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I looked out of my window in the dark

At waves with diamond quills and combs of light

That arched their mackerel-backs and smacked the sand

In the moon’s drench, that straight enormous glaze,

And ships far off asleep, and Harbour-buoys

Tossing their fireballs wearily each to each,

And tried to hear your voice, but all I heard

Was a boat’s whistle, and the scraping squeal

Of seabirds’ voices far away, and bells,

Five bells. Five bells coldly ringing out.

Five bells.

– from ‘Five Bells’ by Kenneth Slessor








Foreword
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In his memoir of living in Verona, English novelist Tim Parks suggests the Italian love of la dolce vita is not quite what it seems. As he was watching television footage of one of Italy’s naval ships heading for Beirut on a UN mission, he recalls, the camera panned onto a young sailor calling back to shore. Was he shouting farewells to a girlfriend, or boyfriend, or uttering some howl of defiance? No, as the camera drew closer to his red face it became clear that he was tearfully mouthing the word ‘Mamma’. Thus Parks makes his case. The Italians’ casual cheer is only a front. They are essentially homebodies, disturbed by cuisine from another region, let alone any more drastic changes.

A similar case can be made for Sydney. From the outside it seems like the brashest and most superficial of cities, almost a kind of unplanned holiday resort. But perhaps you need to have grown up here, as I did, to see that its fundamental temperament is melancholy. Everything else is a side effect, a symptom of darker emotional currents that run so deep they are almost tectonic. Sydney may look golden, but this is the sunniness of Mozart, whose bright notes, especially at their most joyful, seem to cast themselves out across a great abyss.

Just the other day I was walking up the hill from my apartment at dusk when I saw a small silver car with a parking ticket on its windscreen. The envelope looked strange. When I got closer I saw that someone had written on it in black texta: I just backed into your car, and now I’m pretending to write a note. FUCK YOU! It wasn’t hard to imagine the triple assault as the owner returned: horror at seeing the parking ticket, and the big dent from a four-wheel-drive’s tow-bar in the bonnet, then relief on finding the note that turned quickly into outrage. ‘My God, if you could do that you could rape someone’, a Melbourne friend said, horrified. But there was a part of me that felt some base response of familiarity, even of pride. This was my town. It was a place you took lightly at your peril, whose beauty has never been far from rage, and perhaps even the urge for destruction.
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Like Los Angeles, with which it is sometimes unfavourably compared, Sydney’s misty sunshine is never far from noir. And like Los Angeles, an Art Deco golden age cast its features – its Bridge, its Luna Park, its mission-style mansions like ‘Boomerang’, its palms – into a smile. It has been as ravaged by the car, as dazzled by its improbable location, as prone to boosterism and corruption as Los Angeles. Its air can look as luminous and insubstantial. But to Deco lightness, in Sydney’s case, you have to add sandstone as a kind of base note, an ever-present reminder of its Georgian beginnings and more ancient past. To that mix, again, you have to add water, which penetrates the city with bright fingers, filters constantly through its foundations, and weighs down the air. While Los Angeles’ moments of darkness seem to come from a sense of dry ignition, an inkling that the city’s desert winds, like the Santa Ana immortalised by Joan Didion, spark desperate acts, Sydney’s seem more like the precipitation of something already moody and brooding, out of air that sweats. Similarly, Sydney’s skies are so dense and changeable that it is hard to share Los Angeles’ shock that evil activities could hide themselves under its calm, relentless sun. Any madness here feels more chthonic, something deeply buried that wells up. While for Didion, the key image of that Pacific city is the paper in her typewriter curling in the heat, my childhood memories are of the dark layer of black pollution and mould soaked into the sandstone fronts of Sydney’s grand buildings, and the green trails of water leaking from the cliffs and high walls of the Rocks. That, and the great posts of the ferry jetties that always seemed to be decomposing before one’s eyes in the jellyfish-filled water, with their smell of brine and rot.

