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The little boy knelt down, as though by doing so he could get closer and see everything 

better. High up on the top of the rocky wall he could see as far as the horizon, but the 

lengthening shadows told him there was not much sunlight left. He only half-listened to 

Elmaru’s angry voice as the big man alternately pointed at the tiny ant-like figures of men 

and animals passing through the scant trees on the plain below, then turned to the people 

around him. Yungaburra, the round-faced little boy, was squatting among his peers and 

caught only a few sentences from the big man’s mouth. Elmaru, people said, was capable of 

making even enemies do what he wanted them to. But when Elmaru spoke so angrily he 

seemed less powerful, railing against forces he could not control. 

Yungaburra knew that when he wanted to weep or use bad words about something he 

feared or could do nothing about, he got angry. So was even Elmaru afraid of the tiny human 

figures there below?  

For a moment Yungaburra saw and heard nothing but the raucously squawking 

cockatoos flying past in their white glory. Like all Banubi children, he knew that cockatoos 

are sacred birds, even if their cry is deafening and not very musical. 

The lovely white swarm flew off into the distance, and now Yungaburra caught words 

from the mighty Elmaru: “... they’ve already taken the land of the Mirari and the Bunambi 

and the Guyini and the island peoples ... those people are now slaves with no land ... they 

have to dive into the sea and gather shells ... and the women have to open their legs for the 

stinkers ... and in other places they’ve taken land away from the Ngurabi and Nyangari and 

they use it to fatten those stupid long-haired animals.” 

Yungaburra looked down at the tiny human figures and their animals as they slowly 

moved parallel to the towering rock walls that he and Elmaru and tens of other people were 

standing on. Suddenly Elmaru grabbed a stone and hurled it with his powerful arm in the 

direction of those far-off figures. Of course the stone could never reach its target, but 

Yungaburra watched its trajectory in fascination. It fell, fell in a curved flight, fell forever, 

but then disappeared, and possibly never reached even the foot of the cliffs. The men and the 

animals were at least as far away from the base of the cliffs as he, Yungaburra, could run 

without stopping – they would have no idea that someone threw a stone almost out of the 

clouds.  

Elmaru turned to his clansmen again: “And look, now they’re moving toward our land. 

The stinkers can’t pass through our mountains, but they’ll try. And if they do reach our land 

they’ll use our springs and rivers, and their riding dogs and horned animals and those stupid 

long-haired ones will eat the grass and frighten away our animals. And – this I’ve seen in 

other places – they will turn our sacred waters into filthy slime ...” 

But Yungaburra could see no horned or long-haired animals in the procession way 

down below. From such a distance you can hardly see details, and even Elmaru with his sharp 

eyes could only guess at the appearance of those men in hot body coverings. And how many 

of them were there? Yungaburra used his fingers: yes, they were about as many as he had 

fingers. And he could see that their riding animals did not really look like dogs. Obviously 



Elmaru didn’t like those riding animals, but Yungaburra tried to imagine what it would be 

like to ride on them. Maybe interesting. 

If Elmaru called those people down there on the plain stinkers, they were obviously bad 

people. But the boy wondered where the stinkers came from and where they were going. Did 

they too once get carried around in a kangaroo skin on their mothers’ backs? Did they too 

often sleep in a cave if it was raining, or under the stars? Did their men chase kangaroos and 

emus and other animals, while the women with their digging sticks went about finding roots, 

or harvested berries or fruits from the trees? Did their men often quarrel about women? Did 

their boys practise throwing spears? Did they do a lot of story-telling and singing and dancing 

around the campfire at night? Did they also have somewhere huge hills filled with 

uncountable caves? Did they wrap their dead in bark and put them in a special cave? Did they 

too like swimming and catching fish in the clear rivers? 

Suddenly the little boy saw something new. Why had he not noticed earlier that not all 

of the men were sitting on the riding animals? Some of them were walking beside an animal, 

which carried instead of a man a big load of something. Yungaburra stretched his eyes in 

concentration. Though it was hard to judge from that distance, he was almost certain that 

those men walking were people with a black skin like his, although they too were mostly 

covered in those strange skins. How many were they? He lifted up all of the fingers of one 

hand and folded down the thumb. That many. If those men really were black, what was their 

life like?  

Gradually the procession was moving off, and it was clear those little men were looking 

for a way to circumvent the impassable rock wall, and that took them away from the land of 

the Banubi, Yungaburra’s people. Elmaru’s tone had become less harsh, but his anger had not 

gone. He gestured once more and spat out the words, “I know those stinkers, those pale faces. 

