
Parini’s Story

1978

Paroo could hear the machine coming closer.  He knew from the sound what it was.  He 
had seen them before.  It was how the whitefellas pushed their animals around. 

The fire!  The whitefellas must have seen the fire and come running to see if their 
animals were safe.

“Almost here now, mate!” the man tried to comfort him.  Paroo knew he meant well.  
He was even speaking to him in Pitjantjatjara,  not whitefella speech.  But nothing could 
comfort him.  Not now.

Paroo took a deep sigh.  So this is how the Dreaming would end!  The old stories would 
never be told again, the old songs would fall silent.  But instead of dying here on the land 
where they belonged, they would die with him in some whitefella place.  Paroo knew that, 
and it saddened him to the core of his soul.

This man was mopping his face with a wet rag and from time to time trying to dribble 
some water down his parched throat.  Did this man know the stories and the songs?  Probably 
not.  From the way he spoke he was from the east, where whitefellas had made the land their 
own for a lifetime now.  Our kids were not allowed to learn the stories.  Instead they were 
taught to make whitefella words from marks on paper.  This man leaning over him wore 
whitefella clothes and a hat and had his beard cut close to the skin like a whitefella.  He was 
too  young to  have  learnt  the  stories  and the  songs  from the  Dreaming,  from before  the 
whitefellas came.

It didn't matter, Paroo told himself in the face of his world-sorrow.  What difference 
would it make where the stories and the songs died?  Either way they would be dead.  It was 
only fitting that he and they die together.

But it would not be right for all memory of Parini to die! Paroo thought with a surge. 
No, that would not be right.  He must tell this easterner about Parini.

“Can I tell you a story?” Paroo croaked.  
“Yes, tell me a story,” the man agreed.  Paroo thought he said it as though to humour 

him.
“It’s a very important story.  It must be remembered.”
“OK.  I’ll write it down,” the man replied.
Paroo’s thoughts were confirmed. This man had been raised by whitefellas.  He would 

know nothing of any consequence.  But still, Parini’s story must be told.
“Then write what I tell you,” Paroo commanded.
“Wait a minute,” the man said.  “The chopper's here.”
Paroo saw out of the corner of his eye the big machine coming down out of the sky.  It  

looked like a huge insect.  Did he want to be put inside that?
But  before  he  could  object  he  was  lifted  off  the  ground  and  hustled  towards  the 

machine.  Soon he was laying on a shelf across the back of the cabin.  Doors that looked like  
bubbles were slammed shut.  The noise increased and he felt his bed swaying.  He tried to 
speak but he couldn't make himself heard.



The whitefella in the white cloak held a cold shiny thing against Paroo's chest.  It had 
some long connections into his ears.  The whitefella listened for a little while as he stared at a 
shiny thing on his wrist.   Then he smiled and nodded.  He said something in whitefella 
language.  Paroo smiled gently and nodded back.  He knew this whitefella didn't mean to hurt 
anyone or anything.  It was just that they were ignorant of the land, the songs, the stories. 
That wasn't their fault; in their own ways these whitefellas were rather clever.  But they were 
not initiates so these things had to be kept secret from them.  

That was why the old stories and songs had to die.  They could not be told to anyone 
not initiated.  But the story of Parini was not a sacred story.  At least not in that way. It was  
sacred in another way.  A way that meant everyone should be told, initiates or not. 

A new face came into the room.  He was a young man, perhaps twenty-five to thirty. 
He was obviously one of the local aboriginals but dressed like a whitefella.  “Your name is 
Paroo, isn't it?” he said in a friendly manner.  He spoke in Pitjantjatjara too, in the eastern  
way like the man who found him. “My name is Gullaga.  You said you wanted someone to 
write something?”  He had a black square thing in one hand.  It had a wire spiral along one 
edge.  Gullaga took a thin stick out of his chest pouch over his heart.

“Yes please, Gullaga.”
“Then start talking,” Gullaga invited him.
Paroo laid back on the soft white padding under his head.  He had thought about how to  

tell this story and he was ready. Then he would allow himself to die.
“When I was a young man and the scars on my chest still fresh, our people met with the 

southern people.  We had hunted...”
“Wait on, Paroo!” Gullaga protested.  “I can't write that fast.  Go slowly so I can catch 

up.”
That seemed strange to Paroo.  He remembered once when a whitefella had come out to 

meet him, that man held a piece of paper in front of his face and said the words written on it.  
He read as fast as he spoke normally, so why does Gallaga need to go slowly?  Then Paroo  
thought to himself.  Maybe Gullaga isn't as good at this writing as the whitefellas.  Maybe he 
hasn't practised as much.

“I can't write our speech,” Gallaga explained.  “I have to turn it into whitefella language 
in my mind first and then write the whitefella way.”

“Oh,” Paroo said.  That sounded like it would not be easy.  This Gallaga must be a very 
clever man.

“Go on,” Gallaga invited.  “Just a few words at a time.”

This was the first meeting I had been allowed to attend.  Children were not usually 
included  but  kept  separate  by  their  mothers.   Only  the  men  and  eligible  women  were 
permitted.  The law was that men and women from the same clan were not permitted to mate. 
This was an ancient law, a part of all the Dreamtime stories.  It even featured in the very first 
story of all; how the Rainbow Serpent itself had been formed from the scattered pieces of the 
two Ancestor Snakes, one from the water and one from the land.  When these pieces joined 
together  to  form the  Rainbow Serpent  no  two pieces  of  the  same Ancestor  Snake  were 
permitted to join with each another.  That was a deep story, known to only a few and passed 
down through Songmen such as my father.  

I had a close friend just a little bit younger that I was.  His name was Yammadu.  He 
wasn’t allowed to come on the journey.  He still didn’t have his scars. He wished me well and 
told me to come back with the best woman ever, so long as she had a sister for him next year.

There was a young woman there.  Her name was Parini.  She was good-looking, even 
more so than in the way that almost all young women are desirable in the eyes of young men.  



And she was not shy.  She approached me without being summoned and offered me a piece 
of roasted perentie.

“Do you have a woman yet?” she asked me directly.
“Ah, no,” I replied.  At the back of my mind I felt like I was being interrogated by my 

mother.  No young girl should ever be so direct to a man.
“Good,” she said.  “I've been watching you while the men talk.  You don't push yourself 

forward like so many young men do.  But that's not because you're shy.  When you do speak 
you're confident and the other men in your clan show you respect.  More respect than is usual 
for a novice.”

I didn't know how to respond.  Time stretched.
“And you are wise enough to not speak until  you know what to say,” Parini added 

eventually,  with  a  laugh.   She  continued  to  surprise  me.   She  wasn't  being  arrogant  or 
disrespectful.   Self-confident  was  probably  the  best  description.   She  assumed  and  her 
manner demanded that she be seen as an equal.  Parini was not trying to be winsome but 
businesslike.

“I'm told that your people don't meet with the easterners very often,” she continued. 
“So I should warn you that it will be a long time before you find a woman from among them. 
We met with them three months ago and the only eastern girl who will become available in 
the next two years is already promised to Gattagu.  But that's your problem.

“My problem is their young men.  There was one who expressed interest in me.  He was 
arrogant, vicious.  There are three others who are older and who already have women but the 
four of them act as one, threatening everyone who doesn't do as they say.  They're not like 
you or your clan.”    She was very serious, very practical.  She seemed much more mature 
than her body showed.  She was a woman of character and that would give me additional 
status so long as she remembered that she was only a woman and not a man.

“So the question you have to ask yourself is; do you want me now or will you wait and 
see what the easterners offer?  Because if you wait and see, it will be too late for me.”

That was when I realised that I wanted this girl.  She would be not just a woman to  
mate with but a partner in life.  So long as I respected her as that, she would be a better-than-
friend.  How could I neglect a woman of this quality?

“I will ask for you,” I pledged.
For the first time Parini's face blossomed into the most beautiful smile.  “And you will  

be accepted.  Don't ask until tomorrow night and in the meantime I will make sure of it.”

“That's as much as I can write for you today, Paroo,” Gullaga broke into the story.  “I  
have to go now.  I'll be back tomorrow if I can.  I'll leave the notebook with you in case 
someone else comes who can write for you.”

“Thank you, Gullaga,” Paroo replied.

Gullaga returned the next day and took up his notebook.  Paroo continued his story.

I asked for Parini and she was given to me.  It might have been my imagination but  
there seemed to be a sense of anxiety among the southern men as she was handed over. 
Parini and I and the rest of the western clan returned to our own land at the end of the month.  
Yammadu was one of the first to greet me and he was very impressed by Parini.  He was very  
disappointed to be told that she wasn’t a twin.  Everything seemed good.  But a few months 
later  we  western  people  and  the  eastern  people  met.   That  was  when  things  became 
unfriendly.



“Remember, I'm from the eastern mob,” Gullaga broke in smiling.
“That doesn't change our friendship,” Paroo brushed that away.  “You'll hear why.”

When the eastern and western clans met a few months later there were no available 
eastern girls  and only one of  our  western girls.   But  Buddegu didn't  want  our  girl.   He 
demanded Parini be given to him.  He said that she had been pledged at their last meeting 
with the southern clan.  Our headman Dargarmu asked Buddegu and Parini to come with him 
to a place out of the camp so they could talk without everyone hearing.  The eastern headman 
Gubardu was invited as well.  Of course I went with them because Parini was my woman. 
Dargarmu asked Parini to tell him what she knew about this easterner's claim.