Yet for all the accusations of brainlessness made against them, both cities are where you will find the most feral, interesting thinkers. This was one of my first impulses, in taking on this project – to try to come to grips with how people have thought and dreamed here, to confound the prejudice that this is a shallow place that generates more heat than light. With its love of eccentrics and poets, Sydney has a more paradoxical, more visionary, even more iconoclastic, intellectual history than that of any other Australian city. Yet at the same time, and this is part of its paradoxical nature, you would be hard-pressed to find elsewhere thinkers as palpably earth-bound. My thoughts turned to the writers Kenneth Slessor, Patrick White and Ruth Park, who took the city’s grimy pulse from its stained footpaths and shabby terraces. I recalled First Fleet Lieutenant William Dawes, whose notebooks recording the Eora language began with strict grammars only to flare out into jottings about blowing out candles and touching hands.

Think in Sydney and you can be no cold metaphysician. The material constantly intrudes – even as I write, a pulpy smell of iodine from the over-warm February harbour comes through the window – and this freights every one of its books, paintings and conversations. Even a walk up the street is often literally ‘up’, as the city climbs to precipitous cliffs at its sea edge, in contrast to a metropolis like Manhattan where every rise and declivity has been razed. Yet this constant awareness of the material, which goes back to our Georgian past and its interest in the body’s humours like bile and phlegm, is quite different from shallow materialism. In fact, paying close attention to the city’s tides and sunlight can even constitute an antidote to the city’s pretensions to glamour; at the very least it gives our appetites an edge. The distinction is hard for outsiders to grasp.
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It almost feels unusual, in this rapidly growing city, to have been born here; even more unusual to have ancestors on my father’s side, if family legend is to be believed, who go all the way back to the First Fleet. Lieutenant William Dawes, whose tiny observatory gave Dawes Point its name, is supposed to be a distant ancestor – though much as I long for this to be true, my fear that it probably is not has made me shy away from genealogical research. I am unusually lucky, though I did not entirely feel this at the time, to have had what was in many ways an Edwardian childhood in McMahons Point, with parents who were at once bohemian and puritan, modern in child-rearing philosophy but untouched by fad and fashion. I kept company with much older people for the first seven years of my life. My paternal grandmother, with whom I was most close, was born in 1886 in Windsor, then a country town, only moving to Drummoyne when she and my grandfather married; with the unthinking pragmatism of an era, the inmates of the Gladesville Asylum down the road had been employed to make her bouquet of white lilies. This gentle woman would be buried from the same tiny Gladesville church in 1984 at the age of ninety-eight, and I remember, as the funeral cortege wound its way to the Field of Mars cemetery in Ryde, an old man standing at attention on the footpath with his hat held to his chest. He would be long dead now, along with this touching custom.

Both my English grandfathers had jumped ship in Sydney, both from the Merchant Navy. I never knew them, though I grew up with a handful of stories about young boy apprentices crying as they climbed the rigging of windjammers struggling around Cape Horn. Both apparently excelled at sewing, a forgotten sailor’s craft. My maternal grandmother was born in Chile. She and my grandfather must have stood out on the streets of circumspect 1930s Sydney, he a mine manager in white Palm Beach suits, she tiny and imperious with her tailored jackets and penetrating accent: I will always think of perfumed frangipanis in bloom as her frangi-pangies. After his death she would join the ranks of lonely widows who then populated the inner eastern suburbs like Darling Point, dying of gas inhalation when she suffered a heart attack and the milk she was warming boiled over on the stove – the kitchen window carefully locked against the thieves who had been targeting the flat. Almost every day I walk under her brown block of units, in the street that bears the area’s original Eora name, and on, past the art nouveau walls and turreted gatehouses of long-gone estates, now replaced by the apartment blocks that bear their names: ‘Hopewood’, ‘Longwood’ and ‘Babworth’.

