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Dedication

For my sweet, sweet woman.

Sorry about the mess and thank you for all the love magic.
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The Wrong Canoe

Hello my sibling.

Did you know that male echidnas have four penises? If I were as smart as an echidna, I could use that factoid to come up with an evolutionary theory about male dominance and project it onto my own species, then sell a truckload of books. It’s not really a fact though—he only has one grotesque dick with four heads, and his mate probably doesn’t want that horrible thing anywhere near either of her vaginas.

I couldn’t deliberately misinform you like that for profit. You and I have the same mother (you’re standing on her right now), so it would be unthinkable for me to deploy some pseudo-scientific influencer trickery to twist your mind and ruin your life, just so I can make some money. Us-two are related!

We have plenty in common that we can build on to strengthen our relationship here, as we journey through a suite of pathologies that need some attention before we destroy the world with our dysfunction. Even if you don’t have the same disorders as me, you probably belong to a culture that does, unless of course you’re from a healthy culture (in which case your land has almost certainly been invaded by an unhealthy one that will break you soon anyway). Either way, we both need to work on our issues, because no tree burns alone.

My brother says it’s our fault as Indigenous people that the world is dying, because we’ve failed to bring settlers into proper relation. Many of us would hate him for saying this (which is why he doesn’t want to be named here). I don’t much like hearing it myself, because I have historical IOUs I want to cash in pronto now the barman’s calling last drinks. But I still listen to him because we’re related.

This book contains nothing that will save the world. It’s basically a list of twelve ways to avoid lists in the Anthropocene, some jokes and horror stories. Also a few attempts at good sense that future alien archaeologists can dig up to discover that most homo sapiens were not stupid, greedy bastards—we just had very bad bosses.

It is always comforting to know that your smug ghost will be able to drift around a blasted landscape forever, wheezing, ‘I tooooold you sooooo!’ However this kind of death wish is not the best mindset for trying to make meaning together. We’re going to need to do more than merely ask each other RUOK? just because there’s a poster in the staff toilet telling us we should. We need to heal a little, and we need to do it together because it’s going to hurt like hell.

Us-two will have yarns with many people as we journey through fire and water and rock. In my community, yarning is like conversation, but with the futile and passive-aggressive parts removed. The closest equivalent in western culture I can find is thought experiment, which is a ritualised crowdsourced narrative where everyone contributes their insight to the story and every contribution is honoured and included, no matter how contradictory these points of view might seem.

This chapter and the last one will be like the green room at a big event: a place to hang out with galaxy-brain thinkers like Hobbes and Rousseau and try to decide what we want to believe about the human condition. Discordant ideas will sting us like hornets and horrific realities will drain our hope like leeches. Then we’ll take a walk through a blackwood forest full of vengeful trees, followed by a descent through nine circles of hell on Earth. Us-two can compare notes in the green room here at the start and again at the end if we make it through, to see if we’ve healed or grown at all on the journey. I have no map or story for this foolish narrative of the hero’s journey (just a few notes from my friend Dante), and I don’t know what kind of person you are, so we’re steering into a storm here like a couple of drunks who met at a tavern and stole a boat together.

Maybe you’re one of those people who is into inspirational self-help, New Age woo-woo and native wisdom. Gosh, you’re going to be disappointed. Personal development (like development in general) is a combination of the stupidest parts of science and the stupidest parts of spirituality, and I think it has hastened the death of the planet over the last century. But that opinion is just part of my story—yours is equally important, so I’m happy to find you here. I’m not going to be doing any trust falls, vison quests, meditation or breathing exercises with you, though. Sorry.

Come sit down and have a kapati (cup of tea), because we’re going to science the shit out of this messed-up world right now, and that job, like all jobs, is best begun with a yarn around the hearth. Data says nothing without analysis, and analysis is always guided by narratives. Always. So bring your stories round the fire here because we need all our stories to make this analysis work, including yours.

