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  Finding My Way Home
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  Burrki was ten years old. He was living with his grandparents in the hilly country, while his father and mother attended ceremonies back in their own country, on the coast.


  Burrki was lonely and he missed his family very much. He had to wait for four full moons to pass before his parents returned to collect him. Burrki knew that was a long time because he had already seen two full moons pass. To have to wait for two more made him feel very sad.


  ‘I don’t think I’ll see my mum and dad again,’ he sniffed with tears in his eyes. ‘I might just go and look for them. I’m sure they’ll be happy to see me.’


  For many days, Burrki sat and watched the sun rise and set. His father had told him which way to walk, and how many days it would take, to reach his home by the ocean. For his parents it was only two days walk, but for young Burrki it would be at least three.


  ‘I know I can do it. I’ve done it before with my family, and once I’ve gone over the hills, it will be easy.’


  Burrki didn’t tell his grandparents about his plan because he didn’t want them to worry.
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  One morning, Burrki got up before the sun had risen, and he made a mark on the ground with a special stone that his granny had given him. Burrki took the stone out from a little bag he wore around his neck, and he drew a round circle with an arrow pointing in the direction he was headed. He then placed the stone in the circle, so that his granny would know it was his mark. This sign would tell her that he was going home.
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  Gathering up his spear, a little bit of wallaby meat and some cooked yams, Burrki packed his dillybag, which his granny had made from the leaves of the pandanus tree, and he left.


  Burrki walked across the plains towards the foothills, and then he began to climb. The sun was just peeping over the top of the hills, and to stay walking in the right direction, Burrki knew to keep the morning sun in front of him.


  It was already getting hot so Burrki decided that he would rest when he found some shade. When he saw the dark entrance of a cave, he crawled in under the mossy rock. The air was cool and fresh and there was a trickle of water running down the cliff face into a small pool. He was able to have a drink and wash his face. After eating some of his meat and yam, Burrki lay down and went to sleep.


  Suddenly a loud noise startled him, and he sat up and looked outside. He could see lightning flashing, and then came the rumbling of thunder.


  Burrki was very scared and he said to himself, ‘Did I do something wrong?’


  When he looked up towards the roof of the cave, he could see paintings of the lightning man on the rock walls.


  ‘I’m sorry I came into this cave without telling you first. My name is Burrki and I’m going to look for my father and mother. I’m truly, truly sorry.’


  Burrki lay down and watched and waited. The lightning looked like it was throwing down big balls of light. He was very frightened, and he wondered if this was his punishment for running away and not telling his grandparents.


  At last the lightning and thunder stopped, but it was still raining. It rained until late afternoon so Burrki decided to sleep in the cave. When he woke the next morning, he ate some meat and then set off again on his journey. As a mark of respect he called out to the lightning man that he was leaving, and he thanked him for looking after him.
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  All that morning Burrki scrambled up and down over rocks, and squeezed through clefts in the rock formations. Some of the rocks he didn’t recognise at all, while others were a bit familiar. By lunchtime, he’d reached the bottom of a big cliff and he could no longer see the sun, or what direction it was in.


  Not knowing what to do, Burrki sat on the ground and looked up at the cliff walls. What he then noticed made him happy. The shadows of the rocks on the cliff face were getting higher so he knew the sun was going down behind him. It was also getting dark and he had to look for somewhere to sleep.


  Burrki hadn’t brought his firesticks with him, but he wasn’t cold. For a while he sat listening to the different sounds of the early evening. First he heard the bookbook owl calling out. He answered it because it may have been the spirit of an old man. His father had told him many stories of the owls who carried the spirits of old men who had passed away.


  Then the dingoes started howling. At first it frightened him because they made an eerie sound, but he just sat quietly and they soon stopped. Then he heard rustling in the grass and he saw the shadows of bandicoots and a porcupine sniffing around. When it was too dark to see anything, he found a place under a rock ledge and fell fast asleep.


  It was early in the morning when he felt something sliding down his back, but he dared not move because when he opened his eyes, he could just see the head of a python slithering past. Terrified, Burrki felt a cold shiver ripple down his spine.


  He desperately wanted to jump up and run, but he could hear his father’s voice saying, ‘Don’t move when a snake is near you. Stay quiet and it will go away.’
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  Trying to stay calm, Burrki closed his eyes and waited until he could feel the last of the snake’s body slide down his back, and over his legs. He let out a big sigh of relief, but still he didn’t move. When he thought enough time had passed, Burrki got up and followed the snake tracks across the sand to a low ridge where he could see it was resting. The python had a big bulge in his stomach. ‘I think he had one bandicoot for his supper last night,’ thought Burrki.
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  Burrki returned to his sleeping place and ate the last of his wallaby meat and yam. He set off again, and by early afternoon he’d climbed his way through the hills and had emerged out onto a rocky ledge. He sat down and looked across the plains. Dotted here and there were wild buffaloes. Burrki wasn’t that worried about them, but they were huge animals, and he had once heard about a man being chased and gored in the leg.


  He sat for a long time watching them graze. His father said that if the wind was blowing away from the animals, they wouldn’t be able to smell you, but Burrki could see that the buffaloes were in no hurry to leave their feeding place. He would have to find a way to make them leave. It was already mid-afternoon and he was getting worried.