But I am aware that my family’s long relationship with the city may make me the least qualified person to write about it. Its new energy can probably be most strongly felt at its bursting edges, at those new estates clustering round the early colonial outposts of Windsor and Campbelltown, whose fresh grids can be seen cutting into the bush and farmland as your plane descends into Mascot airport. Instead, I can’t help looking backwards, especially to my own childhood, during that quiet but ambivalent time before the new wave of international investment came to town. With that money would come wider horizons, new food, friends from other places. But it also set off the city’s craven addiction to glitter, which would lead playwright David Williamson to curse it with the title ‘Emerald City’. I would not want to return to that dull Sydney I inhabited when I was sixteen and walked through lifeless Martin Place on my way home from Saturday acting classes at the Phillip Street Theatre; though perhaps I would stop the clock a few years later in the early eighties, when the new Writers’ Festival was held in the dim bowels of the Town Hall and the Balmain writers were drunk onstage, and in fact the whole city was slightly drunk on naïvely imagining what it might become.

It is no coincidence that I had just started university then and was also imagining the shape my own life would take. Ask anyone who lives in a large city to describe ‘their’ town and it will probably be the city of their early twenties, when their generation seemed to own it; but in my generation’s case, for a little while, when the inner city was a ruin, we really did. At the same time I know that my own Sydney, like everyone’s, is partly imaginary; and I have come to see more and more that I came to know it at the tail end of its most culturally Protestant moment, when it had closed itself off from the wider world after the excesses of the Second World War and was trying its hardest to be English. It began to wake up just as I left school; but until then, although in many ways crimped and constraining, it was also a lovely empty place whose sunstruck streets and parks seemed mesmerised by light. Part of the pleasure and challenge of writing this book has been grappling with my own ‘Protestant dreaming’. I still feel the city’s old gravitational pull toward plainness and restraint, which might pass by those who have not lived here long, or, if they do feel its hard edge, they may dismiss it as random. Yet this secret rigidity is one reason for Sydney’s perverse love of the mad and feral, even if it often sets out to crush eccentrics and make them conform. We are a contradictory city.

More than that – we are the most dialectical of cities, a place of wrestling and opposite forces. Sydney’s restless to-and-fro energy comes out of a nagging sense that something is missing, even, or perhaps particularly, when the city is at its most soft-aired and shiny. This feeling has many causes, which it has been my impulse to try to uncover. The first of these is the destruction of the language and culture of the Eora before the loss could even be grasped. This was a human tragedy. It was also the cause of an existential dilemma. For to live here is always to feel the place has a secret life that resists you. This sense of hauntedness is not necessarily always conscious, but expresses itself in our tendency to judge, to boast, to act out, to bully, to look for visions; or, failing that, to revel in the city’s sweat and grit. Almost all of Sydney’s emotions, even the most violent, can be traced back to a longing, which sometimes seems to have an almost geographic force. When we love it, that love is aching. Even our famed showiness is driven by a sense of loss. This overcompensation makes Sydney the most dynamic of cities, although it can agitate at such a high vibration as to appear almost still, to masquerade as torpid.

True to this spirit, I love and hate the place at once. But on nights like the summer evening earlier this year when I walked home through a limpid dusk, all is forgiven – its brutishness, its piggish bus drivers, its violent moods. As I set out from the city’s southern end, the sandstone walls beneath the Central railway line still held the day’s heat. The neon sign above Wentworth Avenue had gone from Sharpie’s golf house, but I remembered the little golfer who used to guide his golden chip-shot, endlessly, towards the nineteenth hole. In Darlinghurst I passed a row of old terraces where feral banana trees had colonised the tiny courtyards behind them, and walked on, past the smell of Thai food, up dirty William Street. Outside my flat the flying foxes were landing in the Moreton Bay fig, and already their squabbles had sent a thick fall of fruit onto the pavement, which smelled phlegmy and sweet in the dew. The moon rose from the invisible harbour into a sky of such a deep royal blue it was almost hard to believe in. The street smelled of low tide. For all its beauty, the city could return in an instant to pulp. And that thought was strangely cheering.








Ghosting
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This is my favourite Sydney story. For a few decades, in the middle of last century, a hospital on the north shore sent each mother of a newborn home with a jacaranda seedling. And so when the valleys on either side of the city’s train lines flare violet in October and November, each bright burst represents the beginning of a life. I was born in the old Crown Street Hospital in Surry Hills, long since demolished, so I will not leave my own living ghost behind me, a cloud of bright mauve light.