Parini spoke with confidence just like she had when she first spoke to me.  She was a 
woman who would not be daunted.  “Buddegu demanded me at our last meeting with the 
eastern clan but my father didn't like the manner of the man.  He was too arrogant.  He didn't  
show the maturity and restraint that a true man should carry at all times.”

“Are you calling me arrogant, woman?” Buddegu almost shouted.  He was very angry.
“No,” Parini answered bravely.  “Dargarmu asked me to tell you what happened and 

these are the words my father said to the other men in the clan.  I tell you those words.”
“Go on,” Dargarmu invited.
“The men of the clan agreed with my father.  They agreed that they would first see if 

any of the western clan would take me.  If one would, then Buddegu would miss out.  But if  
not, then it was worth it for peace with our neighbours to give me to Buddegu.

“So the next morning Buddegu was told that I had not yet been accepted as a woman.  I  
was not available yet but next time we met he could ask again if he still wanted me.”

“So your men did promise you to Buddegu,” Dargarmu said, asking Parini to confirm.
“No,” Parini  answered.  “They only told him that he could ask again.  They didn't 

promise that I would still be available nor if I was available that they would agree.  Only that  
he could ask.”

“Words  deliberately  designed  to  deceive,”  Buddegu  interrupted.   “Pretending  to 
promise but never meaning it!”

Darmargu was becoming impatient with these angry interruptions.  Buddegu should 
show more restraint.   He could understand why the southerners had come to dislike this 
young man.

“Buddegu, what would you have done if you had been flatly refused?” Dargarmu asked. 
He wanted to get the measure of Buddegu.

“I would have taken it as an insult.  I would have challenged her father.”
“It seems the southern clan men were right,” Dargarmu commented.  All eyes were on 

Buddegu to see how he would respond to this deliberate insult.  He was obviously angry but 
said nothing.

“And you are a coward as well, Buddegu,” Dargarmu continued.  “You were willing to 
challenge her father because he has a crushed right hand.  But you will not challenge me 
because I am able-bodied.  I think the southern clan showed great wisdom by giving you an 
answer which allowed you an honourable way out.  You should remain content with that.”

“No, I will not be humiliated in this way!” Buddegu jumped to his feet.  “I will not 
challenge you because that would be foolish.  But this boy-with-scars,” he pointed at me, 
“with barely the first wisp of a beard, I will have his woman and I will challenge him for  
her.”

“I forbid this challenge,” Dargarmu answered.  “I will not allow one of my men to 
strike an overgrown child.   Go your way, Buddegu.  When you are a man you may ask 
politely for one of our women.  But not until then.”  Dargarmu stood to close the meeting.

Buddegu stamped off in anger.



“Dargarmu, I can only agree with what you have done and said here tonight,” Gubardu 
said.  He had been silent throughout the discussion with Buddegu.  “But Buddegu will not 
rest at that.  He is every bit as stubborn and arrogant as the woman says and nothing will stop  
him.”

“So what would you have me do, Gubardu?”
“Give him the woman,” Gubardu said.  “It's a small price for peace.  Your man is a 

good man and will easily gain another.  But if Buddegu is refused he might drag us into a  
blood feud.”

I remember the look on Dargarmu's face as this was said to him.  He wasn't angry at  
Gubardu's words.  He was disgusted.  “I will not reward a spoilt boy for being a spoilt boy.  I  
will not be a coward when confronted by a coward.  Buddegu is your problem, Gubardu.  The 
men of your clan have not trained him to be a man.  You have allowed him his scars when he 
has not shown the maturity to deserve them.  So solve your problem, Gubardu.  If you can't  
then it might take a blood feud to solve it for you.”

Gubardu still had some honour.  Enough honour to be ashamed.  He left.
Then Parini spoke again when she was sure Gubardu was out of earshot.
“But that isn't the only problem, Dargarmu,” she offered.
“Oh?  What other problem do you know about?”
“I didn't want others in this clan to know about this, nor any of the easterners, but it's 

only right that you should know.”  Parini took a deep breath.  “Some say I might be of the 
western clan.  That would mean I can't mate with Paroo.  Not legally.”

“Rubbish!  You came from the south!” I cried.
“Yes, but my mother Muttaba was a westerner.  And I was born only eight months after 

Muttaba left your clan.”  Parini paused to let people take this in.  “My mother says I was  
early but some say she was pregnant by a western man before she left your clan.”

Dargarmu was stunned.  “How is this possible?  The southern clan said nothing.”
“The southern clan are not sure about who my father is but they saw what rubbish the 

eastern young men are,” Parini answered.  “All of them!  One of our men, I won't say a name, 
told me that he would be happy to see the easterners die out and then they would organise 
with you to form a new eastern clan.  And I can't say I blame him.”

“The night is late,” Dargarmu said.  “We should talk about this in the morning.”
I still don't know if Dargarmu knew what I would do.  He knew I was there yet he 

spoke so freely.   I'll  never be sure but I  think he was telling me that  he understood my 
position and that he would do nothing to stop us.  He was giving us a warning and a choice.

I talked with Parini.  I told her that she had to leave that night or she might be given to 
Buddegu.  She refused to accept that she would be given to Buddegu.  She said she would run 
away by herself and die in the desert rather than let that happen. 

I told her I would go with her.  She seemed genuinely surprised by that.  She must have  
expected that I thought she was just any woman and she could be replaced.  But I told her I  
loved her.  I would die before I let anyone take her from me.  I was afraid I would lose her. 

By sunrise Parini and I were long gone.  I was ashamed to be sneaking out of the camp. 
Perhaps this is why I woke Yammadu and told him not to worry, we would be OK.  We would 
watch  out  for  ourselves  for  a  year  or  two and  by  then  Buddegu  and  his  friends  would 
probably have caused enough trouble for them to be banished or something.  Even if they 
were still around they would probably have their own women by then, so it would be safe for  
us.  That was what we thought at the time, anyway.

We walked to the opposite side of the circuit from the clan but still in western lands.  I  
knew the land and I knew the Spirit of the land would watch us both.  If the Spirit was 
offended by our mating then that was another matter.  I was prepared to suffer that and Parini 
had already said that she was prepared to die instead of being taken back.



The Spirit watched over us.  We found food and water and all we needed.  Parini grew 
round-bellied and I worried about how she would manage when her time came but she just 
smiled.  She said she knew what she would do.  Her mother had been a healer and Parini had 
helped her with births.

Then Yammadu found us.  He had set out after promising to Dargarmu that he would 
find us and bring us back.  But why did he think we would come back?  I haven't explained 
that yet.  I should do that now.

Yammadu found me at the Hill Well.  
“Paroo!  Paroo!  I've found you!” he called from the top of the back ridge.  I saw him 

against the sky.
“Yammadu!  I'm not going back!  Do you understand?”
Yammadu ran towards me, laughing and smiling.  I picked up my spear.
“Stay back, Yammadu!  I'm not going back!  I won't let Parini be taken from me!”  I 

readied to throw my spear.
“But you don't understand, Paroo!” he pleaded.  He put his spear and his bag on the 

ground.  He stood with his arms open wide to show he had no weapon.
“The day after you left, Gubardu and Dargarmu met and talked for a long time.  Then 

they called all of us western men together.   They said that Buddegu and his three friends 
would start a blood feud.  The eastern men didn't want that to happen either but their problem 
was that the four young men made their own rules.  They wouldn't obey their elders and 
might even hurt or kill someone as an example if any action is taken against them.

“The eastern elders wanted us western men to help them.  They needed to be rid of  
these four trouble-makers but they couldn't do it by themselves.  They asked us to join with 
them and promised there would be no blood guilt attached.”  Yammadu paused.

“So we agreed on a plan.  One of our young boys told Buddegu that you could be found 
at the Wallaby Well.  When the four of them were safely away from the women and children 
we all ambushed them.  The troublemakers are now all dead.”

Yammadu stood there with his hands empty and stretched out.  “That means you must 
come home, Paroo!  Buddegu and his friends are dead.  All  the eastern men accept that 
without holding us guilty.  No-one will try to claim Parini from you.”

It was obvious that Yammadu didn't know the doubts about Parini's parents, that some 
thought her father was western and therefore she couldn’t be my mate.  Yammadu didn't 
know that she could be taken from me regardless of Buddegu’s death.  But I was not going to 
be the one to tell him.

“No, Yammadu,” I called back to him.  “I can never return.  Go now.  Say you never 
found me.”

“You must return, Paroo!  If you cut yourself off from your people you will die!  Parini  
will die!  You are part of the clan!”

“No, Yammadu,” I answered.  “I can never return.”
“But Paroo!  You must!  You are part of the clan.  If you cut the tail off a lizard, the tail 

by itself will surely die!  It needs to be part of the lizard to live.  You need to be part of the  
clan to live.”

I still had my spear in my hand.  I raised it as I called to him “Go back now, Yammadu,  
if you were ever my friend.”

That was when Yammadu started walking towards me.  “We are like brothers, Paroo. 
We are closer than brothers.  Do I have to remind you of all we have done together?  Of how 
we have always helped each other?”

I shook my spear at him.  The point was aimed.  “Come no closer, Yammadu!”
He stopped when he was only ten paces away, well within my range.  He knew I would 

not miss.



