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Their inside story—their responses, their thoughts, their

feelings—all that was for someone else to tell, someone who had the

—266 —



“The place was speaking” (1K)

right to enter that world and the knowledge to do it properly.

I might not be able to enter the Darug®’ consciousness, but I
could make it clear that there was one. To create a hollow in the
book, a space of difference that would be more eloquent than any
words I might invent to explain it. To let the reader know that a

story was there to be told, but not to try to tell it. (Searching 199)
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He would glance over at where river-oaks circled a patch of
yellow earth beside the lagoon, marking where the bonfire had
burned into the night. Something had happened to the dirt in that
spot so that not as much as a blade of grass had grown ever since.
Nothing was written on the ground. Nor was it written on any page.
But the blankness itself might tell the story to anyone who had eyes
to see. (Secret 340)
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Around the same time I began to realise that the Aboriginal
people were emerging in a way I hadn't planned: through the
description of landscape. The rocks, the trees, the river—I realised
that I was often describing them in human terms—the golden flesh
of the rocks beneath their dark skin, the trees gesturing, the bush
watchful and alive. Humanising the landscape could be a way of
showing the link between the indigenous people and their land
because, in some way that I recognised without really

understanding, the country was the people. (Searching 199)
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It seemed at first to be the tears welling, the way the darkness
moved in front of him. It took a moment to understand that the
stirring was a human, as black as the air itself. His skin swallowed
the light and made him not quite real, something only imagined. His
eyes were set so deeply in the skull that they were invisible, each in
its cave of bone. The rock of his face shaped itself around the big
mouth, the imposing nose, the folds of his cheeks. Without surprise,
as though he was dreaming, Thornhill saw the scars drawn on the

man’s chest, each a neat line raised and twisted, living against the
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skin. (Secret 5)
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It all had an odd unattached look, the bits of ground cut up into
squares in this big loose landscape, a broken-off chip of England
resting on the surface of the place.

Beyond was mile after mile of the wooly forest. It was more grey
than green, tucking itself around the ridges and valleys in every
direction, uniform as fabric, holding the body of water among its
folds.

Having never seen anywhere else, Thornhill had imagined that

all the world was the same as London, give or take a few parrots and
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palm trees. How could air, water, dirt and rocks fashion themselves
to become so outlandish? This place was like nothing he had ever
seen.

For every one of the years of his life, this bay had been here,
filling its shape in the land. He had labored like a mole, head down,
in the darkness and dirt of London, and all the time this tree
shifting its leathery leaves above him had been quietly breathing,
quietly growing. Seasons of sun and heat, seasons of wind and rain,
had come and gone, all unknown to him. This place had been here
long before him. It would go on sighing and breathing and being
itself after he had gone, the land lapping on and on, watching,

waiting, getting on with its own life. (Secret 82)
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In the centre of the clearing he dragged his heel across the dirt

four times, line to line. The straight lines and the square they

made were like nothing else there and changed everything. Now
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there was a place where a man had laid his mark over the face of

the land. (Secret 138)
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The air was different inside the hut. Outside, the ceaseless

hummings and clickings of the place closed around a speck of human
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life like water around a pebble. But once there was a hut to go into, a
person became again a thing separate from the place, moving
through an air of their own making.

The forest took on a different aspect, too. Outside the eye was
confused by so many details, every leaf and grass-stalk different but
each one the same. Framed by doorway or window-hole, the forest
became something that could be looked at part by part and named.
Branch. Leaves. Grass. (Secret 166)
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He loved the thing a fence did to a place. The tidy square of ground
inside a fence had a different look from the ground outside it. A fence
told a man how far he had travelled, and beyond the last length of
fence he could see where he might go next.

There was this about it, though: no matter how much a man did
in this place, the everlasting forest could not be got rid of, only
pushed back. Beyond the patch of bare earth he was so proud of, the
river-oaks hissed and the gumtrees rattled and scraped the way they
always had. (Secret 260)
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The breeze had picked up. The bunches of leaves whipped against

each other, whipped at the air. The place was speaking. It was a

language I didn't know, but even so I was starting to understand. /
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Before it could be a book this was a story. That story was somehow
part of all this—these trees, these rocks full of language that was
lost. I didn't own that story. It had to be allowed to speak for itself.
My job was to get out of its way. (Searching, 170-71. i 134E%4)
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