Unlike Kyoto with its cherry blossom, there is no official aesthetic tradition of jacaranda viewing here. But I cannot be the only person to divert my car up past the long run of trees on Oxford Street to enjoy the way they bloom against the colonial sandstone wall of the barracks, or to look forward to the weeks when their glowing corridors rain purple on to the streets of Elizabeth Bay. There is an uncanny moment, which lasts only for a day or two, when the purple on the trees and the fallen flowers reaches equilibrium, and the trees appear, quite eerily, to cast their own reflections on the ground.

Japan’s flowers are a delicate reminder of the transience of feelings, of life’s bittersweetness. Our traditions are more robust. At Sydney University the blossoming of the bare tree in the quadrangle – like the cherry, the jacaranda flowers before it leafs – is a sign to lazy students that it is too late to study for their end-of-year exams. In my childhood, they were planted foolishly, or perhaps sadistically, beside public swimming pools, to the peril of the bare-footed, since the fallen flowers are home to drunken bees. They are often planted next to Illawarra flame trees, marking the streets of our suburbs with companion bursts of violent red and purple. Their unnerving fluorescence and feral vigour, for they are also able to seed themselves in bush and gardens, makes them less filled with gentle longing than Japan’s blossom. They invoke something closer to a hallucinatory yearning. Their colours appear unreal, as if you have suddenly developed the ability to see ultraviolet. But there is more to this uncanny feeling. They are an introduced species, from Central America and Brazil, whose purity of colour does not really fit the dappled tones of our nature.

And so it shouldn’t surprise us to hear that the same stories are told in Brisbane, of a hospital sending mothers of newborns home with jacaranda seedlings, of a tree flowering in the university quadrangle a week before exams. These plants are so lovely that we can scarcely call them our own. While I always mourn them, it is almost a relief, a month before Christmas, when their ferny leaves crowd through, and the flowers brown and rot upon the ground.
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The photograph has been taken on the Bondi to Bronte Beach Walk, at McKenzies Point: the Cadigal carving of a giant stingray. Its edges have been redrawn by the photographer in yellow light. Its shape is fulsome, organic. Three sharp gills are etched like comic worry lines beside each eye. As the sandstone promontory mottles in the dusk, the illuminated creature appears to float above it. A flat sea behind it to the south reflects the lights of low-rise Bronte. Photographer Peter Solness has captured the ray’s spiritual force, a sense that it has willed itself into existence from out of the rock itself. Its bright outline casts a shadow, so that the enormous creature seems to hover beside the footpath, as if it has just lifted itself up from the sandy ocean floor and is now poised to swim off, into the still air.

There are no golfers on the Bondi Golf Course as I stand with Solness on the fairway, just below the cliff’s edge. To the left of us, the sewage works emit a low hum, their brick ventilation chimney that rises in the middle of the course adding whiffs of sulphur to the stiff breeze. Nankeen kestrels bob and dip above the cliff’s lip. ‘Look at them – the great sandstone walls of Sydney’, he says, as we step up to look out at bright water, and the layered stone that stretches, through the mist of sea spray, to the North Head in one direction, and all the way south to La Perouse.

This is where Solness shot two of the other photographs that have brought us here. In one, a mackerel sky still holds its blue, while the moon, below the horizon, casts a white path across the ocean. The lit-up outline of a shark glides across the cleft in the sandstone platform, which the dusk has turned mauve and pink. In the other, taken facing back toward Bondi, an illuminated lizard man stands, legs akimbo, his pointed organ large between them. There is an orange sunset behind him. Further down the rock he appears to have shed a large tail like a reptile’s, or perhaps another penis. Water has gathered in a long depression in the stone beside him. In the daylight, I can see that the platform holds more carvings than Solness has illuminated in his pictures. There are some groupers, a dolphin, a sunfish and a whale. They overlap and enclose each other. There are probably many more beneath the fairways, Solness guesses, dug over in the ‘gung-ho sixties’ when the course was built.