  Burrki knew that if he lit a fire the buffaloes would move on, but he didn’t have a firestick, and there was no wood amongst the rocks. Then he remembered how his father had taught him to hit two stones together to make fire. First he looked for hard rocks, not soft ones, and then he collected a bunch of grass and rubbed it until it was soft. Burrki had everything he needed, but he still had to find a way to carry the fire to the plain.


  He went searching for wood and came across a pandanus tree. One of its trunks was dead and had fallen over. Burrki could use the trunk as a firestick because there was soft fibre inside it, which would burn very slowly once it had been lit.


  [image: image]


  He waited until he felt the breeze coming in from the hills, and then he quickly got the stones and hit one against the other. Soon sparks landed on the grass below and it caught alight. He put some inside the pandanus trunk and blew and blew until the soft fibre began burning. Burrki carried his new firestick down to where the long grass grew and put the fire to it. Almost immediately it began to blaze and burn.


  He climbed back up to the ledge and watched the fire move through the plain. The buffaloes saw the smoke and flames and the herd turned and ran away. Burrki was happy now that he didn’t have to worry about buffaloes and snakes. He would be able to continue his journey through the woodland and creeks. Although he was hungry, he would have to wait until morning to go hunting. The next day he was up before the sun and he looked out over the plain. The fire had burnt itself out and there wasn’t a buffalo to be seen.
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  Burrki gathered his things and set off. He soon came to a creek with cool, fast-flowing water. He knew it was clean because he could see the sandy bottom and, without hesitating, he jumped in. First he quenched his thirst with a long drink and then he had a wash, rubbing sand against his body to get rid of the dust and dirt.


  By now Burrki was ravenously hungry, so he climbed onto a log poking up out of the water and he stood with his spear ready. Before long, a catfish swam out from under the log. With careful aim, Burrki threw his weapon and speared the fish. Because he’d been so hungry, he speared a second catfish to eat later. Burrki lit a fire with his firestick, and he soon had his breakfast cooking on the coals.


  Carrying his firestick, Burrki walked along the edge of the creek. Every now and again he stopped to pick berries and quench his thirst. He knew that if he followed the creek it would bring him to where his mother’s family lived. The country began to change and he moved into the woodland where the trees were tall. Here the jungle started to get dense and no sun could get through.


  ‘Now I must remember to keep the sun behind me or I’ll get lost,’ Burrki told himself.


  Burrki walked and walked, and at last he could hear the sound of waves crashing against the shoreline. He emerged from the thick vegetation and came out near a beautiful beach. Burrki could hear the breeze blowing through the casuarina trees. It was as if they were talking to him and saying they were happy to see him.
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  Looking around, Burrki realised he wasn’t far from his uncle’s house — it was just around the point. As he walked along the beach, he looked down at the tracks of turtles that had laid their eggs above the high-water mark. He crossed a little creek — the same creek that he had followed for miles from the hilly country, except it was now running into the salt water.


  Burrki also saw crocodile tracks. He cautiously looked around in case the crocodile was still around, but then he saw the slides in the sand where it had come up and gone back out to sea.


  Burrki reached the point and walked around the rocks. A little way down the beach he could see mobs of children and dogs playing under the trees. Immediately the dogs started barking and came bounding towards him. He wasn’t afraid because he knew most of them, and he yelled out for them to be quiet.


  By this time all the children were running and calling, ‘Burrki! Burrki! Burrki!’ Burrki’s uncle was standing outside his house in the shadow of the trees. He didn’t move, but stood and waited for Burrki to come to him.


  ‘How did you get here?’ he asked.


  ‘I walked from Granny’s place. I was lonely and I wanted to come home,’ said Burrki.


  ‘Well,’ said his uncle, ‘you’re a brave boy to walk all that way by yourself. How long did it take you?’


  ‘I think it was four days because I slept three nights,’ said Burrki.
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  That night there was a big corroboree for Burrki and he had to tell the story of his adventure over and over again. He had been right. Everyone was happy to see him and he was glad to be home. Burrki enjoyed all this attention, but he also knew that when his mother and father returned from their ceremonies, he would receive a punishment for running away from his grandparents.


  Fishing Trip
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  Namanji and Bulak were two brothers who lived on an island off the north coast of Australia. Namanji was the oldest. He was thirteen years old and Bulak was eleven.
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  One weekend, Namanji and Bulak were told that their uncle and aunty and cousins were coming in from their inland outstation to visit. When the boys’ mother said that they would need more food, Namanji and Bulak decided to take their canoe out and go fishing. They grabbed their fishing lines, a knife and a bottle of water, and put them into a plastic bucket at the front of their canoe. Bulak also packed his three-pronged spear.


  Namanji said, ‘We’ll take one paddle as we won’t be going too far, only just around the point.’


  Everyone from the community went down to the beach to see the boys off, and they were all laughing and splashing in the water.


  ‘Goodbye,’ called their father, ‘and bring home plenty of fish.’
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  Namanji paddled and paddled, until they were able to steer the canoe past the point, and they could no longer see the houses back on the shoreline.


  ‘We’ll fish near the reef,’ said Namanji. ‘I’ve got some hermit crabs for bait, and when we’ve caught some small fish, we’ll cut them up, and use them to catch some really big fish.’
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  ‘Alright,’ agreed Bulak.