You are welcome. Even if you’re a toxic, bad-faith, murderous, gaslighting piece of shit, you are needed and you are loved. We’re on flat country here, with no moral high ground to be won. And you won’t have to worry about feeling inadequate in the company of some paragon of ancient wisdom. That’s not me having low self-esteem—I belong to a culture where everyone is taken care of, and nobody is above anybody else. I’m quite comfortable with my shortcomings and my limited cultural role. I know that no matter what, I will be loved and respected and cared for, and this certainty allows me to meet all of my obligations—even, on occasion, exceed my limits and write something interesting.

I’d like to offer you the same kind of relation, even though I probably won’t be able to deliver on it in person. I would if I could. I’d be your brother and love you, and there are plenty of people who would do the same, so look around for them before you do anything that can’t be undone. You are cared for, potentially, so come find us caring people. Hot tip—the best way to do that is to start being a caring person.

All my friends are here, and I respect every one of them, whether they are living or not. My buddies Hobbes and Rousseau are both here. You know them too? Hobbes said our ancestors had short lives of brutish misery and primitive ignorance, and Rousseau said they were noble savages living in paradise. But they’re together here, sitting at the edge of the firelight, scared, confused; crying as they awkwardly start kissing. They’ll be fine. We’ll all be fine, okay?

I’m told people are interested in my writing purely for the things I can get away with saying only because of my exotic identity. I have friends who tell me that free speech is available to me and not them, because I belong to the Apalech Clan from the remote far north of Australia and they don’t. And because their ancestors were removed from their homelands sometime in the last few centuries and mine were dispossessed more recently. And I have a ‘special’ connection to the land, and they don’t.

Well, I’ve never said all that, but I can’t stop them from projecting it on me. I do love our Aboriginal culture and I think it is the best way to live that has ever existed on this earth, but I’m not here to defend or promote that point of view.

All I know is that we’re all scared and tired, and we desperately need to take a break (as well as some urgent action). So take an active, urgent break and enjoy this experience built from the fresh corpses of trees, or powered by the not-so-fresh corpses of trees long dead (depending on whether you have a paper or digital copy). If I sell enough, I’m going to get a small block of Aboriginal land back, just enough for the kids and a few chickens to run around on while we wait for the drones and bulldozers and superstorms to come.

This experience is a masterclass in some sort of indigenised hipster pop science I’ve fallen arse-backwards into over the last few years not because it’s righteous or rigorous, but because people like it and it’s fun. It makes sarcasm into a dialectical art form we practise together as reader and writer, in which we perform scepticism to highlight our faith, play the disruptive trickster to foster stability, mourn the end to celebrate the beginning. And randomly mash opposite ideas together in order to cultivate the illusion of ancient wisdom . . . But seriously: together we’ll find that it’s not the content that matters—it’s the process and the relation. For that, we have to bring our stories together. Take a minute to retrieve one of your stories, then, if you want to proceed, let it weave in with a story from the web of relationships that is me.

Here is my kinuw story. Just be aware that the translation of Aboriginal language pronouns into English might feel strange, but the story won’t work in some places without us-two, us-only, us-all, and so forth. Don’t have a heart attack—I’m not going to force you to use my Indigenous pronouns. In our culture you can’t force anyone to do anything.

You might find yourself in a story-place now, in a site of totemic relation with the waterlilies that grow near a river. The seeds from that lily have been ground to make bread for tens of thousands of years. You and that plant species are kin, and you-two are being moved into a season of abundance following a period of heavy rain. The land is moving you in its annual cycles, directing you towards diets and activities that you need to be healthy and complete. But there are longer cycles at play here, too.

Nearby there is a particular tree that only flowers once or twice in a century, and it is in full bloom right now. You’ve never seen this before, but the old people with you remember it. Under that tree, a crocodile is nesting so we-all avoid that part of the river today, and a dozen of your nephews and nieces are splashing in the shallows on a different riverbank, where the old people say it is safe this morning (but not tomorrow morning). You don’t have to follow their instructions because there are no bosses here, but you listen to those old people if you don’t want to get bitten. We-all live the old stories that guide us in listening respectfully, so we don’t have to worry about predators. The strange new story of fight or flight that is associated with Palaeolithic life is absent here, because you-all know where the predators are, always. They are your relations.

