshee. Not that Hannah had approved of the reasons—what matter if cousin James was a little tattered and bleeding—but she had developed a new-found respect for her aunt’s passion. In Hannah’s opinion, all people should be passionate, whether right or wrong. Hannah intended to spend her entire life being passionate about everything.

Unfortunately Hannah’s foot had missed its mark and Mary’s ankle caught the blow. ‘Yes, it is an excellent horseradish, Emily,’ she said to her sister-in-law. ‘May I?’ As Richard hurriedly passed the bowl of sauce to his wife, Mary glared at her niece. The girl was rebellious beyond endurance.

Hannah, realising she had kicked the wrong person, awaited her aunt’s accusation and her father’s command to leave the table. But no accusation was made.

‘You must give me the recipe, I insist.’ Mary was determined there would be no scene, and Hannah, having met her aunt’s withering glare with a bold return, was forced to look away. She was not yet a match for her Aunt Mary, but one day she would be. One day Hannah Kendall would be a match for anyone.

It was late Sunday afternoon when the family returned to Parramatta, and James, seated beside Phoebe in the rear seat of the carriage, did not see Turumbah as they turned from the dirt road through the open gates of the property, then up the winding track to the sandstone house. He and his sister had both been nodding off, lulled by the motion of the carriage and the steady clip-clop of the two-in-hand.

‘I will not have this, Richard,’ Mary said as she noticed the Aboriginal boy squatting beside the entrance to the harnessing yard. ‘You must have words with the natives. They have not encroached upon our property to date and they are not to start now.’

As the carriage drew to a halt, Mary gave an imperious wave. ‘Away with you, boy!’

Turumbah rose to his feet, and James looked about drowsily to see what was causing the commotion.

‘Gran’sun James!’ Turumbah stood, waving the hat like a flag, as he always did, and James watched in horror. ‘Gran’sun James! I wait!’

Turumbah had been waiting for hours. When his friend James had not been at their meeting place by the mangroves, he had crept closer and closer to the grand house. Even the servants had not been there to shoo him away. And the big carriage and horses had gone. Turumbah had settled down to wait. At the sight of his friend, he had forgotten all the rules and begun jumping up and down, waving his precious hat as if his life depended on it.

Mary recognised the hat in an instant. As her husband helped her from the carriage and turned away to tend the horses, she whipped the offending article from the boy’s hands. ‘Where did you get this?’ She dared not look at her son, for already she knew the truth.

Turumbah was startled. He was not by nature a nervous boy, but the sudden action caught him unawares. He edged away, wary, uncertain.

James had jumped down from the carriage, Phoebe beside him.

‘I said where did you get this?’ Mary wielded the bedraggled felt hat over the boy’s head as if it were a cat-o’-nine tails and she were about to beat the life out of him with it.


It was then that young James Kendle did the boldest thing he had ever done, probably the boldest thing he would ever do in his entire life. He stepped forward and stood beside Turumbah.

‘I gave it to him, Mother. As a gift. His name is Turumbah.’

Turumbah’s uncertainty vanished in an instant. ‘Gift,’ he said. ‘Turumbah, gift.’ He grasped James’s hand. ‘Gran’sun James bud-jerry fellow. Turumbah friend.’

There was a long pause. Phoebe watched, frightened by her mother’s anger; Richard stopped tending the horses, at a loss as to what to do, and James stared at the ground, unable to meet his mother’s eyes. Only Turumbah seemed unaffected. He grinned at Mary, grinned at James, shuffled his feet and, apart from wishing that the missus would give him back his hat, felt perfectly happy.

‘Turumbah?’ Mary queried, and the edge had gone from her voice. The boy nodded. ‘Here is your hat.’ She handed it to him and he grabbed it eagerly. ‘Go home now, go home.’

Turumbah nodded, waved and was gone in an instant, hoping that no-one would tell his grandfather he had been caught out of bounds.

‘I do not blame you, James, I blame your grandfather.’ Mary glanced briefly at Richard who made no comment. ‘We will say no more about it.’

But Mary was angry. Very angry. For months now she had regretted the scene she had caused that day in Thomas’s front parlour. She had lost her dignity, made a fool of herself. But the discovery of the hat changed everything. The boy had not merely been playing in the bush with his cousin, he had spent the entire day in the company of black heathens. Encouraged, furthermore, by his own grandfather to give away a valuable possession!

Mary felt sick with the anger which churned in the very pit of her stomach. The old man had treated her like a ranting, foolish woman that day, all the while knowing that her rage had been entirely justified. Dear God in heaven, what good Christian mother would not lose control under such circumstances? And now, with the natives living at her very doorstep, Thomas’s reprehensible act had resulted in a friendship between her only son and one of the heathen children.

The following day Mary’s rage had so deepened that she nearly broke her vow of silence. She paced the floor of the drawing room, on the verge of demanding that Richard take her to town that very morning so that she could tell Thomas Kendall that he could keep his inheritance and she would keep his grandchildren. She would tell him …

‘There is a black woman at the front door, ma’am.’ It was Peg, a basket of washing under her arm, tapping at the side windows of the drawing room. ‘She has a boy with her. I told her to begone but she wants to see the mistress of the house. She speaks very proper for a native.’

‘Very well, Peg. Tell her to go around to the back.’

A woman whom Mary judged to be in her thirties stood at the back door, the boy with the felt hat by her side.

‘I am Murrumuru, missus,’ she said.

Mary nodded and silently looked her up and down. The woman’s skin was jet black and her ebony hair coarse and wiry, but Mary could not help observing that she was handsome in her own way, there was a bearing about her. Furthermore, she seemed respectable for a native; her skirt and blouse were clean and she wore slippers, which although worn and thin had once been fine.