  Namanji threw a hand line in, and almost at once caught a small parrot fish. He killed it and cut it up. He then put a piece of bait on a line for Bulak and one for himself. Bulak was the first to get a bite and he gave a sharp tug. He started to pull his line in.


  ‘Oh boy! Look, Namanji! It’s a nice rock cod. We’ll keep this one,’ he said.


  Namanji still wasn’t getting any bites and then Bulak caught a nice snapper.


  Bulak was getting excited and he said to Namanji, ‘I don’t think you’ll catch any more fish today.’


  No sooner had Bulak spoken, than the line went running through Namanji’s hand, and the reel was spinning in the bottom of the canoe. The line was burning Namanji’s hand and as he bent down to get the reel, he knocked the paddle over the side and into the water.


  ‘Grab the paddle!’ Namanji yelled to Bulak.


  Bulak couldn’t get to it quick enough and already the fish was pulling the canoe a long way off the reef.


  ‘What do we do?’ cried Bulak.


  ‘We’ll have to see which way we’re going. If we go further out, then I’ll have to cut the line,’ yelled Namanji.


  Nearly five minutes passed, and the fish was still racing through the water. Namanji grabbed the knife and cut the line. Finally the canoe slowed down and then stopped.


  ‘I would’ve liked to have seen what kind of fish it was,’ said Namanji, almost out of breath, ‘but somehow I think it was a shark.’
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  The brothers had now lost their only paddle. They hoped that other people were out fishing and could see them drifting. If they weren’t back by lateafternoon, their family would know something had happened and a search would begin.


  The brothers didn’t fish anymore. There was no point because any fish they caught would just go bad and be wasted. In the distance, they could see a shower of rain on the horizon with big, black clouds. The rain quickly swept in and at first it cooled them down, but after a while they began to feel cold.


  ‘It’s alright, Bulak,’ said Namanji, his teeth chattering, ‘I don’t think it’ll last very long.’


  Suddenly Bulak looked over Namanji’s shoulder, and with a shaky voice he asked his older brother, ‘What’s that?’


  Namanji spun around and what he saw frightened him. It was a waterspout. The wind was sucking up the water and whirling it high into the air.
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  ‘Keep your head down and don’t look. It’s a waterspout!’ shouted Namanji.


  He too put his head down between his knees, hoping that this massive water twister would go away. The rain was coming down harder, and the canoe was rocking from side to side.


  Bulak was really frightened now, and said to Namanji, ‘If we tip into the sea, don’t leave me! Promise me, Namanji!’


  ‘I promise,’ cried his older brother. ‘We’ll swim together, but right now, Bulak, we’ve got to get this water out of the canoe.’ 


  He pointed to the two baler shells lying on the floor of the canoe. ‘Grab them, Bulak. It’s time to start bailing.’


  They bailed and bailed and bailed. When Namanji finally looked up he saw the waterspout had moved a long way out.


  ‘Hey, Bulak, you can stop now,’ said Namanji.


  ‘I’m glad. I had my eyes closed the whole time, I was so scared.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Namanji, ‘me too. But I think we’ll be all right now because the wind is blowing us towards that beach.’


  Away in the distance they could see the outline of a small island on the horizon.
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  The two brothers used their hands to paddle, and some time later they made it to the shoreline. They were exhausted, but very happy to be back on the land. They pulled the canoe up high on the beach so the tide couldn’t take it, and then they collapsed onto the sand under a casuarina tree.


  Keeping an eye on the canoe, they wondered if their family had started to worry for them. They knew it was wise to stay on the beach until their family arrived.


  ‘Well,’ said Namanji, ‘we’re on land and we know how to find water.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Bulak. ‘Now we really do have to look after ourselves.’


  The rain began to ease off and Namanji could see some blue sky in the distance.


  ‘I think it will be fine tomorrow,’ he said, ‘but for tonight we just have to drink water, no fish, because the wood is too wet.’


  The brothers climbed over a sandhill and found some pandanus palms growing in a hollow, near the treeline. They dug into the hollow and soon water started to seep to the surface. They filled their bottle and returned to the casuarina tree, promising each other not to talk about food until the morning. They made themselves comfortable on the cool sand and lay down to sleep.
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  The next morning a soft breeze was blowing and the sea was calm. The brothers chose the highest sandhill they could find and climbed to the top. When they looked around, they could see their island away in the distance. They couldn’t see their community though, because that was located on the other side of the island.


  ‘We must gather lots of wood to make a fire with smoke,’ said Namanji to his brother.
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  They collected wood, grass and green leaves and laid them in a big pile on top of the sandhill.


  ‘How are we going to light it?’ asked Bulak, with a worried voice. He was still feeling a bit shaky after seeing the waterspout the day before.


  ‘I’ll show you,’ answered Namanji. ‘Go get the knife from the canoe while I look for some wood to make firesticks.’
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  By the time Bulak had returned with the knife, Namanji had found some soft wood from the hibiscus tree and some hard wood from the casuarina tree. Namanji shaped both pieces the way his father had taught him. First he carved out a hollow in the hibiscus wood, and made a small v-shaped cut in the side of the hollow. Then he laid the hibiscus wood on the ground, and with his foot keeping it steady, he placed the casuarina stick in the hollow and began rotating it swiftly between his hands. Before long the sticks had heated up enough to create a smouldering ember. The ash from the ember fell down onto the grass and lit the fire.