And I’m afraid they’ll come back and will try to take our land. Maybe in the next dry season. 

They won’t forget we have wonderful land with a lot of water, and they’ll want to take it. 

Don’t forget my words!” 

But night was closing in, so all went back to the fire and the meal. Yungaburra and the 

other boys were allowed to play just a little longer before darkness would cover the land and 

spirits would wander through the trees. 

His mother was already calling him, but Yungaburra remembered something. “Just a 

moment, Mummy, I want to ask Elmaru something.” 

With aplomb the little boy approached the huge man and said, “Uncle Elmaru, why do 

the stinkers want to take our land? How could they take it? The Ancestors wouldn’t allow 

that, would they?” 

Fearsome Elmaru smiled at the charming little fellow. “Son Yungaburra, some day I’ll 

explain to you. Now I’ll say only that those people with their white and red faces and strange 

body covers have no idea of our Ancestors. They believe they can take our land, buy and sell 

it.” 

“Uncle, what is buy and sell?”  

Elmaru laughed and took the little fellow onto his lap. “That you’ll understand later, 

little one. Now go to your Mummy and sleep and grow strong. When you’re a big man you 

will fight courageously for us Banubi. And we’ll need you. Now go to Mummy.” 



“But Uncle Elmaru, I have another question. You said those men we saw today were 

stinkers. But I think some of them have our skin colour, the ones walking. Are they stinkers 

too?” 

“They’re even worse than the others,” said Elmaru grimly. “Now go to Mummy. She’ll 

tell you a story before you go to sleep.” 

Yungaburra went to his mother and the two lay down close to a fire. The boy’s eyes got 

heavier and heavier, and he may not have heard more of the story than this: “ ... the good God 

of the Banubi, the Great Father Taltyina, lived with his wife and children above the stars in 

the sky in eternal youth and happiness. The sky stood on four legs on the earth, and the stars 

were the nightly campfires of the gods ...”  

 

--- 

 

Billy Dixon stood among the thousands on the main street, St. George’s Terrace, and 

decided to walk into Barrack Street while that was still possible. He had only once walked 

through the city, yesterday, the day he arrived, but he had heard a lot about it on the ship from 

Madras. The wide Swan River was impressive, and he had formed impressions of the city 

centre. Yes, a small place, hardly bigger than a provincial market town in England – 

somebody had thought the population was about 20,000 – but it served as the capital city of a 

province that might be as big as the British provinces in India. Western Australia, it was 

called. The colony was said to be in a bad way economically, and to need men. 

Billy wanted to be needed. He admitted that was his main motive for leaving India and 

going to the colony where newcomers were desired.  The crudity of British society in India 

had come as a rude shock. The roughness of men among men, and the intolerable snobbery 

where the two sexes mixed socially. He had imagined class divisions might have shrunk in 

the enormous colony, but found they had been exaggerated. The local Indians he had scarcely 

met at all, and anyhow it was not the done thing to mix with the natives. He had hoped his 

good education and ability to read the Latin classics would win him appreciation; after all, 

colonial officials were trained on Caesar. The British Empire was the successor of the 

Roman, wasn’t it? “India, the jewel in the Imperial crown.” And there was such pride among 

the British that a few thousand of them were able to subjugate hundreds of millions of Indians 

by the old tactic of divide and rule. 

Had he not been naïve in imagining that there he could build up a career and be 

appreciated? Well yes, naïve, as usual! 

But that was enough of that mournful recollection. He was now in Perth, the capital of 

another colony where people were needed. Perhaps he would one day be a prosperous station 

owner or “rancher”, as the Americans said. Then he would pay a visit to Kent and show 

Father and everybody else that Billy was not the family idiot who would never amount to 

anything. A new world was beckoning, that’s what he had to keep in mind.  

And sure enough, something was just about to happen. Something that could be a good 

omen. Everyone in Perth was talking about the fabulously successful expedition of  men who 

had discovered such huge tracts of good pasture country in the far north of the colony. In fact, 

today was to be the day of that expedition’s triumph, and Billy Dixon definitely wanted to see 

that. He had already found out that, after the official reception for the heroes at the 



Governor’s Residence, there would be a procession along St. George’s Terrace that would 

turn right into Barrack Street, then go along that street till it reached the City Hall. 