To make his photographs, he uses a penlight and a long exposure. First – he shows me, repeating the movements – he takes the plastic cover off the tip of the penlight and attaches it to a long stick, which he has painted black. Then he sets off his camera on its tripod. Wearing black, he walks slowly around an image, and traces it freehand. This can take ten or fifteen minutes. Sometimes he will even allow himself to restore a part that is missing, as he has done here with the lizard man, whose skull ends abruptly at the fairway. He usually photographs at dusk, since he likes to capture the contrast between the glow of the city and the incandescent life of these carvings.

Rock art is notoriously difficult to photograph, he says; so much so that parks used to post signs encouraging visitors to wait for early morning or late afternoon for the best light. But some were not so patient, re-marking them with abrasive chalk, or filling them with sand. Here, in the 1960s, the Bondi council reworked the grooves of the lizard man with an angle grinder. The natural deterioration of the carvings is another problem. Once, initiated men would have returned regularly to refresh the etchings. With no Cadigal guardians left, current thinking is to let them fade away. Solness came up with this ingenious and respectful way of ‘energising’ the pictures several years ago. A special trick he developed, through experimenting, was to hold the stick at an angle, to make the ridges of the carvings cast their own shadows. This gives his images their haunting effect of reflection, of seeming to conjure themselves up out of the stone. It is a personal project for this tall man, who wants simply to remind people in the city of the presence of these ancient pictures. Where possible in the Sydney area, he consults traditional custodians for permission to publish his photographs.

‘I think of this process as “ghosting”’, he says.
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On 14 May 1927, thirty-year-old Joe Lynch, on the way to a party with friends, his pockets weighted with full beer bottles, disappeared from the Manly ferry into the harbour near Fort Denison. His body was never recovered. Lynch is the drowned man in Kenneth Slessor’s elegiac poem to the harbour, ‘Five Bells’, which he wrote in 1939. As the poet looks out his window, and hears a warship’s bells ring out over the water, he finds himself imagining the wild black-and-white artist, with whom he worked at Smith’s Weekly, continuing his spectral life as an angry ghost beneath it. The young man who once raved about melons and Milton in boarding-house rooms, the poet tells us, is now a kind of elemental spirit of the harbour, ‘gone even from the meaning of a name’. Joe, ‘long dead’, rages wordlessly against the passage of time and life above, from far below the sea’s ‘deep and dissolving verticals of light’.

Lynch was also the model for his brother Guy Lynch’s sculpture Satyr, now in the Sydney Botanic Gardens. Above the faun’s monstrous body, Joe has been captured in rude life. His barfly’s face is flushed beneath its horns, his eyes half-closed, as if he is wondering whether to recall some bibulous story, or start a fight. His thighs are matted and obscenely huge, the left barely able to cross over the right. Leaning back on his plinth, he hugs one knee with veiny arms.

Satyr caused a sensation when it was unveiled at the Art Gallery of New South Wales, three years before Joe’s death. Critics described it as both a masterpiece and ‘pagan work’. But Guy Lynch ‘went to pieces’ after Joe drowned, moving to London for almost a decade. He spent his last years on a poultry farm in the city’s west, where he died in 1967. Ten years afterward, his wife had this bronze cast of the original made and placed in the Gardens by the Opera House gate. Now a symbol of Sydney’s commingling of promise and death, Joe seems to bask luxuriously in the drench of morning sunlight.

This is all a temporary folly, his sardonic looks infer.
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For all its vitality, Sydney is a haunted city. This is not a simple haunting, if hauntings can ever be thought of as straightforward. It is not just its human past that seems to well up. There is a sense that everything has an extra layer of reflection, of slip beneath the surface. Few other cities have such a compelling sense of being so temporary and yet so close to the eternal. None is so under the spell of natural beauty, but so addicted to the ugly as a kind of talisman against it. It would be hard to find another as vigorous and dreamy, as full of fecund life yet on the verge of decay.