  ‘First we’ll cook the fish,’ said Namanji. The day before they’d buried the fish in the wet sand to keep them fresh. ‘They still smell okay’, he said.


  After cooking the fish in the hot embers, they built up the fire again and added more wood. Then they piled the green leaves onto the burning wood to make lots of smoke. Someone was sure to see the smoke and come looking.


  All morning the brothers took turns keeping a lookout for a smoke signal from their island. At mid-day, Namanji decided to go and hunt some mudcrabs for their lunch. He followed the tide out, searching the flat rock beds. With Bulak’s spear he was able to catch a couple of good-sized mudcrabs swimming in a shallow rock pool. They cooked the crabs on the fire, and then once again, built it up with wood and green leaves.
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  Some time had passed when Bulak shouted to Namanji, ‘I can see smoke on the island! They’re coming for us!’
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  The boys waited anxiously before they finally saw a motorboat heading towards the island. They sprinted down to the beach and saw that it was their father steering. They waved excitedly and as the boat pulled up, the boys went splashing into the water and hauled themselves up to give their father a hug. Their father took a good look at them and when he was satisfied that they were both all right, he dropped the boat’s anchor. He jumped into the water and together they went back up to the beach to sort out the fishing gear.


  Before they left, they pulled the canoe high onto the beach, way beyond the high-tide mark. They would return another day to pick it up. For now, the boys were keen to get home and see their family. As they motored back to their island, they could see all their family and friends gathered on the shore to greet them. Everyone was happy to see the two boys and they wanted to know what happened.


  ‘It’s a long story,’ said Namanji. ‘Bulak and I will tell you later.’


  Visit to the City
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  Mardjibi lived with her family on a remote outstation about twenty kilometres from Oenpelli, a community in the Northern Territory.


  One day, Mardjibi’s father had an accident while he was working. He had broken his leg and because there were no doctors or nurses on the outstation, he had to be flown to hospital in Darwin by the Royal Doctor Flying Service.


  Darwin was the nearest city to their home and it was nearly 300 km away. Mardjibi and her mother, and the baby, Gillie, were allowed to go too, but Mardjibi’s older brothers would have to stay behind with their uncle.
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  This was to be Mardjibi’s first ride on an aeroplane. When her mother strapped her into her seatbelt and the plane engines were starting, she became very frightened. Her mother held her hand and told her that everything would be all right. When the plane sped down the runway and took off into the air, it made Mardjibi’s stomach very fluttery and she squeezed her eyes shut. After a while, when she heard her mother and father laughing together, she began to relax. She even felt brave enough to look out the window.


  Way down below, Mardjibi could see beautiful billabongs with waterlilies and lots of birds swimming on the water. There were wild buffaloes too, and from so high up in the sky, they looked like small insects. Further on she could see anthills of all different shapes and sizes. Their strange shapes made them look like people dotted across the country.
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  It wasn’t too long before her mother said that they were about to land at the Darwin airport. Mardjibi looked down and saw tall buildings and roads, and cars going this way and that way. She closed her eyes, and clutched the arms of her seat as the plane flew down from the sky and landed on the runway with a big bump. They sped along and the plane finally came to a stop. Climbing down off the plane steps onto the airport tarmac, the ground felt hard and hot. Mardjibi was used to dirt under her feet, not this hard ground.


  An ambulance was waiting to take her father to the hospital, and Mardjibi and her mother and sister caught a taxi to their auntie’s house.
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  Mardjibi’s mother had to do some shopping while they were in Darwin, as they all needed new clothes and thongs. The next morning they rode to the big shopping centre in a taxi. When they got to the sliding doors at the entrance, Mardjibi was very surprised to see the doors open by themselves. As they walked through, she got frightened that the doors would close and she would be crushed, so she let go of her mother’s hand and quickly ran through.


  The shopping centre was freezing cold and so were the floors. Mardjibi couldn’t believe her eyes when she saw people sliding up a big stairway and others sliding down. Her mother called it an ‘escalator’ and she told Mardjibi that they too had to ride the escalator to get to the shops. Mardjibi was terrified that her toes would get caught, but she leapt onto the moving steps and held firmly on to the rails.


  There were people everywhere. Mardjibi had never seen so many people in one place. They all seemed to be very busy and many of them were rushing in and out of shops holding bags and pushing trolleys. Mardjibi made sure that she was holding her mother’s hand tightly, just in case her mother got lost.


  They went into a shop that sold clothes, so Mardjibi was able to get some dresses and a pair of thongs. At first the thongs were hard on her feet and kept slipping sideways, but she slowly got used to walking in them.
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  In the afternoon, they caught another taxi to the hospital to see Mardjibi’s father. This time a door opened by itself and people stepped into a tiny room! It was called a ‘lift’ and Mardjibi’s stomach hit the roof of her mouth when it started to go up. She was terrified, but before she could get the words out and tell her mother, the lift stopped and the doors opened.