Billy had already walked along that route and got his mixed impressions of the city. It 

was indeed small, but by way of compensation the social distinctions were highly visible. On 

the one hand, there were quite a few red-and-yellow brick buildings and houses of the well-

to-do, and the soaring towers and spires of the Catholic cathedral (St. Mary’s) and the 

Anglican counterpart (St. George’s) and the palaces of the respective bishops, and the 

Methodists and Congregationalists and even the Freemasons had elaborate buildings, yes 

even the Workingmen’s Institute was a solid structure. The prosperous bourgeoisie wore 

clothes that would not have shamed them in the Wellington Club in London, and the army 

officers were like bright parrots among the dun-coloured foot soldiers. On the other hand 

there were miserable shacks for the poor a little distance off from the habitat of the well-off, 

and of course there were Aborigines, apparently with no possessions at all, in shelters made 

of bark.  

That first evening Billy had laughed at a scene that could conceivably have occurred in 

India. Two Aboriginal women had been standing close to a house that looked moderately 

prosperous. Perhaps they planned to steal something. Suddenly the woman of the house 

appeared carrying a water bucket, and made a dash toward the black women, who 

immediately ran off. Perhaps there was no water in the bucket; perhaps the mere threat to 

throw water on them had sufficed to frighten them off.  

More and more people were coming onto the streets, and Billy had to struggle to find a 

suitable place to stand among those thousands of people in festive mood. It was a rather odd 

arrangement: the expedition members were to be received and congratulated at the Residence 

first, but because the Residence was too small, the procession would then move to the City 

Hall for the official ceremony. So after the reception the Governor himself would ride in his 

carriage – just the decorations on his four horses looked enormously expensive – and the 

expeditionaries were to follow him according to rank on horseback to the Hall. His 

Excellency wished to address the public on as big a scale as possible. 

And that is how things happened. Obviously the reception was over and the procession 

had moved off along St. George’s Terrace. For some reason the top hats and tailcoats did not 

look right on men on horseback, but from their saddles the heroes could gesture in response 

to the many cheers and congratulations of the enthusiastic and now densely packed 

onlookers. 

Since Billy was well aware of the itinerary he chose a place close to the door of the 

City Hall. It was obvious that even that relatively large hall could not take more than possibly 

a thousand people, and Billy wanted to be sure he would get in and hear the oration. Those 

left out on the street would have to rely on second-hand reports. 

The rotund Governor got out of his carriage, helped by his brightly clad lackeys, who 

then used their elbows to make a free passage for his Excellency into the hall. Billy smiled at 

the vast array of medals on the breast of his Excellency; none of the bigwigs in India would 

have sported more. Fortunately his Excellency had a figure that could accommodate a huge 

number of ornaments. 

Then the expedition members appeared. Lean, tough men, still thin from their months 

of hard going in wild places. Their beards and head hair were grey rather than black or 



brown, an indication of the rigours of the journey that was about to receive its glorious 

apogee. Billy did not know even one of the heroes’ names. There was a lot of hurrahing and 

chanting of individual names, but the din was so great that no name was distinguishable. Ha 

yes! He did catch the name “Forrest”, it was being chanted much more often than the others: 

Alex Forrest was, after all, the leader of the expedition. 

One after the other the heroes got off their horses, and the beautiful beasts were led 

away. In order of rank they entered the hall to take up their place of honour on the podium. 

When they were in, there was a sudden flow of bodies determined to get inside. Billy stood 

immediately behind a fat man of considerable strength who carved a path through bodies of 

less substance. Almost glued to the fat man, Billy got in. A  little later there was the noise of 

the door being shut, orders barked by officials, and cries of protest from those excluded. Billy 

gratefully found a place to sit. 

Some time passed before all were seated and the ceremony could begin. Then the 

imposing chest and abdomen of his multi-decorated Excellency became the centre of 

attention. He stood up and called each of the expeditionaries according to rank and pinned a 

medal on his chest. There was a slight unplanned interruption, when Mr. Forrest raised his 

voice to thank the four Aborigines who had so skilfully guided the party through so many 

places of danger and discomfort. “In fact,” said Mr. Forrest, “without the intelligent help of 

Snowball and Jacky, and to some extent of Henry and Caesar, we might not be standing here 

today.” 

There was a short, perfunctory clap. Well, all right, praise the blacks if necessary, but it 

would be intolerable to pin a medal on them in public. Doubtless they had been given some 

tobacco before the ceremony. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” his Excellency Governor Herbert began his oration, “today it 

is my pleasure to honour the gallant men in our midst, heroes who repeatedly defied death on 

their highly dangerous mission. But they did not merely fulfil – and fulfil brilliantly – the 

goal of the expedition, which was to explore and open up great areas of our mighty colony. 

No, ladies and gentlemen, their glorious feats, of that I am certain, will be remembered as a 

turning point in the history of the colony of Western Australian.” 

 