Add to this the mysteriously porous nature of its sandstone, which means, after heavy rain, even when the air is still steaming, the ground is quickly grainy and dry. It is possible, in a single walk, to smell rotting fig and leaf mould, and the tea-like scent of eucalyptus leaves cooking on the sandy earth. In the middle of Sydney, one might walk by a tiny beach barely touched by occupation, where waves have dug their tiny holts into the cliff base, past the most modern and sleek of seaside pools, and around the 1816 marker of one of the colony’s early roads; yet one will also have no inkling of how its Indigenous people lived here, or whether the same trees have always stood on the ridge above or replaced colonial buildings and encampments, erased before there was even time to register their existence. Sydney is not so much full of ghosts, as absences. It echoes.

In fact its physical presence is so strong, and so moody, that it is often hard for the human side to get a look-in. When it does, it has to compete with all this natural life – with mighty storms and great orange dusks that turn a velvety dark blue – without ancient human legends to help. For the language and stories of the Eora that made sense of the place are largely gone, and were ignored from the colony’s beginnings. There is a sense in which Sydney is dogged by hauntedness itself, haunted philosophically; its ghostliness is almost depthless, as if – so quick and thorough has this forgetting been – there is a tremor in the bedrock of reality itself.

Then there is the sheer centrifugal nature of the city, which disperses itself along old convict roads to the towns of the Blue Mountains in the west and the satellite cities of the upper Hawkesbury in the north, and through heath and subtropical rainforest to its southern suburban fringe, which now extends almost as far as Wollongong. Studded with remnant bush and national parks, crossed by rivers and gleaming ocean inlets, it is hard to pinpoint, exactly, where the city begins and ends. So much so, that it has been hard, at times, for its inhabitants to believe that they live in a ‘real’ metropolis.

But if there is no stopping point, no reasonable limit, on a city’s imagination, then there is always the danger that it will find no traction at all. The more our writers have tried to come up with grand symbolic schemes, the more slippery the place becomes. No wonder we have such a liking for earthy stories of rot and corruption, which emphasise the city’s textures, and return it to a fallible human scale. The story, for example, that the water that reaches our taps from the Warragamba Dam bears traces of cocaine and greyhound blood. Or the legend that there is gold in our sewers – which, as it turns out, is as true as it is perfectly metaphorical, because of Sydney’s long pollution by heavy metals.
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We know the names of only a small number of the original inhabitants of this place, the most familiar being Bennelong, after whom the point where the Opera House now stands is named. Kidnapped in 1789 at Manly Beach, with the senior Cadigal man Colebe (who would escape within a few weeks), he lived awkwardly between the colonists’ world and his own; travelling in 1792 to England, where he was presented to King George the Third, he would return to find that during his absence his second wife Gooroobaroobooloo had left him for another man, Carroway. Then there is Barangaroo, Bennelong’s first wife, who opposed his closeness to the colonists (a new high-rise development on the city’s western edge will soon bear her name); and Arabanoo, kidnapped the year before Bennelong, who would die of smallpox in 1789 after helping care for and bury other victims of the epidemic that would kill almost half of his people. There is the girl Patyegarang, friend or companion of the young Lieutenant Dawes, who worked with him to make the only concerted study of the Eora language; among her companions, Wariwear, Balluderry, Boorong and Kurubin. There are the Dharug warrior Pemulwuy, who led dozens of raids in the 1790s on settlers on the Hawkesbury and Georges rivers; Willemering, who would spear Governor Phillip clean through the shoulder in a confusing encounter at Manly Beach in 1790; and Yadyer, Bullmayne, Dolmoik, Kurrul, and the brothers Bluitt and Potta, six old men who gave eyewitness accounts of Cook’s landing to Samuel Bennett, the author of The History of Australian Colonisation.

The Eora, wrote convict artist Thomas Watling in 1793, were ‘extremely fond of painting and often sit hours by me when at work’. ‘Several rocks round us have outre figures engraven in them’, he also noted ‘and some of their utensils and weapons are curiously carved, considering the materials they have to work with...’ One fantasises about what might have happened if Watling had shared his watercolours with these active, observant people; if they would have indicated the meaning of some of their ‘outre’ figures. But it is unlikely. Many would have been tied to sacred and secret stories, perhaps fully known only to the most senior members of the population themselves.