  She looked around and happily she saw her father in a bed opposite. He had a big, white leg and it was raised up off the bed. It looked so funny that Mardjibi asked her father why the doctor had given him one white leg and one black leg. Her father laughed and told her that it was called a ‘plaster’. He explained that when his leg was better, they would take the plaster off and he would look the same again.
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  Through the hospital window Mardjibi could see the ocean. ‘Can we drink that water?’ she asked.


  ‘No,’ said her father, ‘That water is salty.’


  ‘Can we go and have a look at it?’


  Mardjibi’s father knew that his young daughter had never seen the sea before and he said, ‘Your mother will take you tomorrow.’


  The next morning as soon as she got up, Mardjibi begged her mother to take them down to the beach.


  ‘After breakfast,’ her mother said.
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  Mardjibi walked along the footpath with her mother and Gillie, and they carefully crossed the road at the pedestrian crossing. Mardjibi was a little nervous as the cars stopped to let them cross, but she did think the white stripes on the road looked funny. However, she soon forgot about the stripes when they walked over the grass and climbed down the steps onto the beach.


  Mardjibi’s mouth fell open. She stared and stared and stared. She had never seen so much water. This water could make big waves. She watched the water as it slowly moved towards her and then rushed out again. The sand was soft between her toes, and she walked down to the shoreline and stood still while the water covered her feet. She scooped up two handfuls of water and tried to drink it.


  ‘Yuk!’ she spluttered. ‘I don’t like this water at all.’


  Mardjibi went back up to the soft sand and sat with her mum and little Gillie. She scooped up some sand and let it run through her fingers. After a while Mardjibi felt tired sitting in the hot sun, so she found a shady tree and lay down to watch the seagulls flying and skittering along the beach.


  She could hear rustling in the leaves under the trees, and she called out to her mother, ‘I can hear strange noises. Maybe it’s a snake!’


  ‘No, look there,’ said her mother, pointing towards the base of the tree.


  Mardjibi turned and saw shells walking around. ‘What are they?’ she asked.


  ‘They’re called hermit crabs,’ said her mother, as she walked over and put Gillie down in the sand.


  Mardjibi picked up a tiny crab but it closed up into its shell.


  ‘Just whistle and the crab will open up,’ said her mother.


  Mardjibi whistled and suddenly the crab turned over and started to walk. Gillie started to giggle and clap her hands. Mardjibi tried to collect some more hermit crabs, but they were too quick and scuttled away.


  ‘Where do they go to?’ she asked.
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  ‘They bury themselves under the tree roots during the day,’ answered her mother, ‘and they come out at night to search for food.’
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  When they visited her father in hospital later that day, Mardjibi told him about the hermit crabs, the big waves and how salty the water was.


  ‘It’s so different here,’ she said, ‘but I want to go home.’


  ‘Yes, I think we all do,’ said her mother. ‘As soon as your father can walk with crutches, we’ll go.’


  Mardjibi could then think of nothing else but going home. She thought of the waterlilies, and the pandanus palms, and the big, paperbark trees. She missed the smell of the fish and turtles cooking on the fire, and she just wanted to run and jump into the cool, fresh water of the billabong.


  Her tummy started to rumble and she imagined herself munching on the stems of the waterlily flowers, and gathering the bulbs to cook on the fire. She could almost taste the lovely, big juicy mussels and prawns that her father speared. There were hardly any cars and people on Mardjibi’s outstation, there was just her family. They would go looking for bush tucker during the day, and at night they would sit around the fire and tell stories.
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  ‘I really want to go home,’ Mardjibi whispered to herself, as she thought about the places that she loved. She missed sleeping outside in her swag, watching the moon and stars at night, and listening to the dingoes howl. She imagined that first light in the morning when the birds would wake her up with their loud chatter. In the city there was too much noise from motorbikes and cars and planes. Mardjibi had to put her hand over her ears the first time she heard a big plane fly over.
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  At last it was time to leave Darwin. This time, Mardjibi wasn’t so scared of getting onto the aeroplane. As she looked out the window at the buildings and cars speeding along, all she could think was, ‘I’m glad to be going home.’
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  Dinky, the Dingo
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  Sammy lived with his family in a small community near the great escarpment. Most of the time Sammy was known as ‘Brolga’, after the beautiful crane, because he was a tall boy, much taller than his friends.


  Brolga loved all the bush animals and birds, and every weekend his family would walk about three kilometres to their favourite camping place. On Friday afternoons, when Brolga got home from school, his mother would have their gear ready in little bags. Everyone, apart from his father, had to carry a bag. Brolga’s father only carried spears because that left his hands free to hunt for wallaby.


  This weekend, Brolga’s friend, Jimmy, was coming too. All he brought with him was a change of clothes and his fishing lines.


  ‘My mum says I have to bring home a big fish,’ he told Brolga’s mother.


  ‘I’m sure you will,’ she said. ‘There are lots in the river.’


  Everyone was ready, but they had to wait for Brolga’s father to get home from work. He drove the garbage truck for the local council.


  When he arrived, he ran into the house calling out, ‘I’ll just take off my boots and hat and get my spears!’


  Brolga’s little sister, Minnie, clapped her hands, for she knew that soon her father would swing her up and carry her on his shoulders.