“The whole clan grieves for you, Paroo.  I've been searching because I grieve for you.” 
He started walking towards me again.  “You know how it hurts to lose one you love,” he said.  
He didn't know that this was the fear that drove me to send him away.  “Now I've found you 
and I don't want to lose you again.”  By now he was only five paces away.  He stopped.

“Come back with me, Paroo!  I don't want to see you die a second time.  Because that's  
what will happen to you if you don't return.  The three clans will live forever and you will as  
part of them.  By yourself you will die and be forgotten.  Choose life!”

Parini had been hiding up until now.  But she showed herself, big-bellied as her time 
approached.  Yammadu smiled at her.

“Parini, ask your man to take you home.  You’re close to your time and you know that 
first children can sometimes be difficult.  Let your sisters help you.  Give your child the  
aunties it will need.”  Then he faced back to me and started walking towards me again.

“And you know how difficult it will be for her, Paroo,” he said as he approached.  “This 
will  be her first  and you know nothing about what’s needed.  Don't  let  her die out here 
because of your ignorance.”  

By the time he had said this he had walked until the point of my spear was pressing 
against his breastbone.  I could see a trickle of blood running down towards his navel.

“Drop your spear, my brother,” he said.  “Drop it or you might get splinters in your 
hand.”  Then he deliberately stepped forward again, pressing my spear back in my hand with 
his breastbone.

I dropped my spear.  Yammadu stepped forward and embraced me.  I embraced him. 
We both wept.  We embraced for a long time.

Eventually I said to him “Yammadu, you must be thirsty.  Let me draw some water for 
you.”  I went to the well with our drinking-skin and tossed it in.  He drank his fill.

“And food?” I asked.  “We have a snake to share.”
“I have a kill as well,” Yammadu answered.  “I'll get it and we can feast tonight.”  He  

walked back to collect his gear.  He pulled an oolacunta out of his bag.  We ate well that 
night.  Parini tended to the wound on Yammadu’s chest where my spear point had torn him. 
One more scar in the middle of his initiation scars.  I knew which one of them really proved 
that he was a man.

Yammadu and I both woke just as dawn was starting to creep into the sky.  I threw 
some more wood onto the fire and we sat side by side facing the east.  Just above the horizon 
were two bright stars beside each other.  Another, almost as bright, was just below them.

“If you refuse to come home, Paroo, then I won't argue.  But please, can you tell me 
why?  I have to understand why you’re killing yourself.”

That was when Parini woke.  She came to join us, sitting beside me.  I've often thought 
back to that time, with my closer-than-brother on one side and Parini-with-child on the other. 
That sort of thing should be one of the happiest times in a man's life.  And yet I felt so  
burdened.

I looked to Parini.  She gave a slight nod.
“I can't go back because if I do Parini will be taken from me,” I answered.
“No she won't, Paroo,” Yammadu argued.  “The four trouble-makers from the east are 

dead.  No-one will argue now.”
“Yes, they will,” I corrected him.  I paused a moment.  “Parini has a problem.  Her 

mother was from our clan, the western clan,” I said.
“So what?” Yammadu asked.  “Most of the southern women were born as westerners. 

Their daughters are southerners because their fathers are southerners.  That's the custom.”
“Some say that Parini's father was not a southerner,” I said flatly.  “She was born only 

eight months after her mother moved to the south.  She might have been pregnant when she 
left  us,  which means her father must  have been a westerner.   That  would make Parini  a 



westerner.  And therefore our mating is illegal.”  I stared at the pink on the horizon.  I didn't  
want to see Parini's face at that moment.  “I don't think it's true but some might say that and  
take her from me anyway.”

There was silence.  Yammadu couldn’t take it in so suddenly.
“Are you sure of that?” Yammadu asked.  “She might have been raped by a southerner 

or easterner but been ashamed to report it.”
“I don't know,” I answered.  “I only know what was said to Darmagu the night before I  

left.”
“Rubbish!” Yammadu answered.  “If that was true, why did the southerners give her to 

you in the first place?  They should have refused your request.”
“No,” Parini said softly.  “Only my mother and my father knew for sure if I was the  

child of a southern man.  My mother insisted that  I  was but born too early.  Our elders 
considered this and it was said this was a good thing.  It meant that no-one knew for sure and 
if we weren't sure then there was no guilt.  They shouldn't let me mate with a southern man if 
my mother was telling the truth and they would have preferred not to give me to a westerner 
just in case she was lying.  That meant I should be given to an easterner in case of either  
possibility.  

“But they didn't want to give me to Buddegu or his friend.  If the easterners had anyone 
who was a half-decent man I would have been his.  But those animals...”  Parini shook her  
head.  “But there's no need for you to cut yourself off, Paroo.  The fault is in me, not you.  Go  
back if you want, Paroo.”

We all sat staring at the lightening horizon.  No-one spoke for a long time as the three  
stars climbed higher.  

“I think the southerners will take this seriously,” I said.  “They tried to keep it quiet  
once and it almost caused a clan war.  As it is half the men in eastern clan are dead.  I think 
they won't want to risk it coming out again and causing more problems.  Specially now that 
the four troublemakers are dead and there will be an acceptable eastern man eager to take 
Parini soon enough.”  

“Maybe, maybe not,” Yammadu answered.  “If that happens you can do another runner. 
Why condemn yourself unless you have to?”

“Because doing another runner will cause the same problems as we've just had.  It will 
trigger a feud.  I don't want that to happen.”

“So you still don't want to come home,” Yammadu summarised.
I spread my hands to the country around me.  “This is home,” I said.  “But what do you 

say, Parini?  You're the one at risk with your child.  I'll do whatever you want.”
“If I can't live with you, Paroo, I'd rather die.  I won't go back unless you want to.”
The edge of the sun just peeked over the horizon as she said that.
“Then do you want me to stay with you for a little while?” Yammadu asked.  “If Parini 

needs attention I can do the hunting for you instead of you leaving her alone.”
“Thanks, Yammadu, but I'll live or die with Paroo,” Parini broke in before I answered. 

“But I'll always think of you as my friend,” she smiled.
That was when Yammadu stood.  “Then let's finish the leftovers from last night and I'll 

be travelling.”
I stood and then Parini.  We dropped the remaining meat on the stones to warm through 

and then we ate.  Yammadu drank his fill of water and filled his waterskin.  We embraced 
again and Parini hugged him as well.  We all wept as he left.  But it had to be that way and we 
all knew it.  

It was less than a month later when it was time for Parini.  We had prepared as well as 
we could.  We both knew that there would be no-one to help, no-one who could offer wisdom 



or experience.  But everything seemed to go well enough.  We had a daughter.  She was thin 
and long, or so we thought at the time.  So we called her 'Perentie'. 

Parini laughed so much when I suggested that name.  She reminded me that the first 
time we had ever spoken to each other was when she had offered me a piece of roasted  
perentie.  And that made me laugh.  I'm sure we would have laughed if a hill had fallen on us,  
we were so exhilarated, overjoyed.  That's what it's like when your first child is whole and 
healthy.  All the secret fears that lurk in the chest, the ones that you dare not admit to having 
but you later know were there all the time; all those dreads vanish like a bad dream vanishes 
when you wake to a bright morning.

Parini was not harmed, or at least no more than she expected.  She knew that new 
mothers sometimes have bleeding for a month or so and sometimes have trouble walking. 
But she was getting about normally within a few days.  

I remember one of those nights when we were camped at Hill Well and Perentie was 
only a few days old.  From the overhang where the camp is set you can see a huge distance, 
two days’ walk.  Even at that distance the horizon was clear and the land went on forever. 
The stars above were as sharp as I had ever seen them and so high, so far away.  But I wasn’t 
looking at that.  I was watching Parini feed the baby and that smile on her face as they stared 
into each other's eyes.  It made me feel that I was watching the whole world from the outside. 
I felt that mother-to-daughter was everything that existed and the whole land and sky was 
contained in their eyes.  I was flooded with gratitude that I was permitted glimpse it.

“Do you have children, Gullaga?”
“One son and one daughter,” Gullaga answered.
“Then you probably know.  But I had no idea until it happened.”

We moved from Hill Well after a month.  I knew what seasons the clan spent at which 
waterholes.  I wanted to stay on the opposite side of the circuit if possible.  So we kept on 
moving every month or two.  Perentie grew quickly and she was strong.  With only the three 
of us there was plenty of food.  

Parini had always been beautiful, at least I thought so; but now she was something 
amazing.  It was like seeing the desert covered in wildflowers.  She was always smiling, 
always playing with Perentie,  always talking with a lift  in her voice.  I  had heard about 
women who start as pretty young things but turn sour with age.  Parini started beautiful and 
got better.  I confess, I was happier with her and Perentie in the desert than I had ever been 
before, clan or no clan.

I was careful with her, of course.  I knew nothing about these women things.  It was a  
few months later when we were roasting a wallaby when she asked me if I still wanted her.  I 
was stunned.  

“Of course I do!” I exclaimed.
“Then why do you stay away from me?” she asked.
“Just tell me when you're ready for me,” I answered.  “I don't know these things.  I was 

waiting for you.”
She gave that light laugh I had grown to love.  “I've been waiting for you,” she said.  “I 

was starting to think that you didn't want to come near me because my breasts are too heavy 
with milk and that makes me ugly.  I'm ready when you are.”

There was so much we didn't know and no wiser heads to advise us.  We had to learn 
from each other.



Perentie was old enough to walk when Yammadu came visiting again.  He knew that I 
was trying to stay away from the clan so he walked around the circuit until he found us.

