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  Preface


  In the annals of history, the first recorded evidence of marriage emerges from the sands of Mesopotamia around 2350 bce. Yet, echoes of love and familial bonds resonate far beyond these documented records, transcending eras through petroglyphs, hieroglyphs, cuneiform, and later, runes. These beckon us to delve into the roots of human connection, exploring how the earliest civilizations wove the fabric of their culture and relationships.


  Venture with us into the ancient corridors of time, where questions linger like whispers in the wind. Were these bygone societies more intricately structured than we presume? Can the teachings, stories, and rituals of these lost cultures offer profound insights into the foundations of human existence?


  We can trace the birth of organized communities to the convergence of three essential pillars: sustenance, technology, and governance. Natural resources fueled the creation of tools, shelters, and daily necessities. In this interdependent tapestry, each member contributed their unique skills, fostering a sense of familial unity for a shared cause.


  How did these ancient civilizations coordinate, shape, and wield the technology bestowed upon them? What nuances defined family structures, and how were life partners selected? What sacred role did marriage and family play in our historic society?


  In reverence to the tireless efforts of historians and archaeologists, this exploration draws on years of meticulous research, unveiling fresh evidence from the annals of our ancestors. Through the prism of writings and ideas, we endeavor to reconstruct the tapestry of ancient life and glean invaluable lessons from our past.


  Embark with us on a journey where tales of ancient stories intertwine, inviting you to traverse the corridors of imagination as we unravel the mysteries of our shared heritage of the human experience.


  Acknowledgments


  It is as difficult as it sounds to take an idea and convert it into a book. Internally, the experience is both demanding and gratifying. Piecing together facts and fiction with imagination is a challenge. I’d like to thank my wife Hiromi for being so patient and our children, Cain and Sophia.


  A special dedication goes out to Doris Nixon, my mentor and renowned wedding expert, who has always encouraged my endeavors.


  Thank you to all of my friends and colleagues in the wedding business that helped me over the years. Weddings have been and will continue to be my passion, teaching me the importance of culture and tradition. My wedding couples are the ones who inspire me to love what I do.


  Trevor Takasu
 Wedding Producer, Ordained Minister, Author
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  Tale One


  Aboriginal Dreamtime Wedding
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  Australian Aboriginal Boomerang


  Chapter One


  Cape York Peninsula, Queensland,
 Australia (10,000 bce)


  The bald-headed boy stood atop the crest of Mount Murray like a fortress emerging from the ocean depths. The only thing that kept him from the clutches of nudity was the kilt-like kangaroo skin wound about his tiny waist, and a shred of snake skin across one bony shoulder. His body was painted with red ochre; circles and dots racing the contours of his arms like diminutive imprints. A headband made of feathers, particularly wild turkey, fluttered atop his head.


  His eyes were closed as he breathed in the evening air, strutting around that mountain top. A mix of crisp and clean, with a hint of spiciness from the Queensland maple trees, dotted the landscape. The cool evening breeze also carried the scent of premature kauris and wildflowers, flourishing profusely upon the mountain’s incline. The aroma of damp earth and fresh rain also lingered in the air as the sun set, causing Jarrah’s shadow to grow long. He savored the fragrance of nature, the purity of the wind, and the freshness of the cool, clear water flowing below. Flowing with the promise of life as it continuously snaked in a twisting motion.


  The view always stapled him to the spot. It failed to evoke the breath-catching wonder it once did in his youth. Now, he just marveled at how every piece beneath the sky and the mountain had come together like the sun breaking through the clouds.


  The Laura River, a tributary of another river, took its color from the cloudy skies, and its temperament from the whistling breeze. It rushes over rocky terrain in a series of waterfalls, resembling a portal to the unknown, showering dampened rocks upon its guardian. Jarrah’s black eyes cornered in their sockets and narrowed to where the river began its journey of a thousand miles from high on the eastern slopes of the Great Dividing Range, home to the flightless cassowary, long-necked turtle and the tree kangaroo. Then it flowed through Quinkan Country, providing fresh water for the villages along its banks. The areas surrounding the region were a mix of rugged mountain ranges, tropical woodlands, grasslands, and wetlands. Beyond Quinkan Country laid the Ringurru region to the north, while to the south stood the majestic Great Dividing Range, and to the west, the expanse of the Koolburra Plateau. And home was just below the mountain.


  “Ho, Jarrah,” a voice called from behind.


  Jarrah hesitated, like he didn’t want to suddenly tear himself away from the view below. However, he knew the owner of the voice.


  “Jarrah!” the call returned, provokingly insistent.