  Everybody picked up a bag each and they set off. Brolga carried clothes, a fishing line, and a spear that his grandfather had made for him. His mother carried flour, sugar, tea, a billycan and two cups. Every now and again she would carry the bags on her head. Jimmy tried too, but his bag kept falling off.


  He said to Brolga, ‘Your mother is clever to carry things on her head. My mother can too, but it makes her neck ache, so now she carries everything in a dillybag.’
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  Brolga’s father was walking a fair way out in front, when he turned and held his hand up. He put Minnie down, and told her to be very quiet. He had spotted a wallaby to spear for dinner. Brolga’s mother signalled for him to crawl through the grass to get his little sister.


  Minnie was just about to cry, when Brolga whispered, ‘Shh! Shh! Don’t cry, Daddy’s hunting for dinner.’


  Soon Brolga heard his father calling. He found him standing next to a wallaby that he had speared. His father said, ‘We have our dinner.’
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  The two boys now took it in turns to carry Minnie, and soon they reached the point close to their camp. They walked around the point, beyond the river, to their camp by some low cliffs and a cave. Sometimes they slept inside the cave, but usually they camped in the open.


  As they laid out their gear, they could hear the bubbling sounds of the river and smell the sweet scent of paperbark flowers. Brolga’s mother decided to pick some blossoms and soak them in water. After a while she scooped out the flowers and poured a drink for everybody.


  ‘That tastes just like lemonade. Can we have some more?’ asked Brolga.


  ‘Yes, you can, but first go and get some wood so that your father can cook the wallaby,’ said his mother.


  The boys collected a great pile of wood because they knew the fire would also need to burn during the night, to ward off mosquitoes. Brolga’s father lit the fire and while he was waiting for it to burn down to coals, he prepared the meat. First he cut the neck of the wallaby and pulled out the innards. Then he stuffed paperbark leaves down its neck with a stick. When the fire was ready, he pushed the coals aside and dug a small hole. He put the wallaby into the hole and covered it with ashes and coals. He lit another fire nearby, in case they needed more coals.


  Brolga’s mother had brought out a roll of paperbark and the blankets that they kept in the cave. She spread them on the ground, paperbark first and then the blankets. Everyone sat around the fire and the smell of the cooking meat made the boys’ mouths water.


  In the meantime, Brolga’s father had put the billy on to make some tea. When it was boiled, Brolga sprinkled tea leaves in the water and lifted the billy off the fire. They never had milk in their tea when they were camping, only sugar.
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  Finally, the wallaby was cooked, and Brolga’s father laid it down on a pile of leaves on the paperbark to cool. He pulled out his big knife and began to carve the meat into pieces, and then he added some salt. Everyone had their share, and the leftovers were stored in the cave for breakfast the next day.


  It was a bright night with a full moon, and they all settled down to sleep. Soon the only noise was that of the fire, crackling and burning. During the night they heard dingoes howling, and Jimmy and Brolga huddled together under a blanket, both feeling a bit scared.


  Brolga’s father said, ‘Go back to sleep. I’ll put more wood on the fire and that’ll keep them away.’
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  Morning soon came, and the family woke to a chorus of singing birds and the chatter of a kookaburra. After breakfast Brolga and Jimmy grabbed their fishing lines. Down on the riverbank they were joking about who would catch the biggest fish, when they spotted a big, black crocodile swimming up and down the river.


  ‘If the croc disappears, come and climb up on this high rock’, warned Brolga’s father.


  Whenever they lost sight of the crocodile, the boys scrambled up onto the rock. This went on for a while, and then Jimmy’s line went running out.


  ‘Oh boy!’ he cried. ‘I think I’ve got a barramundi!’ Jimmy played the fish, but he was disappointed when he saw it was only a catfish.


  ‘Never mind. Maybe the next one,’ said Brolga’s father.


  Jimmy caught another catfish. ‘I’ll never catch a barra to take home,’ he moaned.


  ‘Hey, Jimmy, look at me. I haven’t caught a fish yet, but soon I’m gunna catch a real big one,’ replied Brolga.


  No sooner had he spoken than his line went running out. He caught the line and pulled it in. It was another catfish.


  ‘I don’t reckon there’s any barramundi in this river,’ Brolga said.


  ‘Brolga, you have to be patient,’ reminded his father.


  ‘Well, what about the catfish? What do we do with them?’


  ‘If your mother doesn’t want them, break their spikes off and leave them on the bank for the crocodile. You can’t catch his food and then waste it. If you don’t have a use for it, you must give it back to him.’


  The boys carefully broke the poison spikes off the fish and left them near the edge of the river. They leapt onto the rocky ledge and watched the crocodile as it glided up to the bank, snapped its jaws at one of the catfish, and slid back into the water. The crocodile tossed its head and the catfish disappeared into its mouth. It came back for the other fish, and then swam off down the river.


  ‘I think he knows that you boys are his friends and that you’ll feed him. Don’t go close to the water though. You can never trust a crocodile,’ said Brolga’s father.


  They all decided to go back to camp and wait until it was cooler before doing any more fishing. While they had been fishing, Brolga’s mother had gone hunting at the billabong. She returned to the camp with two long-necked turtles, a handful of freshwater mussels and a large file snake. Brolga’s mother had to poke in the mud with her digging stick to hunt for the turtles and snakes, but she was able to dig up the mussels with her hands.