The last time the old people saw that tree flowering at the crocodile’s nest was also the last time a dugout canoe was made in this place. They want to make sure everyone remembers how to do this, so that is why you-all are here today. While the children play, some people are casting nets for bait fish while others are loading up a rusty barge with water, tools and handlines for fishing. Soon everyone is crowded on board and you-all are on your way inland to the canoe tree the old people have carefully selected for this day.

On the way you-all stop to pick up some aunties who have been collecting shellfish and crabs in the mangroves. They call out where to stop there, and the authority in the group shifts to a grandmother who advises you-all during this leg of the journey, because this part of the river is her place. She sits with you awhile and you-two watch a dolphin at play while she tells you its story. It is called otamat, which she tells you is an old word that came from an international trading relationship with Indonesia a long time ago. She also tells you that this historical trading relation with New Guinea and Indonesia influenced the design of the canoe you-all are going to make today.

Around a few river bends, and the authority shifts again to the man who speaks for the place where the canoe tree lives. But the group doesn’t follow his instructions right away, as there are white birds diving into the river near the far bank, so you-all know there are fat white fish feeding in that spot too. Everyone decides to go fish there for a while to get more food for later. Some split off and move to the riverbank to make a fire and cook some of those white fish. Eventually they return and the river moves you-all further inland.

On the last leg of the journey, you sit with your nephew and teach him the names of dozens of orchids growing in the mangroves. It’s the first time he has noticed these plants, but now that he knows their names he will see them every time. One of those orchids contains a substance that can turn salt water into fresh water, and you could probably patent that plant’s genetic sequence and make a billion dollars, if you were some kind of devil. There are people who would pay you a fortune just to keep it a secret. Or kill you for it. Best to keep that to ourselves, maybe.

Soon the barge lands at the site of the canoe tree and everyone splits off to do whatever they like. Your young cousin chases a puppy with a stick and then goes all sooky when you growl at him. You-all fish for bream and you leave your line in too long, so an aquatic file snake grabs the bream you’ve hooked and you get a two-for-one deal on your lunch. Aunties begin collecting shiny red seeds for decorating cultural objects, seeds that have been used for thousands of years for birth control. This doesn’t sit well with what your teachers at school told you about modern medicine recently liberating women for the first time in human history with the invention of the birth control pill. You might think about how much that would change things if everyone understood the implications, except it’s just a lovely day and you’re experiencing pure joy at being away from all the institutions and officers who run your life, if only for a day. So you stop thinking so much and just feel, and be in relation with family and place.

You-all take turns with the axe to fell the canoe tree. A few swings then pass it on. It is trimmed and cut to size then tied to the barge while you eat the file snake and hear the story of her part in the tale of Taipan and Blue-Tongue Lizard. The places in that story find their way into your mental map of that country, as you-all pack up and head for home, dragging the canoe tree behind.

Back at the waterlily place, you eat crabs for dinner and feel a tap on your shoulder and turn to see that nobody is there. The shoulder is the corresponding body part for your father-child relation, so you worry about your dad. Someone drives up from town and you get the news that he’s all right, but not happy that you took his spear this morning without letting him know. You look around for that spear but somebody else took it at lunchtime and after that you lost track of where it went. A sharing economy is no guarantee of harmony, and there is going to be trouble with your dad later. Big trouble. But that’s later, so forget about it for now and enjoy the sunset and the crabs.

Next morning, the old men start shaping the canoe with axes, digging it out and burning it out with fire. You watch for a long time until you definitely know how to do it, then join in. There’s no trial and error here, no ‘learning from mistakes’. A person either knows how to do something or doesn’t, and learns it by listening and looking. The self-other boundary between you-all and the adept carvers is so fluid that you-all are not just observing them-all, but being them-all, and so you learn and demonstrate mastery on the first attempt.

It is the same learning process when you go with a select kin-group (us-only) to cut the oars and outrigging in the mangroves. The mangrove is a naturally perfect shape for an oar, and it doesn’t take many cuts to finish. Mangrove and oar have the same name, a strange-sounding word that doesn’t feel like it fits with your language, and you wonder if this is also a word that came from overseas trade long ago.