  Jarrah turned and watched as his best friend walked up the slope to stand beside him. Tarka was taller, exuding a more laid-back demeanor than Jarrah, who preferred to adhere to a formal deportment. United by a tragic bond, both boys bore the heavy burden of losing their parents from a young age.


  So, orphans. However, Jarrah still had his grandfather, but the distance between the two was as far as the eastern and western slopes of the Great Dividing Range.


  Tarka was dressed in like fashion as Jarrah, donning the headband of feathers and the snakeskin. He plucked one feather from Jarrah’s headband and twiddled in between the pads of his fingers.


  “I knew I would find you here,” Tarka said. “This place you cannot stay away from.”


  “No,” Jarrah agreed. “I cannot.”


  Tarka could hear the squeak of a cassowary in the distance. He pointed, as birds flapped from tree to tree, “Look at those birds, Jarrah. See if you can find any of them whose feathers match this one. First, to do so gets a totem.”


  Jarrah looked at his friend with curiosity. “Oh, Tarka. You are too forward with your words. How can you get a totem if not received by the elders?”


  Tarka leaned closer. “I know how they get the totems, Jarrah.”


  “Oh, you do not, Tarka,” Jarrah said, somewhat reproachful. “What is it with this talk?”


  “You think I do not know what I speak of? I am not clueless, Jarrah.”


  “I did not say you were, but the totems? Those are sacred.” Jarrah looked Tarka over. “And you do not look up to the task to me. No offence.”


  Tarka stopped playing with the feather. “Hmmm.”


  Jarrah turned to face his friend. “I know you take things less seriously than you should, Tarka, but not this very one. We both know totems are given to us from birth and they stay with us for the rest of our lives.”


  “Not at birth, but we turn sixteen,” Tarka seemed confident as he made the correction. “This is in a few days.”


  “And what is your point?”


  “That we do not get the Tjurungas sacred stone at birth, Jarrah.”


  “Now, you sound like you have doubts about our beliefs and those of our ancestors, of our rights and duties, as well as our relationship with others. And you see us.” Jarrah paused, and continued. “We both know the totem dictates the roles we play to protect our natural world, and the one that keeps us alive. Birth symbolizes the return of ancestor spirits from the Dreaming. While we are young, duty of care rests upon the shoulders of the family.”


  “We do not have family, Jarrah.”


  “We have Daku. And the elders have been a family to us, Tarka. Like close members of the kinship group, with kinship links. And these markings on my body make me remember that. You should too.”


  Tarka bent and picked up a stone. “You know what I want to be?”


  Jarrah folded his hands across his bare chest. “Tell me.”


  “I want to be a wedge-tailed eagle flying with the wind under its wings soaring higher like this rock.” Tarka took a swing and released the stone. It sailed in a graceful arc, connecting with a tree branch and dispersing the birds nestled beneath its leaves. “Hit my target.”


  “First, become a man, Tarka. Only then should you wield your weapons.”


  “Ho, for that part I cannot wait,” Tarka emphasized, grinning from ear to ear. “After the initiation rites?”


  “After,” Jarrah said.


  They enjoyed the scenery, and the taller boy inquired of Jarrah whether he had spotted the bird yet. Jarrah said he hadn’t, and together, they searched for the bird. They spotted a colorful medley of lorikeets, cockatoos, kookaburras, magpies, and emus. Taking flight and screaming like the world beneath them had caught fire.


  They didn’t find the bird.


  Tarka lifted his hand to put back the feather, but Jarrah shook his head. “Keep it. Maybe you can find that bird of yours sometime.”


  “Let us head back to the village,” Tarka said. “Our shadows are too long. Soon the others will gather for Dreamtime.”


  Jarrah nodded in approval. The boys then turned away from the Laura River, making their way down the slope with dirt-caked sides of their feet. A shout arose.


  Chapter Two


  Jarrah’s house, in the Laura River region, was called a gunyah. It was a dome shaped frame of long, thin poles, covered with tree bark, grasses, and brush. They decorated the walls with paintings and carvings, which told stories and represented important figures from the Dreamtime. It faced east, and so Harrah would always come out and turn his back on his hut so he can watch the sun go to sleep.


  Scattered some strides away were several gunyahs, owned by villagers of his tribe, the Gugu-Warra. There were about six other tribes in the region; The Gugu-Yalanji, Yimithirr, Warra, Ballanji, Minni, and Olkola. Each one had about a hundred people living within. But there was peace. And that was what truly mattered.


  The shout rose like a hot geyser, loud and searing. Despite its intensity, the source, a woman, remained elusive. Jarrah looked back at the sky. The sun had just disappeared into the earth. The time had come for The Gathering.