“Paroo!  Greetings!” he shouted from the ridge as I was setting snares for mulgara.
“Yammadu!  Greetings!” I shouted back and waved to him.  We walked to each other 

and embraced.
“You're camping at the Frog Well?” he asked.
“Yes.  Let's go back so you can see Perentie,” I answered.
“Out here?” he was surprised.  I didn't know they lived out this way.”
“Perentie is my daughter,” I explained.  “We'll check the rest of the snares on the way 

back.”
Parini was pleased to see Yammadu.  Perhaps he was the closest thing she had to a 

brother now.  She rushed to draw water for him as we approached.  Then she put the bowl in 
Perentie's  hands  and  told  her  “Give  Uncle  Yammadu  a  drink!”  and  pointed.   Perentie 
understood and turned, but walking with the bowl was beyond her skill.  She stumbled and 
the water spilt out.

“Thank you, Perentie!” Yammadu said as he picked up the empty bowl and pretended to 
drink out of it.   Perentie smiled at the game he played with her.  Then Yammadu looked 
Parini up and down.  “You look good, Parini,” he said warmly.  “I'm so happy that you're all  
in good health.”

Parini stepped forward to embrace him.  “It’s good to know we have a friend,” she 
responded.

I had caught a goanna while out and found a mulgara in one of the traps.  I dropped 
them beside the fire.

“We eat well tonight,” I commented.  “Yammadu and I'll prepare them while you do the 
roots.”

“I'll do that now,” Parini agreed.
That was a good meal, the four of us sitting around the fire as the stars lit up.  We talked 

comfortably about what was happening back in western clan with no bitterness or regrets. 
Yammadu noticed this and commented on it.  

“Don't you miss your friends and family?” he asked.
“I suppose I do in a way,” I agreed.  “But when I compare it to what I have here, how 

could I have regrets?”
Parini simply smiled.
“And Perentie has no problems?” Yammadu asked.  
“No problems at all,” Parini assured him.  “I don't really know what she should be able 

to do and when, but she's never sick and always happy.  She can walk, which seems about 
right  for  her  age.   And she's  starting to  understand and use  words.   I  think that's  about 
normal.”

Yammadu nodded.  “I have a son now,” he confided.
“Well done!” I exclaimed.  “Who is your mate?”
“Pilligi.  She's a young widow,” Yammadu started to answer.
“I know her,” Parini broke in.  “She's from southern clan originally, given to one of 

Buddego's friends.  Her man was an animal!”
“Yes, I know,” Yammadu said quietly.  “She doesn't say much about him.  Doesn't say 

anything about him, actually.  It seems she wants to forget him.  And so do I.  I helped kill 
him, remember?  Although I don't think she'd disapprove of me for that.”  Yammadu looked 
sad.

“You're a good man, Yammadu,” Parini offered.  “That's obvious, if you were Paroo's 
closest friend!  Pilligi will be good for you if you are gentle with her.”



“She's a good woman,” Yammadu agreed.  “And since Bandu was born she's starting to 
fit  in  much better.   I  think the  other  women are  trying to  help  her  after  what  she went 
through.”

“Anyway, how's your boy?” I asked.
“Good.  Very good.  Only a few months old now so not up with Perentie.  But good.”  

Then Yammadu turned more serious.
“I haven't told anyone about you, of course.  I don't know what people think because 

they seem to avoid talking about you.  I suspect they think you're dead or you would have 
come back by now.  But sometimes when we go to a new waterhole we see that someone has  
been there.  People are starting to wonder if there might be another clan moving in from 
somewhere else.   Or even the  whitefellas.   The eastern clan say that  the whitefellas  are 
building huts on the edges of their land and staying in the same place, not moving.  But if it's  
whitefellas  visiting  our  waterholes  they're  moving  on  and  not  leaving  behind  anything 
strange, so we don't think we have a whitefella problem.”  Yammadu paused.

“So what do you think should be done?” I asked eventually.
“I don't know.  Perhaps nothing.  It's up to you.”  He stopped at that.
“And now for the next topic,” Yammadu started again.  “Now you have a child and 

she's obviously healthy, would you think about coming back?”
“I don't think so, Yammadu,” I answered.
“Just so I can tell myself that I tried, let me remind you that without the clan you can't  

survive in the long term.  Where will you find a mate for Perentie when she comes of age?” 
he asked, quite reasonably.  “The doubts about Parini's ancestry and status are known only to 
us three, Gubardu and Dargarmu.  No-one else knows so if we keep it quiet it won't matter.”

“So long as Gubardu and Dargarmu know, it will matter,” I argued.  “Headmen always 
try to play it safe with customary law.  They have to because they have the whole clan to 
worry about, not just one friend.  So long as those two men live I'm staying out,” I tried to 
close the argument.  “And in case you misunderstand me, I admire both men and wish them 
long life,” I added.

Yammadu smiled wistfully.  “I knew you’d say that,” he said.  “End of discussion on 
that?”

I smiled back.  “End of discussion.”

“This Yammadu was a good friend,” Gullaga commented.
“Yes,” Paroo agreed.  Then, as the memory of the years caught up with him and he 

realised what had happened in the time since then, a wave of melancholia washed over him. 
“Please Gullaga;  let  me remember more of those good times now.  I  don't  want  to rush 
through them too quickly.”

“I'll be back in a day or two, Paroo,” Gullaga smiled as he put the notebook back in the 
drawer.

“Thank you, Gullaga.  You have been very kind to me,” Paroo said as his scribe took 
his seat beside the bed.

“I want to hear the story of Parini,” he answered simply.
“There's still a lot of the clan in you, Gullaga,” Paroo said tiredly.  “So many of the 

young don't want to hear stories any more.  That means that they never learn.”  Paroo waved 
a hand impatiently.  “Oh, they learn plenty of whitefella stuff, about how to do things, how 
things work, all sorts of things about things.  But they never learn who they are.  Learning 
who you are is the most important thing anyone can learn.”



“I want to learn who I am, Paroo.  That's why I want to hear this story,” Gullaga assured 
him.  “So you'll have to tell me quickly, or I won't have enough time.  The doctors say you’ll 
be strong enough to leave soon.”

“If you want to hear I'll stay and tell you,” Paroo promised.
“Thank you,” Gullaga acknowledged the offer.  “But let's try something else first.  I 

have here a whitefella machine that can remember your words and then tell them back to me 
as many times as I want.  You don't have to talk at my writing pace any more.  You can just  
talk and I'll write it later.”

Paroo frowned his disbelief.  “A machine that can talk?”
“Yeah.  The boss has one and he said I could use it.”  Gullaga took out a strange-

looking box and pressed a coloured patch on it.  A flap flicked open and he took out a black  
square thing.  “This tape remembers what you say and then says it back.”  Gullaga replaced 
the black thing and pressed more patches.  “Say something, Paroo,” he invited, holding the 
box towards him.  

“Say what?” Paroo asked.
“Anything,” Gullaga answered.  “Say your name and the names of your kin.”
“My name is Paroo.  My father was Mummadu and my mother was Gilidi.  My mate 

was Parini.  My children are Perentie, Mutugu and Gollu.”
Gullaga nodded, pressed a patch, and then another patch.  There was a scratching sound 

from the box.  Then he pressed another patch.  There was a moment of a hissing sound and  
then there were voices.

Say something, Paroo.
Say what?
Anything.  Say your name and the names of your kin.
My name is Paroo.  My father was Mummadu and my mother was Gilidi.  My mate 
was Parini.  My children are Perentie, Mutugu and Gollu.

Paroo was amazed.  “A whitefella machine that can talk Pitjantjatjara!”
Gullaga laughed through a smile as he pressed another square on the machine.  “It can 

talk any language,” he explained.  “But it can't think.  It can only say back what others say to 
it.  I want it to listen as you tell me more of Parini's story and later I can write exactly what  
you tell me.  You don’t have to talk so slowly any more.”

Paroo looked uneasily at the machine.  “If you say so, Gullaga,” he acquiesced.  “What 
was the last I told you?”

“Yammadu had visited you a second time when Perentie was just starting to walk.  You 
still refused to go back with him, at least for as long as anyone back in the clan knew about  
Parini's father perhaps being a westerner.”

“Ah, yes.”

It was good to talk with Yammadu again and to hear about his son.  But he had to go 
back sometime and the next morning would be no harder than any other.  Parini wept as she 
watched Yammadu walk over the ridge.  

“Do you want to go back?” I asked her.
“No,” she shook her head.   “But  he’s  right  about  one thing.   What will  happen to 

Perentie as she grows up?  She'll need a man and a clan.”
“Perhaps by then we’ll be able to go home.  After everyone who knows about your birth 

are dead and no-one will be able to take you away from me.”



“Yes,” she answered.  But I could see she was not very hopeful.  It might be a long time 
before all those people died.

Perentie kept growing strong and happy.  She was such a delight!  Soon Parini was 
starting to teach her what could be eaten raw, what had to be cooked and what should never 
be eaten.  There was always plenty to feed only three of us and there were not many nights  
we didn't have meat from a snare.  Life was good and it seemed no time at all before Parini  
was pregnant again.  It was probably a couple of years after Yammadu's visit but it seemed 
less.

The next stop was the Anthill waterhole.  There was a storm while we were walking 
there and everyone was happy.  There would be plenty of water and fresh shoots for us and 
the tubers would grow fat and there would be good hunting.