Next day the canoe is finished, and this is the time for the children. There are dozens there now, paddling the canoe in the shallows and doing backflips off it, laughing and screaming. This is the best part.

The family uses the canoe over the next few months, but then it is collected and placed on display in an institution that owns it now. Insects start eating it from the inside out and its new owners spray it with chemicals to preserve it, but too late. The insect eggs were deep in the wood like a self-destructing message in a spy movie. Our vessel needs to be living and in regular use in fresh and salt water to stop the insects from eating it away. It soon crumbles to sawdust and someone writes a paper lamenting the demise of ‘the last canoe’.

They don’t get it. The canoe is not a belonging. The belonging is in the relationships that were strengthened in the canoe’s making, and the knowledge processes of a thousand activities that were demonstrated and passed on to the next generation at the same time. As long as the relationships last, the maps and blueprints of the canoe will remain as living knowledge that will outlast all the books and all the servers that might try to capture this story. Relationships are the only way to store data safely in the long term.

In my culture you seldom hear a story packaged this way into a beginning, middle and end sequence with a clear theme and moral messages. If you’re fishing in the place where an avian ancestor died, you hear that part of the story and any relevant information for fishing there in that season. Maybe you’ll be given a message about jealousy too, if that’s been a problem for you lately. You might not hear about the egg part of that story until years later, when it’s pertinent for some other action or transgression in a specific time and place.

That kinuw story I just told might make sense to you, but not to me. The actual events took place in a different sequence, in different seasons and over a longer period of time. I read that story and I see some relationships of place and people out of step with each other and it’s confusing as hell. But I wrote it for you, adjusting my whole world to demonstrate understanding and respect for cultural logic sequences that are different from my own.

I can’t ask you to read on through an entire book of what will feel like disconnected narrative fragments and chaotic collages of segmented and contradictory conversations without showing that respect first. There are provocations we will be navigating together that are dangerous and unsettling, but we can’t do that unless we’re coming into relation first in a space of translation that is neither mine nor yours, but that us-two build together as we go along. Because that relationship together is all we’ve got, and someday soon everyone will have to realise that if we want to continue living.

There’s not much going on inside of you or me as individuals. Not much at all. Like me, you’ve probably had family, mentors, coaches, authors, teachers and algorithmically tailored content telling you the opposite of that for years. Maybe they told you that inside you there is a unique being of hidden depths, fabulous talents, bespoke traumas and a demographic profile of privileges and disadvantages that determines your individual fate. Maybe they gave you a mask and called it a face.

So you imagine that entity into being, and right now it is riding your body around like a horse, a complex but flawed rider who is desperately lonely and in need of endless personal development and affirmation. Your rider needs to be heard. Your rider needs to do breath-work. Your rider needs to learn cultural humility. Your rider needs to self-actualise.

Maybe we’re so much less complicated (and more complex) than that, us humans. Maybe we just have basic operating protocols hardwiring us to interact with our landscape, to graze on information from our country, language and culture until we grow a relational net that can collectively process complexity, a mind extending beyond the skull as far as our storied maps of being can go. Perhaps when we create, think, feel or communicate we are only able to do so to the limits of these relational nets.

Consider the possibility that you’re nothing without your relations. All your kin—human, non-human, plant, animal, place, blood, water—all these familial links contain your thinking and character, the things you have always imagined to be occurring inside your fabulous individual mind. Ponder the notion that there is almost nothing you can learn about ants by examining a single specimen in a petri dish. It’s a good frame for thinking, realising that even an entire ant colony can’t yield much useful insight unless you know the system of seasons, waterways, species and symbiotic relations in which that colony sits. Well, I’ve found that frame useful anyway, when investigating colonies.

I wrote a book once called Sand Talk, and because there’s no room for 150 co-authors on a book cover, everyone assumed that the words were my own. They weren’t. Every thought in there came from a relationship and sits still in that relation, connecting out to new knowledge-families every day. Its pages hold nothing, just as I hold nothing. The chapters were all carved into traditional objects before they were written, and then part of the story in those tools and weapons was translated into print. But the true knowledge was (and still is) carried in the relationships.

So you need to know my relations first—not just the local view but how everything fits into the real world, the wider world.