  “She has a set of vocal cords made of iron,” Tarka remarked. “Are you coming?”


  “Not now.”


  “But I want to go now.”


  “Head off, then. Don’t wait for me. I will come when I am done.”


  Jarrah scanned the environment, contemplating the identity of the culprit pilfering his hunted prey. He bent down and entered his hut. The taller one simply walked off toward the human foghorn.


  ***


  The interior of Jarrah’s gunyah was simple, and as naked as its owner. He owned very little possessions and furniture. He had covered the floor with long, broad pandanus leaves and bark to provide a dry and comfortable surface to sleep and walk on. Like other huts, the leaves were used because they’re durable and resistant to water damage. They also had a natural insect-repellent property, making them an ideal choice for a structure built in that climate.


  There was a central fire pit for cooking and warmth, but Jarrah hardly ever did the former. Since he was a male orphan, the elders had seen it sacrosanct that he be allowed to share a meal with the other families. Even Daku had agreed.


  Jarrah went to the pit lined with rocks that created a barrier between whatever was burning inside and the ground. He gathered some dried leaves and placed them in the hole. Then used a flint and steel to spark the tinder and create a small flame. He carefully blew on the flame to encourage it to grow and then added small sticks and larger pieces of wood so it could pass for a proper fire.


  Jarrah waited for the flame to grow before sitting on the floor. The leaves sighed softly, like a baby falling asleep in his mother’s arms. The walls of the hut captured some of the fire’s glow, allowing Jarrah to feast his eyes on the paintings drawn across the walls; like a mural.


  A story enfolded about the Emu, and the Kangaroo became enemies.


  It was a long time ago, when the world was still young and the Dreamtime spirits were still roaming the land. One day, the Emu and the Kangaroo were walking together through the bush. The Emu, being the larger and stronger of the two, often picked on the Kangaroo. But the Kangaroo was cunning, and he knew how to get his own back. As they walked, the Emu spotted a patch of juicy, red berries. He decided he would just have a few and gobbled up the berries. But the Emu couldn’t stop himself, and he soon ate every single berry, leaving none for the Kangaroo.


  So the Kangaroo cried out in disappointment. “You are so greedy. You have eaten all the berries.” But the Emu just shrugged and said, “I was hungry. You should have been quicker.” The Kangaroo was furious. He stomped his feet and shook his tail. “You selfish bird,” he said. “I will never be friends with you again.”


  The Emu did not care. He just laughs and said, “So be it.” And with that, he took off, leaving the Kangaroo standing alone in the bush. The Kangaroo felt sad and lonely, but he was determined to get his revenge. He knew the Emu was very vain, and so he hatched a plan. One day, when the Emu was strutting around, showing off his beautiful feathers, the Kangaroo said, “You know, you’re not nearly as beautiful as you think you are.”


  The Emu was taken aback. “What? What do you mean?” he said. “Just look at those scrawny legs of yours,” said the Kangaroo. “And that beak, you look like a cross between a chicken and a duck.” It mortified the Emu. He had never considered himself anything less than handsome, and here was the Kangaroo, pointing out all his flaws. The Emu doubted himself. He looked at his legs and saw that they were indeed rather scrawny. And his beak! It did look rather odd.


  The Emu was so distraught that he avoided the Kangaroo, afraid of what else he might say. But the Kangaroo was not done. He whispered to the other animals in the bush, telling them all about the Emu’s strange appearance. He withdrew, seeking the shadows, reluctant to be seen. Thus, their friendship ended.


  Jarrah sighed at the end of the painting. He was now looking at the other end of the rounded wall. The story reminded him of his relationship with Tarka. They had been friends since they began to strut and walk on their feet. Sometimes, he would look at the painting, remember the story, and try to define which one he was; the kangaroo or the emu? Times and times again, he had described himself as being the emu, but that was only because he did not want to be the one who criticized, because of some berries. Jarrah often found discomfort in his stream of thoughts, realizing he couldn’t control them. The nagging question persisted—what if Tarka could delve into his mind like the Dreamtime? Surely, the boy would sense betrayal and mistrust.


  Sounds from the gathering rose like bells. It was the time.


  Chapter Three


  By the time Jarrah appeared from his gunyah, the sun had completely set over the country. Fire cackled beyond some rocks, spitting sparks into the darkening atmosphere, and he could notice the orange glow above the heads of his people.