We set up camp in the overhang as usual.  The next day I went out to set snares.  But I 
slipped on some wet rocks and broke my left leg.  I called for help but I was too far away and  
on the wrong side of the ridge.  I dragged myself out of the gully.  That hurt my leg so much!  
I found some dead wood and used the snare cords to tie it to my leg to hold it straight as I  
crawled home.

This is when being part of a clan is essential.  If one man is hurt his fellows can carry 
him.  I had no-one.

I thought carefully.  The shortest way back would be up to the top of the ridge and 
down the other side.  But that would take a long time.  I didn't know how fast I could crawl  
with the pain and the loose slope.  And I didn't have a waterskin because I had intended to set  
snares along the watercourse where there were still pools of water everywhere.  If I tried to 
crawl over the ridge and it took me a couple of days under that sun, I could die. 

But to crawl back along the watercourse so I was always close to water would take 
much longer.  It was also more difficult with the cross-slope and the risk of slipping again and 
damaging myself even more.  Another thought was that crawling even a short distance had 
already taken a lot of skin off my legs and arms.  More damage from crawling a long distance 
might be beyond my ability to heal.

I pulled myself to the shade of a rock and thought about it some more.  I decided I 
couldn't crawl.  It would cut me to pieces.  I couldn't hop because the jarring would be more  
than the broken leg could take.  Then I thought about how wallabies move when they're just 
grazing.   They take  their  weight  on  their  forelimbs  and tail  while  they  move  their  legs 
forward.  I had one leg and my hands.  I needed a tail.

I looked around for another piece of dead wood.  I saw what I wanted, a dead bush with 
the stump of a branch near the base.  I eased myself over to it and broke away the excess. 
Then I strapped the trunk to the outside of my left thigh with my knee bent into the fork.  The  
stump extended down almost as long as my leg would have if straight.  Then I tied my ankle  
to a cord hanging from the timber near my hip to keep the knee bent square.  I now had a 
replacement lower left leg with my broken leg safely tied up and out of the way.  But I didn't 
dare try to walk on it.  Not on that loose slope.  All I could do was balance on that and my 
two hands as I brought my right foot forward, then put my hands forward in turn and then 
bring the stump forward.  Like a one-legged wallaby with a wooden tail.

By the time I did this the sun was setting.  I practised my new walk to get around to the  
sunny side of the rock.  It might keep me a bit warmer through the cold of the night.  I tried to 
make myself comfortable for what I knew would be a cold, long night.

The moon rose soon after dark.  It  was just past full  and the darkness disappeared. 
Rather than sitting and freezing all night I thought I might be better to keep moving.  There 
was enough moonlight for it to be safe.  I started to creep home slowly and carefully.  It was 
so hard to balance with my arse higher than my head, even going uphill.  I started to worry  



how much harder it would be going downhill on the other side of the slope.  Perhaps the 
flatter but longer way around the ridge would be safer.

Then I heard a voice.  It was very faint and only the colder night air allowed it to carry. 
Parini was calling for me.  I rolled off my hands and foot and onto my bum so I could shout 
louder.  I called to her, saying I was hurt but I would be all right.  But she said she would 
come to me.  I told her to stay with Perentie but she said Perentie would come with her.  
Perentie was a big girl now!

So I  sat  still  to  make sure  I  didn't  confuse  her  by  calling  into  different  echoes  or 
endanger myself.  She found me before midnight.  Perentie was cold and shivering.  Parini 
had remembered to bring a few fire embers and tinder and she started a fire.  We sat around 
that and warmed our bones.  That was my woman!  Smart and brave.  Eventually we went to 
sleep.

The next morning Parini found me a better stick for my broken leg.  I could lean on her 
instead of putting my hands to the ground and were back at the camp soon enough.  That was 
when the hard part started.  She looked at my leg and felt where all the bones were.  She 
didn't sound happy.  

“Where did you learn about bones?” I asked her.  We had been together now for over 
seven years and I still  knew almost nothing about her past.   I  didn't  want to,  I  suppose,  
because it reminded me of the taboo we might be breaking.  She reminded me that her mother 
was a healer in the southern clan.  She knew how bones were supposed to feel and how they 
lined up properly because her mother had taught her all these things.  And she said that my 
leg bones might never line up properly again.  She was confident that I would be able to walk  
but I might never run again.  She was right.

But that didn't matter.  Walking was good enough to get from one waterhole to the next 
and to trap food.  Once I could walk again, that is.  For almost a month, until the next full 
moon, she wouldn't let me walk at all.  I could lean on her to go out of the camp and back but 
no more.  For the next month after that she insisted that I only walk around the camp.  In all  
that time she was doing the circuits of the snares and collecting vegetables and roots as she 
went.  She was putting in long days, doing both our work.  But she was patient with me.  
Otherwise I would have starved.

After the second month she let me go around the snares with her.  I managed that so she 
agreed it was time to move on.

Mutugu was born at the Frog Well.  Everything went smoothly.  Parini was a natural  
mother and Mutugu was strong and healthy.  Perentie watched it all and was amazed by the 
process.  A baby from no-where!  She seemed to think her mother was magic.  And she was 
right.  Childbirth is magic.  Every man should see his own children born.  He shouldn't leave 
it to Women's Business. The men would show a lot more respect for their women if they 
shared the experience.

We stayed at the Frog Well for two months that time.  I remember that because Parini  
and Perentie were having trouble gathering enough roots by the time we left.  Remember, we 
were always at the opposite end of the seasonal cycle from the clan and we didn't want to 
take too much.  We always had to leave enough to multiply so there would be plenty when 
the clan came back.

Yammadu came again when Mutugu was still very young, not yet walking.  We cooked 
up a feast that evening and settled into talking about the latest news.

“Things  have  not  gone  well  for  the  eastern  clan,”  Yammadu  said  sadly.   “Some 
whitefellas came through, no-body knew why.  They found some of the eastern women in a 
gathering party and raped them.”



That  was  appalling.   Things  are  different  now  with  so  many  whitefellas  who  are 
strangers to each other but back then everyone knew everyone else so things like that just 
didn't happen.  I was shocked.

“The eastern men fronted up to the whitefellas to demand an apology and justice,” 
Yammadu said.  “The whitefellas didn't understand. They saw the women who had come to 
identify the attackers and headed for them again.  Who knows?  Maybe they though the 
women had come back to offer themselves again.  Some whitefella women do that, it seems. 
The women ran and the easterners got angry.  The women called from a distance which men 
had  raped  them  and  these  men  were  confronted.   No-one  understood  anyone  else  and 
eventually  the  eastern  men  became  annoyed  by  the  whitefellas  pretending  nothing  was 
wrong.  So they asked the women to identify the leader of the rape pack and he was speared 
through the thigh in accordance with custom.  Justice was satisfied and the easterners started 
to leave.”

“Still, not good,” I commented.
“You're right it's not good,” Yammadu continued.  “The whitefellas decided to make a 

blood feud of it.  They got some machines like sticks.  They pointed one at Gubardu and it  
made this loud noise and Gubardu fell down with what looked like a spear wound in his  
chest.  That machine can throw tiny things that act like spears!

“So the men started to drop back.  But the whitefellas kept pointing those sticks and 
two more men died before they could get away.”

Yammadu was subdued.  “Those whitefellas can be dangerous,” he added.
“Perhaps the easterners should stay away from them.  How many of their waterholes are 

near the whitefellas?” I asked.
“Too many,” Yammadu answered.  “That group of whitefellas weren't the only ones 

moving  in.   All  over  the  eastern  clan  territory  there  are  whitefellas  building  things  and 
sending strange animals into the land.  They're putting big machines near the waterholes and 
pulling water out of the ground faster than the wells can fill so all the wells in that territory 
are getting lower.  Some are already dry.  And they're just spilling it onto the land for their 
animals to drink!  Taking water from the clans and throwing it away just in case some animal  
is thirsty!  

“And if we kill any of their animals they come after us with their noisy sticks and try to 
kill us.  I know because I've been with some easterners when it happened, when we thought 
the strange animals were there for anyone to hunt.  And these animals eat everything, which 
drives all the other game away.  There's nothing left for us.”

“So what are the easterners doing?”  I couldn't believe this was happening.
“Some of them have moved into the big camps that the whitefellas are building.  They 

work for the whitefellas and the whitefellas feed them.”  Yammadu shrugged.  “The rest of 
the easterners are close to starving.  They have no territory left, not really; and only three men 
are left to them.”

“Those four troublemakers you had to kill,” I said.  “Would they have made the clan 
strong enough to fight the whitefellas?”

“No way,” Yammadu answered with a shake of the head.  “The chances are that they 
would have made things worse.  They would have started raiding and the whitefellas would 
have destroyed them.  Those four tough guys would have been nowhere near tough enough to 
take the whitefellas.  And everyone else would have been killed in the process.”

“So what's going to happen to eastern clan?” I asked.  “Or will they all start working for 
the whitefellas?”

“Not all of them.  Some have asked to join us and southern.  The men and the boys will  
be shared out.  The women will  go with their men and the children with their mothers.” 
Yammadu looked keenly at Parini as he spoke the next words.



“And because of that there are some who are saying that all clan mating customs should 
be set aside for this generation while we decide what to do in the future.  You can come home 
now.”

Parini and I looked at each other.  We knew Yammadu wouldn't lie to us.  But would we 
be accepted?  I looked back to Yammadu.  “Parini and I will talk about it.  Thanks for coming 
out to tell us, Yammadu.  You're the best friend I could ask for.”