  The boys raced around gathering wood, and soon tempting cooking smells wafted through the camp. Little Minnie sat on Brolga’s lap, and she clapped her hands as she tried to say, ‘turtle turtle’.


  After lunch, they went into the cave for a rest. It was cool with a breeze blowing and before long everyone was asleep.


  Later in the afternoon, when Brolga woke up, he said to Jimmy, ‘C’mon, we have to catch our barramundi.’


  The boys woke the others and wandered out of the cave. For a moment they stood looking out over the plains, watching the wild horses grazing. Down on the billabong, geese, ducks, egrets and jabirus swam amongst the blue and white waterlilies. Up in the sky, were two great sea eagles, dipping up and down in the air currents.
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  ‘I wish I was an eagle flying high. Just think how far you could see from up there,’ Jimmy said.
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  Down at the riverbank, the boys decided to use mussels for bait. Again, they just caught catfish.


  ‘Don’t worry, I’ll cut it up for bait. You might have better luck,’ said Brolga’s father.


  The boys threw their lines out and sat on the bank watching the crocodile. Nothing happened for a while, and then Jimmy saw his line going slowly out. He grabbed the line and it tightened in his hand. He saw a big fish jump out of the water.


  ‘You’ve got a big barra! Don’t pull too hard when the line tightens. Let it run and when it slackens, pull it in quickly,’ Brolga yelled.


  Jimmy played the fish up and down the bank, careful to keep an eye on the crocodile. He slowly worked the fish to the bank and pulled him in.


  ‘Yippee,’ cried Jimmy. ‘I’ve got my fish! Mum’ll be pleased.’


  Brolga wasn’t very happy though because he was still waiting for a bite.


  ‘I don’t like all this waiting’, he complained.


  Suddenly, Brolga saw his own line being fed into the water. He let it go for a while, then picked it up and gave it a big jerk. He felt the line tighten and then he saw a big barramundi jump into the air. His father came and helped him bring the fish in.


  ‘What a whopper!’ said Brolga. ‘Dad, that’s our supper tonight.’
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  The boys cleaned the inside and the gills of the fish, but left the scales on so that they would cook better on the coals. They would take the skin off when they were cooked, and that way the fish were nice and clean to eat. They left the innards and gills on the riverbank for the crocodile.


  ‘I think the crocodile will have a full belly today,’ said Jimmy.
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  Later on, while they were collecting wood, Brolga saw one of the sea eagles fly down behind some rocks. It did this a few times and Brolga wondered what it was after. When he climbed to the top of the rocks and looked down, he saw a baby dingo pup wedged at the bottom. The eagle was trying to grab the pup with its claws. Brolga quickly grabbed a handful of stones and threw them at the eagle. It flew off, but it continued to circle around. Brolga could see the poor pup was shivering, and he could hear it whimpering. He slipped down between the rocks and pulled it out.


  ‘It’s alright,’ he whispered.


  When Brolga got back to the camp, he called out to his father, ‘Dad, look what I found! Can I keep him?’


  Brolga’s father was surprised to see the pup. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘You’ve stolen a meal from that eagle. He could have taken that pup to feed his family. What are you going to do?’


  [image: image]


  ‘I don’t know, I just want to keep the pup,’ said Brolga.


  ‘But what can you give the eagle in exchange?’ his father asked.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Well, you took the eagle’s dinner. Will you give him your dinner?’


  Brolga wasn’t very happy with this idea. ‘Aw, Dad! That’s the first big barramundi I’ve ever caught. I want to eat it.’


  ‘Well, think about it, but don’t be too long. The eagle is waiting.’


  After Brolga had thought for a while, he told his father he still wanted to keep the dingo.


  ‘Then you must take the fish and place it on the rock where the eagles can see it,’ said his father.


  Brolga laid the fish on a big flat rock and soon the two sea eagles were flying around and around, getting closer. One finally made a scoop — his claws came down and he seized the fish. Jimmy and Brolga jumped up and clapped their hands. The boys watched the eagles fly up to the face of the cliffs where they had their nest.


  ‘I hope they enjoy their meal,’ sighed Brolga.


  ‘We can cook my fish for our meal tonight, but you have to help me get another one for my family tomorrow,’ said Jimmy.


  ‘I will, truly I will,’ promised Brolga.


  After dinner that night, Brolga fed the dingo pup. Little Minnie kept calling it ‘dinky dinky’, so Brolga said, ‘I’ll call him Dinky.’
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  Brolga and his family returned home the following day, and the first thing Brolga’s father did was build a pen for the dingo pup.


  A couple of months later, when Dinky had grown big, Brolga’s father said, ‘When we take Dinky camping again, you must let him off his rope. It’s cruel to keep him tied up, especially if he can hear his friends calling.’


  The next weekend, when Brolga and his family were camping at their special place, Brolga let Dinky off his rope. Dinky explored the camp for a while but then he went and settled down next to Brolga.


  ‘I don’t think he’ll leave me,’ Brolga told his father.


  ‘Wait until the morning and see. Dingoes are wild dogs, and Dinky might want to return to his life in the bush,’ said his father.


  In the morning, Brolga woke to find Dinky was gone.


  ‘Dinky gone, Dinky gone,’ said Minnie over and over.