  The oldest art on the face of the earth covered the rocks from top to bottom. Several elders told the people, through tales, that they were made by the Ang-Gnarra ancestors. The rock carvings were a reddish color, finger-painted with powdered iron ore, bonding the pigment permanently to the sandstone. Some paintings depicted wildlife, spirits and people. Timaras or Tall Spirits were the good spirits. They had bodies that were long-limbed and thin, providing camouflage among the trees and allowing them to quietly withdraw into rock crevices. Imjims were the bad spirits and had a distinctive long, bulbous-tipped appendage. They bounced like kangaroos and lived like frogs. However, most rock carvings were of spirit beings that looked over the tribe, lurking in caves and other dark places, only coming out at night. The people are reluctant to utter their names, a fervent avoidance rooted in the belief that the enigmatic mythical figures hold great power. This verbal responsibility is entrusted to the elders, who maintain a closer connection to the ancestors.


  The people of the Gugu-Warra tribe gathered around a large bonfire on the other side of the rock. Each one was dressed in their traditional attire, with brightly colored patterns and intricate designs. They sat cross-legged on the ground and faced the fire. The elders sat closest to the flames, and the younger members of the tribe formed a circle around them. They were adorned in ceremonial robes and headdresses. Kangaroo fur, feathers, and other natural materials were used to make these garments. They adorned themselves with body paint, skillfully applied in intricate designs. Certain elders wore headbands, while others adorned their hair with leaves and pebbles. This was a totally different look from the rest of the people. It showed their status within the tribe and to honor their connection to the land and to the Dreamtime. To Jarrah, the elders’ clothing was often a source of pride. They showed to everyone how to grow and stay protected, bearing the weight of their tribe’s history on their shoulders. He hoped he could live long enough to become an elder as well.


  The atmosphere was reverential, with only the crackling of the fire and the rustling of the wind in the trees breaking the silence. For a moment, Jarrah looked around for Tarka. Unable to locate his friend, he navigated through stick-like figures until he gained a clear sight of the elders seated at the heart of the assembly.


  Finally, Jarrah’s grandfather, Daku, rose to his feet and talked about life. In a solemn and respectful manner, using hand gestures to interpret some cadence.


  “From birth, we all are given a Tjurunga that stays with us for the rest of our borrowed lives. Borrowed because we all belong to ancestors! The Tjurunga speaks of our rights and duties, as well as our relationship with others.” He pointed at them one by one. “Your Tjurunga dictates the role it plays in keeping our tribe safe, as well as the unique responsibility that will assure our protection and survival. Birth symbolizes the return of ancestor spirits from the Dreaming.” Now he moved forward and took a child in his arms, and balanced the child atop his shoulder. “As a young one, the care and instructive process was and continues to be the duty of the family and close members of the kinship group, with kinship connections distinctly delineating specific roles, tasks, and duties.” He put the child down and looked into the starlit sky, inhaled the burning smell of emu bush, and held out his five fingers. “Our beliefs are the one and only set of eight laws all our clans adhere to. These laws are: respect for elders, respect for the land, respect for women, respect for children, respect for community, respect for country, respect for law, and respect for language. All members of the tribe uphold these laws as they are passed down from generation to generation. We consider them to be sacred and are central to the Gugu-Warra way of life. Breaking any of these laws is considered a very serious offense.”


  Jarrah recalled an incident when a man faced consequences for assaulting a woman who was neither his wife nor promised to him. His punishment wasn’t solely the confiscation of his tjurunga; it went beyond that, a testament to the repercussions of his excessive virility. His punishment was a death sentence.


  Then elder Daku told the story of the Dreamtime, the time when the ancestors created the world. Employing gestures and body language, he animated the narrative, immersing the audience as if they were present for the events. As the story unfurled, nods and murmurs of agreement rippled through the crowd, a collective display of respect for the elder’s wisdom.


  ***


  When the story was told, elder Daku sat and allowed some people to ask their questions.


  Murmurs stirred among the crowd, akin to flies disrupted from their resting place on a heap of debris dung. Finally, a man with a single like of black hair which ran from the front of his head to his nape, stood up and greeted the elders, thanking the speaker for his story about the Rainbow Serpent, then complained that he could not understand how some of his game would go missing so suddenly. The first instance went unnoticed, dismissed with little thought. However, with the second and third recurrence, a sense of wariness crept in. What or who was pilfering his belongings?


  The elders exchanged glances, as if the news was a fresh revelation, and they sought to discern the reactions reflected on each other’s faces. However, the smoke that rose from the burning emu bush by the fireside made some of them a tad bit unobservable.


  “What things exactly have you lost, Koa?” Daku asks.


  “Hunted animals?”


  “And did those belong to you?”


  As Koa talked, he looked round. “They are mine. If they were not, the owner would approach me and tell me of such a mistake. But no, no one did. So, someone stole from me.”