Besides, from the very beginning, relations with the Eora appeared to be characterised by an unwillingness on their part to engage with these strangers. After sending an angry delegation to Captain Cook’s woodchoppers and waterers on the Botany Bay beach the day after their arrival, the Eora reportedly hid themselves in the bush. The trinkets the landing party had placed in their huts as ‘payment’ for stolen spears remained resolutely untouched; nor would they accept any other object, perhaps because the usual protocols of gift-giving had not been observed.

The Eora’s strategic withdrawal in the first few days of the colony’s official life seemed to establish an irrevocable pattern; and an awareness on the colonists’ part of an elusive gap between language and place that still haunts the city. Cook, charged with making observations on the Indigenous inhabitants’ way of life, had to resign himself to the fact that he would only be able to make them from the traces he found scattered across the sandy earth. He and the other mariners found themselves quite literally lost for words. Historian Maria Nugent observes that the expedition’s journals, especially lengthy ones by Cook and the botanist Banks, are full of contradictory statements and amendments, crossings out, and new insertions. It is also possible to see this as the founding moment of our tendency to overburden the landscape itself with the expectation that it can somehow stand in for the enormity of what has been lost in the swift decimation of the Eora’s language and culture.

Although other Aboriginal inhabitants would guide expeditions, and make other practical arrangements with the colonists, only Bennelong and Patyegarang seemed to have had any interest in genuine cultural exchange. Bennelong, who would give Governor Phillip one of his own five names, ‘Woolarawarre’, was a skilled diplomat: he brokered his people’s co-operation in return for their freedom to move about town unmolested; he negotiated peace again when Willemering speared Phillip, who had had to flee down Manly beach with the six-foot shaft still protruding from his back; and, according to memoirist David Collins, discouraged other tribes from contact with the English in order to ‘control the market’ of gifts they exchanged. But words soon fail us again, for the only place we hear the voice of this senior Eora man who often lodged with Governor Phillip is his begging letter to the English Lord Sydney and his wife, dictated in 1796. ‘Sir’, it ends, ‘send me you please some Handkerchiefs for pocket. you please Sir send me some shoes: two pair you please Sir.’ Shunned by his own people, Bennelong would die in 1813, in James Squire’s orchard at Kissing Point.

Other glimpses of the Eora are even more oblique. We know, for example, that Elizabeth Bay and Ultimo remained gathering places for ceremony into the nineteenth century; and Middle Harbour into the twentieth. Watkin Tench describes women body surfing on bark across the harbour, from Milsons Point to the city. Then, in 1789, the smallpox outbreak struck and killed almost half of the Eora. They did not vanish entirely: there are people living in Sydney today who claim their identity and country as Eora. Nor, by any means, were the Eora the only Aboriginal people in the greater Sydney area. (Even the meaning of the term ‘Eora’ is uncertain, appearing to be the word for ‘people’ that the harbourside Dharug used to refer to themselves. Other Dharug do not seem to have used it; nor did the clans of the three other language groups, the Dharawal, Gundungurra and Kurringgai.) But the epidemic was the beginning of the severing of Indigenous language and stories from this place.

Perhaps nothing more powerfully conveys this sense of a culture whose meaning would always exceed our grasp than Watkin Tench’s account of a failed expedition along the Hawkesbury River. It is 1791, two years after the smallpox outbreak, and, with Aboriginal guides, the party is making hard work of it; or perhaps they’re being deliberately misled. The men have come across a family with scars of the disease. They are desperate to meet more Indigenous people but seem destined for disappointment. As they continue over the coarse, sandy ground a filmic, eerie quality about this journey recalls the river scenes in Charles Laughton’s 1955 film Night of the Hunter, when the boat in which the children sleep seems to be drawn through an enchanted forest by supernatural force.

‘Traces of the natives appeared at every step’, Tench writes:


sometimes in their hunting-huts, which consist of nothing more than a large piece of bark, bent in the middle and open at both ends, exactly resembling two cards set up to form an acute angle; sometimes in marks on trees which they had climbed; or in squirrel-traps; or, which surprised us more, from being new, in decoys for the purpose of ensnaring birds.
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