Yammadu stayed with us for two days.  He played with Mutugu.  I think he wanted to 
convince himself that our boy was normal.  He saw how my leg wasn't everything it should 
be but enough to walk and work.   Parini and I talked about going with him but we still  
weren't sure we’d be allowed to stay together.  So we told Yammadu we would wait until next 
time we met, in a few more years.  By then we would know how things had actually worked 
out.  Then he went back to the clan.

“But you have to come back some time, Paroo,” Yammadu insisted as he left.  “Perhaps 
not now, perhaps not soon.  One day you and Parini will die.  We all will.  But the clans will 
go on.  Your children can only go on as part of the clans.”

That was the year before the Big Dry started.  The next seven years gave us almost no 
rain.  The wells were low and the ground was almost bare.  Animals were scarce.  Lizards and 
snakes were just about the only meat we could find and not many of them.

But we managed.  With only four of us to feed and moving into the camps on the 
opposite side of the circuit from the clan, the land had some time to recover for us and we 
trod much more lightly that the whole clan would.  But after the first full circuit I wondered 
how the clan was managing with some of the easterners with them.  Of course I knew they 
would take in the easterners; that's what the clans do for each other when hard times come. 
They had done the same for us in the past and would in the future.  That's one of the benefits 
of women marrying out, so we always had kin in the other clans.  But we knew they must  
have been hungry.

It was the third year, I think, when we moved into Snake Well and found that nothing 
had changed since the last time we were there.  Things we had left were still where we left 
them and there was no sign that the clan had been back.  What had happened?

I was fearful.  Parini was in dread.  Whatever it was that could stop the clans from their 
walkabout would certainly be serious enough to cause problems for us.   And Parini was 
pregnant again, with Mutugu about four years old and still needing some care.

Parini knew how to set snares and do some basic hunting.  She had been forced to learn 
that when I was recovering from my broken leg.  She urged me to walk around the whole 
circuit until I found a trace of the clan.  She had to know.

My leg was good for walking but after a few days it was hard going.  I needed to rest at 
each campsite and to collect some food but I wanted to get back to Parini as soon as possible.  
It took me more than a month to return.

“I found nothing,” I told her.
“Every well?” she asked.
“Every well,”  I  confirmed.  “Exactly as we left  it.   Nothing changed.  Not even a 

hunting party passing through, as far as I could tell.”
Parini was horrified.
“Perhaps there's nothing wrong with the clan at all,” she said.  “Perhaps we are the ones 

who have died.  Perhaps Yammadu was right!  Perhaps we have cut ourselves off from the 
clan so we now have to walk endlessly around a land that has no clan.”  She broke down into 
the most broken wailing I have ever heard.



“What of Perentie?  What of Mutugu?” she wailed.  “And the new one now in my 
belly?”  she cried.  “What will become of them?”

“Don't worry,” I tried to comfort her.  “It's been dry for a few years now.  Western clan 
lands have always been the worst  when the dry times come so they're probably with the 
easterners right now.  They'll come back in a year or two once the land has recovered.”

“The eastern  lands  are  where  the  whitefellas  are!”  she  countered.   “The easterners 
wanted to escape to the other lands!  They have no way of helping the clan.”

“Well, maybe the southerners,” I offered.
“Wishing doesn't make things happen!” she almost shouted at me.  Then she went back 

to wailing.  Perentie and Mutugu hugged her.  They didn't understand why their mother was 
so sad.  They knew nothing outside our family, except Perentie could remember Yammadu as 
that strange man who visited us and then left again.

Paroo rested back into the pillow.  “I'm getting tired,” he told Gullaga.
“That was a lot of talking,” Gullaga agreed.  He looked down to see the tape was almost 

at its end.  He took it out, wrote on it the time and date and set another into the machine.  He 
thought for a moment to leave it with Paroo so he could record more when he felt up to it but  
dismissed the idea.  Paroo wouldn't know how to operate it and even if he was instructed he 
wouldn't notice if the tape was running or not, if the microphone was placed so it could pick  
up his voice...  No, too much could go wrong.  And Paroo probably wouldn't be able to talk to 
a  machine  anyway.   As far  as  Paroo was  concerned,  he  was talking to  Gullaga and the 
machine was not really there.

“I'll try to see you again tomorrow, Paroo,” Gullaga smiled and stood.

“I have to leave this afternoon, Gullaga,” Paroo said sombrely.  “The head whitefella 
says I'm strong enough so I should go.”

“Where will you go?” Gullaga asked.
“Back to the land,” Paroo answered.
“You might be strong enough to leave hospital but you're nowhere near strong enough 

to go bush again.”
Paroo shrugged.  “That's what they tell me.”
“I'll talk to them about that, Paroo.  Don't you worry.”
“I'm not worried,” Paroo answered.  “I intend to go out only so I can die on the land.  

But I'd like to finish Parini's story first if I can.”
“Then let me get my machine ready,” Gullaga answered as he fumbled with his bag. 

Soon he was set.  
“What was I up to?” Paroo asked.  “I've been thinking about how to tell it and I can't  

remember where I left off what I've already told you.”
“You had just discovered that you couldn't find your clan and Parini was crying.”
“Ah, yes,” Paroo nodded.

I told Parini that they must be somewhere where the land was richer.  When the rains 
came the clan would return.  That's what always happens.  And besides, what else could we 
do?  But what she had said scared me.  Had we cut ourselves off from the clan so we now 
walked  the  same  ground  but  could  no  longer  see  each  other?   That's  sort  of  what  the 
Dreaming is like; the spirit world is long ago and also now at the same time.  We live every 
day in the middle of it but we can only see it sometimes.  



But we couldn't  stop living.   The children depended on us.   So we kept on going, 
teaching our children and walking around the camps in turn.  They seemed like hungry years 
but only because we had so little red meat.  We always managed to find enough lizards and 
roots to get by.  Not having the clan on the circuit as well as us probably helped a lot.

But I was worried about Parini.  From time to time she said she had seen someone 
walking the land with us.  Vague figures that made no sound and left no footprints would 
walk beside her.  She was convinced that she was seeing the Dreaming People, the ancestors 
that still walked the land in the Spirit Realm.

That disturbed her deeply.  If she could see the Spirit People here in the western clan 
lands, did that mean that she must be a westerner herself?  That her mother and the man she 
had called her father had lied to her?  That this exile and the Dry was a curse placed on her  
for breach of taboo?  

I think I’ve told you that my father was a Songman and I was taught the Songs that tell  
the Spirits that we are clan.  Naturally I would sing these as we approached each new well on 
the circuit to honour the Spirit of that place.  When Parini first saw the spirit-people around 
us I decided that I should sing the whole of the songline for that journey.  This took away the 
barb of her fear but she was still uneasy.  She felt such guilt that I and our children had been  
condemned for her fault.  Sometimes she would weep at night, apologising for what she had 
brought upon us.  

I had to tell her that she was wrong.  I told her that this Dry was just another hard time 
and that the Spirit People were walking with her to encourage her, to support her.  They 
couldn't speak because they were long dead but they could walk with her family to protect 
them from any other spirits that might hurt us.  I don't know that I convinced her but I think it  
was just enough for her to gather the courage to keep going.

It was another three years before we saw anyone.  That was when Yammadu found us 
again.  He walked into Anthill Well while I was out checking the snares and Parini wasn't  
sure if he was real.  She had to touch him to be sure.  She later told me that she had been 
careful, touching the scar in the middle of his chest where he had deliberately pushed his 
body into my spear all those years ago.  That was the scar that proved he was Yammadu, my 
friend.

I came back with a couple of small lizards late in the afternoon.  I saw a snake roasting 
over the fire and thought that Parini must have got lucky too, and then I saw Yammadu.  We 
embraced and laughed and wept.  I was starting to think that Parini might have been right and 
we were trapped forever in a shadow world.  But here was Yammadu!

Parini had already made him explain everything that had happened to the clan but I  
made him go through it all again.  All three clans had been forced off their lands and into the 
east but the whitefellas said that was their land now.  

“They offered to feed us and our children but only if we did as they said.  They made us 
wear whitefella clothes and learn their language.  Our men had to work all day every day, no 
feasts or meeting days.  No resting around and just talking during the hottest times; they kept 
us working in the sun.  Our women had to work in their big shelters, wash their clothes, all  
different  things.   Our  children  had  to  sit  in  big  shelters  and  learn  whitefella  language. 
Nothing about how to find food or read tracks or anything useful.  But what else could we 
do?  There was no food anywhere else,” Yammadu shrugged.

“When the Dry is ended things will get better,” I told him.
“No they won't,” he said.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“The clans are as good as dead,” he said.



“No!  The clans will go on forever,” I argued.  “We will die eventually but not the 
clans.”

Yammadu just shook his head.  “No.  The clans have been since forever, since the long-
ago.   They  have  lived  through  all  the  dry  times,  all  the  cold  times,  all  the  wet  times,  
everything  in  our  stories  and  our  songs  and  our  Dreaming.   The  clans  have  survived 
everything,” Yammadu said.  “But there’s one thing they can't survive.  They can’t survive the 
whitefellas.”

Why not, Yammadu?” I demanded.  “When the rain comes back they can all say 'thank 
you' to the whitefellas and go back to their own lands, just like any clan that had to be taken 
in during a bad time.”