  Although Brolga felt sad, he was also happy that Dinky had been his friend, and he knew it was better for Dinky to be out roaming free. Maybe he’ll see him again some day.


  Maidje
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  Maidje and her cousin were sitting around the fire one night when Maidje’s mother said, ‘Tomorrow we’re going into the bush to collect pandanus leaves, so that I can teach you how to make baskets and mats. We can also gather roots and berries to make some colourful dyes.’


  The girls were happy to know that they were considered old enough to learn bush skills. Early the next morning they set off with Maidje’s mother. They carried a tomahawk, their digging sticks, a billycan and some dillybags.


  As they walked along the creekbed, Maidje’s mother said, ‘Make sure you look for sugarbag in the trees.’


  ‘Yumm, I feel hungry for sugarbag,’ said Maidje, as she went up to a paperbark tree and looked closely at the trunk.


  ‘Me too,’ said her cousin.


  But the girls couldn’t find any of the wild honey, and Maidje said, ‘Never mind, maybe another day.’


  Before long they came across some pandanus palms. Maidje’s mother had already cut three sticks from a stringybark tree, and made a hook at each end. They used the hook to pull the outer leaves of the pandanus back, so they could get in and pull out the centre leaves. After they had gathered enough leaves, they carried the bundles down to the creek. The two girls had a short rest under the shade of the paperbarks while Maidje’s mother prepared for the dyeing. First she lit a fire and put the billycan on to boil some water, and then she got the pandanus leaves ready.


  Maidje and her cousin got up and grabbed their digging sticks, and went off to dig up roots from a tree they call the ’colour tree‘.


  Maidje’s mother reminded them, ‘Make sure you don’t chop the tree down, just cut off a small part of the roots. It’s okay if there’s some bark and timber mixed in because we’ll crush it and boil it up together. It makes a beautiful orange colour.’
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  Maidje and her cousin went off with their dillybags and the tomahawk. Once they had collected the roots from the colour tree, they also gathered seeds from the sandpalm tree to make a blue–grey dye, and other plants and seedpods to make a rich purple colour.


  When the girls returned, they got all the seeds, plants and roots ready for boiling in the water. Each time they boiled up a new colour, Maidje’s mother would soak some pandanus leaves in the water for about fifteen minutes, and then hang them up to dry on an old dead tree. Soon the tree was covered in a rainbow of colour.
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  Maidje’s mother said, ‘While the leaves are drying, let’s go and look for some file snakes and long-necked turtle to take home.’


  The girls happily agreed and they ran off down to the creek. Maidje’s mother followed and soon they were all scrunching their feet in the mud.


  Suddenly, Maidje’s mother said, ‘I’ve got a turtle under my foot.’ She bent over and skilfully pulled a big long-necked turtle up out of the water.


  ‘Yuk aiy!’ the girls screamed with delight.


  Maidje yelled, ‘I’ve got one too!’


  The girls put the two turtles in the dillybags high up on the bank, and then went back down to the water to search for file snakes. File snakes have rough, raspy skin and they live in the water amongst the pandanus roots, so the girls stayed close to the edge of the creek.


  Maidje and her cousin used their digging sticks to prod around in the leaves and roots, and before long they had each grabbed a snake. They pulled them up out of the water and quickly threw them onto the bank. They tried again and before they knew it, they had caught six snakes. They decided to eat two for lunch and take the rest home for their family.


  ‘C’mon now, I’ll show you the proper way to kill a file snake,’ Maidje’s mother said.


  ‘I know, I know already,’ said Maidje excitedly. ‘But can you show me once again?’ she asked her mother.


  ‘All right. Now, hold the snake’s head tightly and put it in your mouth like this,’ Maidje’s mother said, as she put the snake’s head in her mouth. She quickly bit down on its head, and at the same time pulled down on its body. There was a clicking sound as the bones in the snake’s neck snapped.


  Both of the girls swallowed hard, but Maidje was feeling brave and she carefully followed her mother’s instructions. Soon another snake was ready for the fire. The fire had died down so Maidje’s mother put some more wood on. When the coals were ready she spread them out.


  She told the girls, ‘To cook the snakes you must first roll them up in a coil and then place them on the coals. After a while, turn them over with a stick to cook on the other side. After the snakes are cooked, you can peel off their skin to let them cool.’
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  The girls cooked the snakes to the satisfaction of Maidje’s mother, and they sat down to a delicious feed.


  They lay down to have a sleep and a rest before the walk home. When it was time to go, they split the load of pandanus, file snakes and long-neck turtle between them.


  For the next two weeks, Maidje’s mother and the older women taught Maidje and her cousin how to make a large fish trap, baskets and mats. The girls were pleased to be learning these lessons, because they knew it meant they were now considered to be young women.
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  JANE GARLIL CHRISTOPHERSEN is an elder of the Bunitj clan in Kakadu National Park.


  Jane’s stories are about the daily wonders of life in the bush and include messages about respect and the importance of caring for our environment. She believes that it is important for families to pass on knowledge through their children, and that experience is the most valuable way of learning. She hopes that her stories remind parents and children of those small miracles that happen in our world each day.


  Her first children’s book My Home in Kakadu was a Notable Book in the 2006 Children’s Book Council of the Year Awards.
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