‘He say sorry,’ she said, nudging the boy who twisted the hat self-consciously in his hands. ‘We catch him come big house. Elders angry.’ She nudged Turumbah again. ‘Say sorry.’

Turumbah had cursed his indiscretion time and again during the night. He had been so excited at the return of his hat and the kindness in the missus’s voice when she had simply told him to go home that he had forgotten to sneak back into the camp through the mangroves. He had not been clever. Now his mother insisted that he say sorry to the missus. His mother was always telling him to say ‘sorry’, or ‘thank you’, or ‘please’. She was very proud of the English she had been taught by the military man’s wife whom she had served in Sydney Town.

‘Sorry, missus,’ the boy mumbled.

Aware that Peg had come around to the back of the house, put down the washing basket and was watching the proceedings, possibly awaiting orders to shoo the intruders away, Mary decided to be gracious.

‘Turumbah,’ she leaned down to the boy, ‘do you go to school?’ The boy looked up, first at Mary, then at his mother. ‘Do you go to the mission school?’ Mary repeated.

‘I take him, missus,’ Murrumuru said, proud that the missus knew her son’s name. She didn’t add that she had taken Turumbah to the mission school on only one occasion, that he’d refused to stay, and that she had given up on the exercise. Murrumuru had her reasons for wanting to impress the missus. ‘Learn quick. Boy clever.’

‘That is good,’ Mary replied, not believing the woman.

‘You need servant?’ Murrumuru took the plunge. It was the reason she had dragged Turumbah to the big house in the first place. She had been wishing to make contact for quite sometime, despite Wolawara’s objections. To be a slave to the white people was not the plan, her father had insisted. It was not the reason Thomas Kendall had given them the land beside his clanspeople.

But during her two years in service, despite the hard toil involved, Murrumuru had adapted to household life. She missed the English food and the regular presents Lieutenant Hookway’s wife gave her, the cast-off garments, hats and shoes. Not only for herself but for her children and her family. Her father had been proud of his red soldier’s coat; why, then, should he be so adamant about returning to the old ways? It was a much harder life. Murrumuru could make it so much easier for all of them. And she would be given money too. Very little, it was true, but they could buy white man’s things with money. It was better than begging in the streets as her brother Yenerah was doing once again, though she dared not tell their father.

Murrumuru took a deep breath and clearly enunciated her very best phrase, the one Missus Hookway had taught her when she had reluctantly resigned from service. ‘I seek employment, missus,’ she said.

Her announcement was met with silence, and Murrumuru hoped she hadn’t offended the Missus who was staring at her, transfixed. ‘I work good. Servant two year for army man. Lieutenant Hookway,’ she announced with pride.

The woman was a godsend, Mary thought. In Murrumuru, she saw with instant clarity the solution to her dilemma. Thomas Kendall would be appalled to discover that one of his precious Wolawara’s kin was in servitude to her rather than living a free life. And to keep a black servant was perfectly respectable, so long as the black servant could be taught to adhere to British standards of dress and decorum, which this woman obviously could. Furthermore, to convert a black servant was considered a positive triumph, the action of a truly Christian person. And that was exactly what Mary would do.

‘Murru …?’ she queried.

‘Murrumuru,’ the woman answered quickly. ‘I am Murrumuru.’

‘Yes. Murrumuru. A pretty name.’ She would insist the woman’s child attend the mission school regularly, and the two of them would accompany Mary to church on Sundays. Mary would be seen to be a caring and civilising influence upon the family of her servant. Perhaps, in time, she could Christianise others amongst the clan. It was certainly her duty to try.

She would play Thomas Kendall at his own game. The old devil professed an understanding and a caring for the Aboriginal people. What had he done for them? Given them a parcel of marshy, nonproductive land so they could return to their heathen ways. Mary would do far more. So long as they abided by her rules. For any who sent their children to school, she would provide food; to any who attended church, she would give cast-off clothes; to any who showed an inclination to utilise the land, she would provide basic gardening implements.

Not only would her treatment of the Aborigines be judged more proper and more Christian than Thomas’s, her actions would drive the old man insane. She would undermine, at every turn, his well-laid plans for his native friends.

‘Yes, Murrumuru, I do believe I could offer you employment.’ The woman flashed a radiant smile, but Mary did not smile back. ‘There will be conditions of course,’ she added briskly, aware that Peg was scowling from the sidelines. Familiarity from the native woman must be firmly discouraged. ‘I suggest you return tomorrow and we will discuss the arrangements.’

‘Thank you, missus, thank you.’ Murrumuru nudged her son. ‘Say thank you, Turumbah.’

‘Thank you, missus.’ Turumbah beamed up at Mary. He was out of trouble and perfectly happy again. ‘Turumbah see Gran’sun James?’

‘No, Turumbah. Not now.’ Not ever, Mary thought. The friendship between her son and the heathen black boy was terminated forever. ‘I shall see you tomorrow morning, Murrumuru.’ Mary gave a brusque nod to the woman, another brusque nod to Peg and went inside. But she left the door ajar and heard Peg stride up to Murrumuru.

‘You listen to me, missy,’ Peg said, ‘and you listen good and proper. You learn your place. If the mistress wishes to employ you, and God knows why she should, you’ll be answerin’ to me, do you understand that?’

When Murrumuru had gone, and Peg had picked up her washing basket preparing to return to her duties, Mary confronted her ‘You must mind your place, Peg.’ Peg looked at her mistress, bewildered. ‘That woman is, after all, a free woman,’ Mary said. ‘Unlike many in this colony, she has committed no crime. You must not forget that, Peg.’
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