  The elders were silent for a moment. Then the one who told the Rainbow Serpent story uttered. “Tomorrow, the boys will perform their initiation rotes and we shall prepare to send them into the forest for their quests. I shall ask you to wait until the occasions are over. Then we shall see if you are still deprived of your items.”


  Koa looked at the other five elders with curiosity, waiting for their show of assent.


  They nodded.


  Koa returned to his place.


  An inclination nudged Jarrah toward expressing his thoughts on the matter, yet he deemed it unnecessary. His mind became cluttered with the events the elder had outlined—the initiation rites of boys into manhood, and the quests that awaited them in the forest. How would it unfold? Would he successfully complete his quests, and would they be just? There had been talks of some boys who had cheated to get ahead of their fellow contestants. Ruining their creations and stealing from them. Jarrah was not sure if he could be ready for such malign minds, if they ever came his way. What would he do? Strike back?


  Well, tomorrow he would receive his totem. Then he would battle survival in the forest. And if he came back all in one piece, he would attend the wedding.


  Or even get married himself.


  Just as the elders prayed for the people and the gathering dispersed, Tarka found Jarrah and came over, draping an arm over his shoulders.


  “I heard what that man said. Did you not mention something like that?”


  Jarrah nodded. “I did.”


  “So it is true,” Tarka responded, his voice a whisper. “Who would want to steal from you?”


  “Or him.”


  “No, him, I can understand. He is a grown man who can fend for himself. But you are still a boy.”


  “And you do not think that I can take care of myself?”


  Tarka smiled at his friend. “Ho, just because you make some catch and send those over to those women does not mean you are a Murri, a southerner.”


  “And what makes one a murri, elder?”


  “Complete the quests first, and you shall be sure,” Tarka said, in a tone that showed such an answer was obvious already.


  They both walked toward Jarrah’s gunyah. It emerges as a shadowy figure beneath the moon’s gentle glow. Light from the moon cast a silver glow on the structure, but it did not illuminate it fully. Shadows played across the outer walls, making the gunyah appear even more mysterious and foreboding. The silhouette of the structure stood out against the night sky, a symbol of strength and resilience in the darkness.


  “Tomorrow morning, the other tribes move to the south to hunt wallabies and wombat. Will you join them?”


  “Will you?” Jarrah asked.


  Tarka sighed. “We do not have to go. It is a choice.”


  “Which I shall make once I see the sunrise over my gunyah on the morrow.”


  “Acceptable.”


  “What about the nests of the emus?”


  “I heard about some trackers and they will not miss those eggs for anything.”


  They reached the hut, and Tarka yawned in a gesture. He placed his right hand; palm facing down, against his chest, then raised it to the sky.


  “Good night, my friend.”


  Jarrah repeated the gesture. It symbolized the connection between the person and the night sky, and it was a way of saying that it will protect the person under the stars. It was a simple but meaningful gesture, and it was a reminder of the importance of rest and renewal. “Good night, Tarka.”


  Gradually, the comforting sounds in the village faded into silence, surrendering to the unsettling noises that pervaded the darkness with a sense of cold and dread.


  Chapter Four


  The sun was setting over the river, casting a golden light across the water. The boys, who were about to turn sixteen, sat in a circle around the fire; flames flickered, casting their shadows against the trees and rocks. They could hear the crickets chirping in the distance, and the wind rustling through the leaves. Their hearts were beating fast, and their palms were sweaty. They knew it was a momentous night, a time of change. The elders, who gathered around them, their wrinkled faces filled with pride, spoke, their voices low and serious.


  “Tonight, you will become men,” Daku preached. “You will leave behind your childhood; take your place in our tribe as adults, and each given additional responsibilities. You will gain the knowledge of the land, tasked with the responsibility to provide for your family and safeguard our people. We expect you to show the utmost respect for this sacred rite.”


  The boys listened with rapt attention, their eyes widened by a blend of excitement and fear. They knew acutely that this moment held the power to alter the course of their lives permanently. The elders led the boys to a secluded area of the forest, where a fire was burning and a detour of the Laura River flowed. The flames cast an eerie glow on the trees and bushes around them. In the center of the clearing was a low stone altar. On top of the altar, there was a small wooden box. The elder opened the box and removed a small, sharp knife. “Kneel before the altar.”


  The boys kneeled down, trembling. “This is the moment of transformation,” elder Daku said. “You will become new men.”


  He wielded the knife, delicately marking a small incision on the lower lip of each boy. A bead of blood surfaced, accompanied by a keen sting of pain. Then, he took a pair of clamps made of bone and grasped the front tooth of each boy. “We took your last teeth when you all turned ten because you were not ready then. We wanted to hide you. Now, you will shed your front tooth. Do not cry out.”