“No they can't!” Yammadu said angrily.  “I've seen it, Paroo!  I've seen the end of the 
world!  All our young women were taken away!  The whitefellas told them to get into a big 
box that can move by itself and of course they did that.  They always did what the whitefellas 
said or they would be beaten.  

“Then another big box came and took all the children.  They went away and didn't come 
back.  After three days I asked the head whitefella where they were and he said 'the city'.  
Whatever that meant.  I found out that it's a place where there are more whitefellas than you 
can count, so many that most of them are strangers to each other.  When I asked when they 
would be coming back he said 'never'.  They were being taught how to work for whitefellas in 
the city because there's no future for them here.  The whitefellas claim they own the land now 
and we clans people have to learn how to live the way whitefellas live.  Or we die. 

“Only the men would be allowed to stay so we could learn how to work the land the 
whitefella way.  But with no women and no kids there's no clans.  When we die the clans will  
be no more.”

Parini had already heard all this from him while I was out checking the traps.  She had 
already cried her eyes out.  But I was shocked.

“But the clans will go on,” I said weakly.
“No, Paroo,” Yammadu repeated.  “I told you that you had to go back to the clan or you 

would die like a tail cut off a lizard.  I was wrong.  By staying out here you will go on.  The 
tail still lives but the lizard will die.”

“This can't happen,” I muttered.  “What are you going to do?”
“Some of us men have decided to leave the whitefella places. We have some of the 

women too.  The whitefellas kept some of our women to work in the whitefella houses.  So 
we intend to leave, six of us and six women.  We’re barely enough to form one clan now but  
that's better than nothing.  It's better than letting the clans die completely.  Perhaps if the rains  
come soon we might be able to find enough to feed more children and build up our numbers 
again.  The whitefellas don't seem all that interested in the western and southern lands so we 
might even be able to split into two clans in a few generations.  But they won't be the old  
clans.  They'll be a shadow of what once was.”

“How many will stay with the whitefellas?” I asked.
“About a dozen men, mostly the older ones,” Yammadu answered
“Things are pretty tough right now, Yammadu,” I warned him.  “The four of us are 

getting by but I don't think there's enough for another six men and your women.”
“We'll go to the south clan lands first.  Three of the men are southerners.  There should 

be enough for at least one circuit; it's been years since it was walked.  By then the rain might 
come.”

I nodded.  Perhaps.
“A couple of men could feed their families in the western lands,” Parini volunteered. 

“Not too many, but I think they could get by if the rain doesn't come to the south soon.”



Yammadu was surprised to be invited.  I realised then that he had already admitted to 
himself that he and the others had forfeited their connection to the land.  They had gone to the 
whitefellas and left the clan lands untended.  They hoped they could be accepted back into the 
southern lands because they were vacant but he felt that the western lands now came under 
the care of me and Parini.  We had maintained the wells and fire-farmed the scrub and walked 
the land so we were now the western clan.

“That's what clans do in hard times,” I told him.  “They welcome their brothers into 
their own lands for as long as it takes.”

I could see the gratitude flood through him.  He was an exile who had been welcomed 
back home.

“Then we will re-form the southern clan,” Yammadu said.  

The rain came later that year and the land bloomed.  There was food for all.  Gollu was 
born, another strong and healthy baby.  Parini knew how to make them! 

I think it was a few years later when Perentie became a woman.  Soon she and Parini 
started talking out of my hearing.  Whenever two women start whispering together it can 
mean only one thing.  

A few months later we were at the Lizard Well, the southernmost of our camps, when 
Parini said “Let's go visit Yammadu and his people.”

“Do you know where to find them?” I asked.
“I was a southerner, remember?  I know the seasons and the camps and if there are three 

southern men with Yammadu they should still be following the same circuit.”
So we walked into southern lands.  As we approached the Rock Well I called out “We 

come to visit our kin,” the formal declaration of peaceful intent and a request for welcome. 
But there was no response as we slowly made our way to the well.  But there was no sign of  
anyone recently camping there so we paid proper  respect  to the spirits  there and started 
walking  in  the  reverse  direction  of  the  proper  cycle,  towards  the  Sand  Well.   We  met 
Yammadu coming the other way.

There were only four men and their women, two carrying new-born babies.  Another 
was heavily pregnant.  It looked like the new southern clan was off to a quick start.  And 
there was another younger man with them, barely more than a boy.

“We come to visit our kin,” I called as we approached.
“We  welcome  our  kin,”  Yammadu  replied  in  formal  welcome.   He  dropped  his 

equipment and embraced me first then Parini.  Then he introduced me to his tiny clan.  The  
young man was Bandu, Yammadu's first child.  He had been old enough for the whitefellas to 
keep and train for work instead of sending him away with the other children.  Together we 
walked back to the Rock Well.

The trapping overnight was good, as it usually was first night at any camp.  The animals 
have no caution.  So the next day we feasted.  I got to talking with the men.  Yammadu was a  
westerner like me and there were two southerners.  The other was an eastern man.  That 
surprised me.  I've told you of my belief that they had all been taken over by the whitefellas 
so I hadn't expected an easterner to be there.  But this fellow was very friendly, a good man to 
talk and joke with.  His name was Pinnida.  It was his woman who was so heavily pregnant  
with her first.

I looked around to find Yammadu.  He was at another fire,  talking with Parini and 
Perentie.  Bandu was with them.  I walked over to them.

“Paroo, I have a proposal,” Yammadu said even before I was sitting.  “My son Bandu is  
almost at an age to take a woman and Perentie is of age too.  I suggest they could mate.  But  
Parini has pointed out a problem.”  He gestured towards her.



“The problem is that Perentie is the daughter of a westerner.  So she can't mate with a 
westerner.”  Parini was blunt at times.

“Right now we don't have three clans,” Yammadu said patiently.  He was smart enough 
to know that being charming would get him further than bluster with a woman as strong as 
Parini.   Of  course  I  would  make the  decision,  but  Yammadu suspected that  I  would  do 
nothing unless Parini agreed.  “We only have one clan so we have no choice.  In our grand-
children’s  time we will  be  able  to  perhaps  make  two clans  and then  we can  revive  the  
customs.  And perhaps a third clan if the whitefellas go away.  But right now that can't be 
done.”

“You have one eastern man and two southerners,” Parini answered.  “Even though you 
all move as one you are still three clans so long as you have a male from each.  And then you  
have more men who are still with the whitefellas.  They might come back now the land is rich 
again.”  Then her face changed from stern to gentle.  

“The three clans are not dead yet, my brother Yammadu.  They are stronger than you 
can imagine.  I have seen the Spirit People walk with us around the western lands.  I have  
heard the Spirit in the night as it strokes this southern land with its breath.  I remember you 
saying that we will all die but the clans will go on.  And so they will!  Why do you doubt it  
now?”

Perentie dared to speak.  She was so much like her mother.  “Mum, the easterner is 
already taken and so are the two southerners.  Bandu is the only one available.  I don't mean 
to insult you, Bandu,” she added quickly as she turned to face the young man, “because even 
if there were dozens you would still be the pick of them.”  Then she turned back to Parini, “If  
I am to have children so the clans can grow, I can't waste my best years.  Give me to Bandu.”

I looked from Parini to Yammadu and back again.  Yammadu obviously wanted a good 
woman for his son and Perentie was one of the best.  She might even be the only.  I was being 
asked to decide between Yammadu and Parini.

It was clear to me what had to be done and Perentie could see that herself.  Why was 
Parini being so difficult?  And then I realised why.  If Parini disregarded the custom now it 
would imply that her own parents might have disregarded that same custom in their day! 
Enforcing this custom upon Perentie was her way of maintaining that it had been enforced on 
her own parents.  This was all about her own shadow of shame, not about the present need.

But I would have to talk to her about that, bring her to understand.  I would do that 
quietly in private, and not shame her in anyone else's eyes.  There was no rush to do that right 
now.  Bandu was a man in title only, not a wisp of a beard yet, so I had time to bring Parini  
around.

“I think we need to keep thinking and keep talking,” I said.  “Whatever we do, we must 
do it by agreement.”

“You're right, Paroo,” Yammadu said.  He understood what I intended, that I would 
eventually agree.  “We will say no more for a while.”  He tapped Bandu on the shoulder and 
stood.  The lad stood with him and they both walked away.

“Parini, have you forgotten why we left the clan?” I asked as gently as I could.
“Yes,” she answered with a hint of defiance.  “We left because we might have been 

forced apart.”
“Yes.   Forced  apart  because  of  mating  customs.   The  same customs  you  are  now 

insisting that we follow.”
“Not because of customs, Paroo,” she answered firmly.  “Because of ignorance!  I was a 

southern woman, not a westerner.  Our joining is lawful.  If it weren't lawful the Spirit would 
have been offended and we would be dead by now, and our children.  But all three of them 
are perfect, the best and healthiest and strongest and smartest and...”



“Yes they're good children because they have a good mother,” I interrupted her.  “But 
how can you be sure your father was a southerner?”

“Because he was,” she said emphatically.  “If I had been the child of some other man he 
would not have loved me like he did.  I remember how he spoke to me, how he treated me. 
He had no doubt that I was his daughter.  So I have no doubt either.”

She stared at me after she had finished speaking.  Not quite defiance; Parini was too 
good a woman to actually defy me.  But she wanted it to be clear what she thought.  She had 
warned me.