I’m a younger sibling. My elder sister Delys speaks for me, and my big brother Steve speaks for the stories we carry together. There are a lot of brothers and sisters and cousins, and when we see each other in the distance some of us might call out, ‘Brolga brolga brolga!’ and answer, ‘Kor’ kor’ kor’!’ because that crane is a bird that binds us in common totemic relation. That doesn’t mean everything is peaceful though. Families fight, families split, families harm, and these days the old mechanisms aren’t always in place to stop this. Like everybody in the world, we are struggling right now. There is no sovereign paradise to be found anymore—just mining and pastoral leases encircling villages where the only growth industry is policing.

Dad is known as Rambo because he was wild like me in his youth. He is a church elder now. Mum passed away a few years back. But there are lots of mums and lots of dads, as their brothers and sisters are known to me in this way, and they all grew us up. They only started raising me (as an Aboriginal boy of orphan/tribeless status) in my late twenties, so I’m a bit of a late developer, even though I’m fifty now. My siblings and I grow up our own children and a lot of nephews, nieces and grandchildren, who also have children that we all care for together, often taking them with us in our travels. This is most of our work. The rest is acquiring enough money to feed, shelter, equip and educate everyone. Sometimes there is time to care for country and do ceremony, too. But not much.

We all try really hard, but I tell you, I’m sick of hearing this rubbish statistic about eighty per cent of the world’s remaining biodiversity being diligently cared for by Indigenous Peoples. Most of us have only nominal Native Title and no real control, ‘co-managing’ the land at best, in ways that facilitate mining or agricultural interests, while we struggle to feed and shelter ourselves in the economy of the occupying culture. That doesn’t leave us much time to look after the shred of biodiversity left in their water reserves, agriculture complexes, real-estate developments and mining leases. Our family does continue this work in our sacred places (the ones that haven’t yet been blown up or bulldozed), but it is very hard to cram it all into a weekend.

Our brolga story is connected to a sacred site called Moving Stone, and also a lot of other places along that songline—the narrative map in the landscape that holds clan knowledge and history. This also connects us to the Rainbow Serpent, lightning, storm, blood, urine, waterlily, mudshell, black cockatoo and more. These are all entities that exist in relation with us.

We are linked to other families in other clans as well, along with many people from other areas far afield. We often travel and stay in these places with them, sometimes for many years. We often adopt or marry into those places and families and stay there forever. One of my many nieces is currently going through the process of full customary adoption into a family in another community. She will take on their name and bloodlines, and we will be sad to lose her, but also happy to be strengthening connections and interdependent relations with this other Country. In our culture we know this is the best way to avoid the emergence of imperialism and industrial warfare—which is why we’ve always had battles, but never had wars. Adoption and marriage across groups is a sacred thing, and it works better for us than it does in Game of Thrones. I have one uncle who went to Mornington Island years ago and never came back! But that was about a woman . . .

Same thing happened to me recently, which is how I finished up 3,500 kilometres south of home, suddenly in the city but madly in love with my spouse Megan. We have two babies together now and I’m stepfather for her daughter too. Megan is related to the Smiths and Mitchells from the Baradha people in central Queensland. I think I fell in love with her because she has as many scars as I do, and that means we can read each other’s bodies like Russian novels. She is an active participant in many of the yarns in this book.

I have both strong affiliations and older, broken ties with Indigenous relatives far from my home, many different relationships from distant relatives to close cultural connections, in the south and west of Australia. In healthy Aboriginal social contexts, we would say all these names upon introduction over the course of many hours or even days and nights, and try to figure out how we connect down to one degree of separation, so we know what to call each other in relational terms, but this isn’t really possible for the international audience reading these words, so I might leave that protocol out. I’ve already worn out my welcome in the word-length of this opening chapter. But you get the idea. My web of relations is what allows me to write this book, what constitutes me as a human being. Without that, I die.