  Jarrah and Tarka clenched their teeth together, trying to remain silent. With a quick motion, the elder yanked the teeth from their gums. The boys felt a surge of pain, followed by a wave of relief. They placed all teeth in the wooden box.


  Daku looked at the boys, who were now men. “You have faced your fears, and you have shown courage. We are going to present you with your totems now.”


  “Your totem is the platypus,” said another elder, handing them each a small wooden carving of the creature. A collective gasp swept through the assembled crowd as each youth embraced their totems. The platypus had evolved into a sacred emblem for their community, representing strength and resilience.


  The boys nodded, feeling the weight of their totems as the elder placed his hand on their heads and blessed them. “You are now part of our tribe. Once regarded as outcasts before now, you have so much to gain, such as honor. You will abide by our traditions and help to keep our people safe.”


  The boys felt a surge of pride and a newfound sense of responsibility. They were no longer boys, but men.


  Jarrah and Tarka each bowed their heads regarding the elder, and to the power and beauty of the river before them. From the crowd came a solemn chant, voices rising in unison to honor the two boys and the land that had given them life.


  Jarrah and Tarka each took a deep breath and embraced the moment. This was the start of the journey of becoming a man—a journey that would shape them in ways they could never have imagined.


  As they strolled away from the ceremony, a newfound sense of belonging enveloped them. They had become integral to something greater than themselves, a thread woven into their history and legacy. The elders had revealed the uniqueness of their connection, and, for the first time, they felt authentically bonded to their land. Returning to the village, they were met with cheers, hugs, and abundant gifts from eagerly waiting families and friends. They gave the young men with new garments, taught the songs and dances of their people, and initiated into the cherished traditions of their tribe. Amidst the celebration and joy, a profound connection to their community took root. Fully aware, they carried the traditions of their people forward into the future with a deep sense of responsibility and pride. That evening, the boys prepared for the Corroboree festival, which was a festive warlike celebration lasting several days. The festival was also a rite of passage for young men in the Gugu-Warra culture. It was a celebration that marked the transition from boyhood to manhood. The festival usually took place over several days, and it involved several ceremonies and activities. They dedicated the first night to the young men, who spent the evening together, sharing stories and playing games. On the second night, they separated the men from the women and children, and took part in secret rituals. The third night was a celebration of dance, song, and storytelling. Each tribe would hold their own extremely important ceremony as all the sixteen-year-olds from the seven tribes gathered to connect with the Dreamtime through song, clothing, and dance.


  They readied themselves by adorning their bodies and garments with a mixture of clay or ochre, often blended with animal fat. The intricate designs, colors, and motifs held profound spiritual significance, conveying information about a person’s clan, status, ancestors, and totems.


  ***


  Some goodish step away from the ceremony in Gugu-Warra, right across the stretch of rocky plain to the Gugu-Yalanji village, a girl name Kirra sat in the middle of her mother’s open legs in her gunyah, a mass of black hair in between the older woman’s hard, bony fingers.


  The girl withdrew her legs from the center of the hut as the heat from the fire pit became intense.


  “Do I have to make my hair mother Inala?” Kirra asks in her smooth-as-silk voice.


  “Your coming of age is very important, Kirra.”


  “But the boys in Gugu-Warra are doing theirs today. And they do not have hair.”


  “They are men, child,” her mother said, and chuckles. “They do not need to look beautiful.”


  “Pity.”


  The woman stopped, twisting strands of Kirra’s hair into braids as she spoke. “Why do I have to fix my hair before my initiation rite, but the boys don’t?”


  “You are not the same with a boy, and I am not the same with a man. Do not let the elders hear you say this or they shall be furious with you.”


  Kirra said nothing to this. She feared the female elders. Her mother did. Everyone in the village did. They were regarded as deities, possessing omniscient knowledge. Therefore, if styling her hair in twisted locks would appease the elders, then so be it.


  However, there was something that made her uncomfortable.


  “Inala?”


  “Ho?”


  “Will I be given to Kuparr as promised?”


  “He is your destiny.”


  “Will he protect me within the tribe?”


  “Of course, as you will be part of the tribe. So it seems to reason that you are the core part of what he will need to protect.”


  “Hmm.”


  “Why the questions, Kirra?”


  “I will soon become a woman, Inala. I need to know what will come after me.”


  The older woman turned her daughter to face her. She smiled as she looked into the eyes of the younger one. “I see myself in you day after day. You shall make a good woman.”


  “What if Kuparr does not make a good man?”


  “And why will he not?”