“It won't happen unless you agree, Parini,” I pledged.  And then I looked to Perentie. 
“And I won't give you to a man unless you agree either,” I pledged to her.  “I remember how 
much sorrow that thought caused your mother in her time, and I won't do it to you.”  Perentie 
seemed relieved to hear this.  I knew she wanted to go with Bandu.  He seemed a good lad.  
Now she knew I wouldn't force her to go with another.  I suppose everyone, even women, 
like as much control over their own lives as possible.  It was merely a matter of talking her  
mother around.

Two  days  later  we  were  getting  ready  to  leave.   Then  that  morning  the  pregnant 
woman's time came.  Two of her friends had children of their own but they had apparently 
had easy births.  This was difficult and neither knew what to do.  Parini had been through  
three, but more importantly had helped her mother as the healer when she was younger.  She 
felt the woman's belly and even fingered up her birth canal to determine what was wrong. 
But nothing seemed to help.  

Pinnida was with his  woman constantly,  trying to comfort  her  and terrified that  he 
might lose her.  The women demanded that he go away and leave them to Women’s Business 
but he refused.  Parini, who had given birth three times with me helping her, said he should 
stay.  

But nothing could be done.  The woman died on the second day.
We stayed at Rock Well for five more days to pay our respects as the clan went through 

the rituals.  On the afternoon of the fifth day Yammadu spoke to me.
“Paroo, could you please talk with me about Perentie?”
“If you want to talk, Yammadu, I will.  But I still haven't convinced Parini.  I think you 

know what Parini will say.”
He shrugged.  “Then let her say it.”
He walked with me to where the women were tying their carry bundles together.
“Let's  talk,”  I  said  as  I  sat.   Parini  looked suspiciously  towards Yammadu but  sat.  

Perentie also.
“I  know  you  don't  want  Perentie  to  be  given  to  Bandu,”  Yammadu  started.   “I 

understand  why  and  neither  of  us  takes  it  as  an  insult.   But  Perentie  will  need  a  man 
eventually and there are not many possibilities in sight.”  

Yammadu took a deep breath.  “In fact I can see only one that you might accept.  That's  
Pinnida.  He's a good man.  He always treated Punni well; ask anyone about that.  He will 
treat Perentie well.  More than that, he's an easterner.  He's legal for Perentie.”  Yammadu 
paused.  

“He's the only man apart from Bandu who looks like becoming available for a long 
time.  And Perentie is the only available woman unless we go back to ask one who stayed 
with the whitefellas.  So what do you say?”  Yammadu had obviously finished.

“Has he asked?”  From what I had seen of the man, taking another woman was the last 
thing on his mind.  He was in the middle of grieving for not only his woman but also his first 
child.

“No.  Not yet.”  Yammadu was an honest man, telling us as it was.  “I'm asking as  
headman.  Someone has to plan ahead.”



“Then I’ll give you an answer tonight,” I said.  If Parini, Perentie and I could agree by 
then we would give him a definite answer.  If not, I'd say that we might walk to the next camp 
with them while we think.

“Thank you,” Yammadu answered.  He stood and left.
I looked to my two women.  Parini looked to Perentie.
“Everyone seems to respect him,” Perentie offered.
“Yes,” Parini  agreed.  “He seems better than most,  and when he's  the only one on 

offer...”
“He still hasn't asked,” I reminded them.
“But he will,” Parini waved that objection away.  “If you tell Yammadu you'll accept, 

Pinnida will ask tomorrow.  He knows the situation as well as we do.”
“I'll take him,” Perentie put in.
“Then I'll wait until sunset,” I said.  “If you haven't changed your minds by then, I'll tell 

Yammadu to have a word with him.”
So the next morning I formally handed Perentie over to Pinnida. We spent that day and 

evening feasting and the next morning I left with Parini, Mutugu and Gollu. 

That was the last I saw of any of that new southern clan.  We expected Yammadu to 
visit us from time to time as he had before, but he never did.  After a few years Mutugu had 
grown into a strong young man.  We went back to the southern lands to introduce him around. 
We found no sign of the clan.  

That hurt Parini.  She wanted to see Perentie's children.  It never happened.  I admit that  
I wanted to see them too, even though that's supposed to be a woman thing.  What happened 
to Perentie?  Did she ever have children?  We never knew.  

And now the clan is dead.  Nobody walks the land now.  Nobody sings the songs or  
tells the stories.  Yammadu's brave words about the clan going on, of re-building from just a  
handful of men and women, was always hopeless.   The clans had walked the land since 
forever.   They  had  survived  everything  since  forever.   But  they  couldn't  survive  the 
whitefellas.

Parini and I talked about what we should do.  We really had no choice.  The next time 
we were at Hill Well, the camp closest to the eastern lands, we told Mutugu he had to walk to  
the east.  He would find strange things there.  Yammadu had spoken about strange smooth 
tracks the whitefellas made, four or five paces wide, for their moving boxes.  Mutugu would 
find one of these.  If he followed it north or south far enough he would find people.

We embraced and he left.  We never saw him again.
That left only Gollu.  Parini had got pregnant a few times since Gollu but each time she 

miscarried.  It was an unhappy business.  It broke my heart every time and it must have been 
harder on Parini.  She was such a brave woman!  But the time came when she no longer got 
pregnant.  Gollu would be our last.

When Gollu became a man we toured the south lands again.  There was still no sign of 
Yammadu's clan.  So we sent Gollu to the east, just like we had sent Mutugu.  After what  
happened to Perentie and Mutugu, we knew it would be the last we saw of Gollu as well.  
Now there was only me and Parini.  Parini was not able to have any more children so there 
was no hope left.

It  was all  I  could do to stand up each morning.  What purpose was there in doing 
anything?  But Parini was made of braver stuff.  She told me that the Spirit needed someone 
to walk the land, someone to maintain the waterholes, someone to burn off the grass as it 



grew brown in the dry season so it would grow back green for the animals.  The Spirit had 
given us life so we owed it to the Spirit to return that life.  That's what she told me whenever 
she found me sitting and sobbing.  She was brave enough for both of us.  Year after year,  
there were times when it was her love that gave me the strength to take that one more breath.

And  then,  one  night  while  I  slept,  she  stopped  breathing  herself.   I  woke  up  one 
morning and she was cold.  She didn't move.  She was dead.  I howled with grief all day.

But  she  had  taught  me  well.   The  right  thing  had  to  be  done.   To  not  do  it  was 
unthinkable.  So I gathered every bit of wood and dry grass I could.  I walked all around the 
camp gathering anything that would burn.  I made for her the biggest pyre I could.

By the end of the second day I could wait no longer.  Her flesh was turning bad and that  
must not be allowed to happen.  So I burnt her the next morning, and then I laid down to die 
myself.  I was the last of the clan.  There would be no-one to burn me.  My flesh would rot  
and dry in the sun but that didn't matter.  Because when I died the Spirit would also be dead 
and would not be grieved.  At least I had managed to honour Parini.  I laid there all day  
feeling my flesh dry out and after dusk I went to sleep.

But the next morning I was woken by that man in whitefella clothing and brought here 
in that machine insect.

Paroo rested back into the pillow.
“That's Parini's story,” he summarised.
“It's a powerful story,” Gullaga said.
Paroo rested a moment longer.  “You have been good to me, Gullaga.  And now you 

know why I don't mind you even if you're an easterner,” he added with a smile.  “I gave my 
daughter to one of your mob.  So what happened to your people?”

“You know a lot of it already,” Gullaga answered.  “Most of the women got jobs in the 
towns.  The men worked for the whitefellas.  The children were taken away from us and don't 
even know where they came from.  I'm one of the lucky ones.  I was born on the circuit and 
raised on the circuit.  I still think in the old tongue when I’m left alone. 

“But the whitefellas found us one day and took us away.  For years we were allowed to 
stay together, Mum and Dad working while I was put in a school.  Mum and Dad told me the 
stories that children were allowed to know and taught me some of the songs.  But when I was 
just becoming a man I was sent away to a big school in the city.  I don't know what happened 
to my parents after that.

“I was sent to live with a whitefella family in the city.  They didn't mean to be cruel to 
me, they just didn't understand.  I already knew their language from the school.  They taught 
me their ways.  I did well learning the things they thought were important.  My whitefellas 
were important people in the whitefella world and I was taught to be one like them, one of the 
more respected people.  They sent me to a place called 'university' which was like the best  
school possible.  

There was one thing I wanted more than anything else.  I wanted to know who my 
people were and I wanted everyone to know about them.  That's why I wanted to hear Parini's 
story.”

“So you were raised in the bush!  Do you know the men's songs and the stories?” Paroo 
asked.

“I know many of them,” Gullaga answered.  “My father taught me the children's stories 
and I'm trying to find more of the men's stories by talking to elders like you.  I made a point  
of being initiated so I could be taught them.”

“So the stories haven't died?”  Paroo asked in wonder.



“Not yet.  And I don't want them to.”
“But who were your people?” Paroo asked.  “Parini and I found no-one.”
“My father was an easterner, as you know.  I was the first child of his second wife.  His 

first wife died in childbirth so he was very gentle and careful with me and my mother.  He 
was a good man.”

“What were their names?” Paroo asked.  “I might have met them.”
“My father's name was Pinnida.  My mother's name was Perentie.”  Gullaga smiled. 

“Parini's story will go on.  And so will the clans.  There are yet more stories to be told, more 
songs to sing, while you and I become part of the Dreaming.”