  “I heard things. Whispers about him. His father is an elder of the Olkola so he does as he wishes. And very few speak against him.”


  The woman gazed at her daughter incredulously, as if she couldn’t believe the words Kirra had uttered. “Then you should speak no more against this too, Kirra. He shall happen to you. And when he does, do not think that I shall turn a blind eye to your challenges, if they arise. Now, sit still, and let me finish your hair before the witching hour comes.”


  Chapter Five


  The head of the weapon zinged through the air, bowed, and struck the ground, missing the leg of Tarka by an inch.


  Laughter erupted from a crowd as Tarka jumped to safety, shaking like a child whose head has been taken over by jaundice.


  They looked very glad with the reaction their hoax had elicited. Grinning widely, their smiles stretched from ear to ear, reminiscent of orangutans.


  It was the next day. And the men were learning how to make weapons.


  “You laugh now?” Tarka shouts at them.


  They just looked at him with their amused expressions.


  Tarka retrieved the spear from the ground, assessed its weight, and poised to hurl it back at them. The boys scattered the moment they caught sight of his determined stance. “Look at the monkeys,” Tarka said, snidely.


  The men had gathered at the bila, the river, once the first bevy of birds flew from the west to the east. The bila was a weapons-making site. It was a sacred place where only men could enter. At the bila, the men learned to make weapons such as spears, clubs, and shields. They would also learn how to hunt, track, and survive in the wilderness. The skills taught at the bila were essential for survival and passed down from generation to generation. The bila served as a space for men to forge a robust sense of brotherhood, even if it meant engaging in activities like attempting to pierce someone’s leg with a spear.


  Tarka went to squat beside Jarrah under a shade. “Did you see that?”


  “What, the part where you jumped away from the spear or the time when the monkeys laughed at you?”


  Tarka made a face at his friend. “Ho, whose side are you on, anyway?”


  Jarrah gave him a smile. “Why do we not get busy ourselves?”


  “How about throwing this spear back?” Tarka suggests quickly.


  “And what will we be left with?” Jarrah asks. “We should make our own weapons, Tarka, lots of them.”


  “You know how?”


  Jarrah nodded, proud. “Daku taught me.”


  The taller man held one finger under his lower lip, looked back at the other men, and returned his eyes to Jarrah. He smirked. “Yes, we should.”


  The first step in making a spear was to select the right wood. Jarrah and Tarka went into the woods and found a type of wood called galba. It was strong and straight, with no flaws or knots. Also, it was resistant to breakage and decay. It also had a fine grain that made it easy to shape and sharpen. Jarrah cut the wood to the correct length, shaped it with a stone axe. He then instructed Tarka to sharpen the spear’s shaft with a stone knife. Following that, Jarrah affixed a keen point to the spear’s end and securely bound it with sinew. Last, he adorned the spear with ochre and charcoal, accentuating it with decorative feathers on the hilt. Before the sun reached its zenith, they had crafted a dozen spears, and abundant was the sweat that dripped onto their shafts.


  “We should test them now,” Jarrah said.


  “Gladly,” Tarka consented.


  “But not at the boys, Tarka,” cautions Jarrah. “Not yet. We test weapons for balance and accuracy. Not to see how many men can bleed from a cut.”


  Tarka laughs at that.


  The men practiced throwing their spears at targets made of wood or clay. They learned to throw the spears with power and precision, and they practiced until they could hit the target with every throw. Jarrah and Tarka also learned to use their spears for hunting, with the former taking the lead. They practiced stalking and tracking animals, and they learned to be quiet and patient.


  “Have you ever been on a real hunt?” Tarka asks, as they walked back to the village, following a path through the bushes.


  “Have I not?”


  “I do not know. That is why I ask you.”


  “But you know I bring back animals.”


  “Little animals,” Tarka said, in a manner of correction, and nudged his friend. “I talk about a real hunt.”


  Jarrah stopped walking. “I was a boy then, Tarka. Now, I can go with the men on a real hunt. Does this answer your question?”


  “Surely. I have another one too.”


  “Speak.”


  They emerged from the bushes and started on rocky plains. The village was just a mountain crest away.


  “The test would begin soon. What is your favor?”


  This question brought a smile to Jarrah’s face. “You would not believe me if I told you.”


  “Look at who is talking. How am I supposed to believe if you do not tell me?”


  They passed some men on the road. They wore the garb of the Olkola tribe people.


  “There is a girl. Her name is Kirra of the Gugu-Yalanji. She comes of age soon. She is my favorite.”


  “Have you met her before?” Tarka asks.


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “Why not?” Jarrah repeated.


  “Yes, why not? You have this in mind, so why not go to Gugu-Yalanji, meet Kirra, and tell her you shall come for her hand once you return from the quest?”


  “You think so?”


  “I know so, Jarrah. I also have a girl in mind, too.”


  “What news,” Jarrah remarked. “And have you gone to her tribe to tell her you so desire her hand in marriage, if you are the victor?”


  “Ho, look at me, Jarrah. Do I look fit to win the quests? I did not tell her all that.”


  “But you have told me to.”


  “Because I trust you to win, my friend. I see it in you. But whether I won or lost, Alinta will be mine. However, do what I have told you. Then your Kirra will have you in mind. She will not stop thinking of Jarrah the hunter until she sees you return.”


  “Do not be such a flatterer, Tarka. I am disturbed about how much you know these days about girls.”


  “Wait till I tell you other things I know.”


  They reached home just before sunset. They bathed in the river and joined other families for a meal. The fare included yams, bush tomatoes, and fish. Later that night, the Corroboree festival persisted. Drums resonated with the rhythm of sticks, clap sticks provided percussive beats, and they blew air into hollowed-out didgeridoos. Through dance and melodious singing, the performers conveyed tales of their ancient origins, highlighting the significance of preserving abundant food resources. Popular dances encompassed emu, seal, kangaroo, as well as activities like hunting, throwing, spearing, swimming, and diving. Games were engaged in to show courage and strength.


  Again, Daku stood and told the story of the Legend of the Volcano. It was about four brothers. The youngest brother was jealous of his brothers, so he tricked them and stole their powers. When the other brothers found out, they were furious and chased him around the earth. Finally, they caught up to him and wrestled him to the ground. The youngest brother turned to lava and melted into the earth. His body then changed into Budj Bim, a gigantic mountain. His teeth eventually turned into the molten lava that spewed from the volcano. The others became the mountains, rivers, and air.


  The announcement everyone was waiting for was regarding the Walkabout, a rite of passage journey. All the youth from the surrounding tribes would go on a Walkabout in the woods to become one with mother-nature. It would last six months. They would have to overcome several obstacles and perform a series of tasks. The prize for coming-of-age was their choice of girl they wished to spend the rest of their lives with. Unfortunately, these tasks could be a matter of life and death. Not every man would return. The forest was alive and had a heart and mind of its own. Nature, in all its grandeur, lived and breathed, just as humans did. And if they could not find their connection to nature, they would wither soon and die. Like a plant whose roots I have pulled from the earth. The plan was to survive and return home. There would be no exceptions.


  The noise escalated to a level where conversations became private exchanges between individuals. In a gathering of Olkola tribesmen, the tallest among them, named Kuparr, had his gaze unwaveringly fixed on Jarrah. He remembered passing them on his way to the bushes earlier that evening. And what he had overheard Jarrah said had not settled his heart. He felt challenged even without the face off, for he had already set his sights on Kirra from the Gugu-Yalanji tribe to be his. And up till then, no one had come with such similar desire except Jarrah from the Gugu-Warra tribe. Oh, that was too daring. Well, now that the quest was coming up, he would sabotage every one of Jarrah’s plans, and if possible, make sure the man did not return home.


  He turned to his age mates. “What do you think of a man from this Gugu-Warra coming out victorious in this quest?”


  “Do not be snide, Kuparr. Mother nature will eat them up with her beaks.”


  “I hear there are just two of them.”


  “And we are over a score.”


  “They stand no chance.”


  Kuparr folded his arms across his chest, relishing their words. Yet, unbeknownst to them, they had no inkling of what he had in store.


  Chapter Six


  The days and weeks that followed were a time of change for the new men. Hunting and fishing they gained skills, while also contributing to the nurturing of the tribe’s kids. They had additional responsibilities and privileges, becoming leaders in their community, respected and admired by the other villagers. They took their roles seriously, and they worked hard to live up to the expectations placed upon them. Now they were part of something greater than themselves and determined to live up to their new status.


  The elders, proficient in an array of skills and traditions, imparted knowledge to the boys of each tribe. The elders taught the boys of each tribe in the art of crafting stone tools by shaping and sharpening flint. Young men learned to fashion canoes from tree bark and weave cloaks from animal fur. Fishing techniques with nets and spears were demonstrated, and they delved into the realm of songs and dances. They were expected to remember everything taught, including the subtle art of improvising in delicate situations. It would not just be the occasional wildlife they would face as adversary, but the game that nature would play on them for survival. And they could win, or they could lose.


  They were to travel through mountains, arid region, freshwater lake, tropical rainforest, and finally make their way back through the river to the place they started.


  In other words, they would have to travel within their world.


  ***
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