Despite devastating disruption and dysfunction, our Indigenous grapevine and social networks are still so strong on this continent that I have never found myself more than a few days’ walk away from people who are known to me and will give me shelter and food if I need it. It’s like an Aboriginal Airbnb but truly decentralised, needing no server or platform or electronic signal. This living network is what allows me to write sometimes. Community comes together and a Murri fella says he’ll take over for me at work, a Palawa woman says she’ll help look after my babies, Djadjawurrung people bring me into their land with smoke and serpent story, and a Gumbaynggirr man living there gives me use of a little shack he’s built in the bush, which is where I’m writing from now.

There is a community of Indigenous wood carvers who congregate around this place, so although I’m far from home, I feel like I’m with my people. We’re carving these stories together, but they also have a forge here to make steel boomerangs like the one in Mad Max 2. Apocalypses are unsettling things, but they become much more interesting if you have prepped by stockpiling relationships rather than guns, gold and vitamin supplements.

That relational web we have in our Indigenous communities is a hell of a social safety net, when it’s allowed to work properly. It also informs our governance, economies, laws, information storage and diplomatic relations in some pretty wonderful ways that are worth considering at a time in history when most of the world is trying to reboot its failing institutions.

Us-two, you and I meeting in these pages, we’re here to find what is useful and interesting in dialogue. We’re not here to score points in a culture war. If I’m talking about failing global institutions and destructive empires, that’s not about individuals or communities or cultures—it’s about systems and structures that we are all required to live under at this moment in history, and most of us are intensely unhappy and terrified about it all. I’m not sitting down here with you clutching my historical IOUs; I’m here to share some stories, patterns and systems that might be helpful in the next few decades (and even centuries).

In the extended-family canoe story I just shared with you, you can see the processes of a non-centralised knowledge economy embedded in a kind of cognition distributed throughout creation, that carries all knowledge production, transmission and memory. These things are managed within intergenerational relationships in bioregional collectives (both within regions and between interrelated syndicates of regions) stretching across all of time. Knowledge shared within the processes and protocols of this relational economy is something I think of as ‘right story’.

Right story is not about objective truth, but the metaphors and relations and narratives of interconnected communities, living in complex contexts of knowledge and economy, aligned with the patterns of land and creation. Right story never comes from individuals, but from groups living in right relation with each other and with the land. Wrong story, wrong way—this means unilateral or unbalanced ritual, word and thought.

So, in exploring the pathologies of a world in wrong relation, I have to tell wrong story in this book. This means sharing stories made by individuals or corrupt groups separated from land and spirit (and these include both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people). To understand the perverse incentive systems currently burning our world, I need to carve some objects the wrong way to spark the emergence of cautionary tales. Carving tools and weapons is how I keep (and communicate) my stories, right or wrong, so I usually need to make at least one new carving for every chapter. Most of these ones won’t be anything you’d want to hang on your wall.

These pages and carvings of stories aren’t talking about the way things were in the good old days, or even the remnant cultural processes that still work well for our Indigenous communities today. These knowledges are present, but they inform the lens for our inquiry into the state of the world. They don’t provide exotic content to be consumed by readers looking for ancient wisdom. Ancient wisdom may provide examples of healthy models of governance, economies and technologies, but these can’t really help at the moment unless there is a through-line to now. These things can only help if examined alongside stories of development, growth, cybernetics, liberalism, modernism, post-modernism, post-truth and the other dominant abstractions that are shaping our reality.

So I have carved a wrong canoe. This wrong canoe will carry all the other carvings, objects, maps, relations and stories (good and bad) that make up this book, because we’re going on a journey here—hell no, an Odyssey—and many of the stops before the final shore will not be lovely places at all.

This canoe looks similar to the one in the right story above. The only difference is that it has mostly been made by an individual, and that changes everything. The community process of canoe-making is being damaged in the carving of this object.

In this death by a thousand cuts, every chip of wood is confetti in a celebration of the global marketplace in which we all compete to survive—the rugged individualism, the sheer audacity and self-annihilating work ethic that it takes to win this economic game of musical chairs. It’s really hard. Myself, me, my own, I-only, disconnected in this particular activity because my spouse is looking after the kids while I take off for half a day to show the world how special and worthy I am, instead of fulfilling my obligations to family.

It’s dog-eat-dog here. I have failed to acknowledge Johnny Charles, the Ngarrindjeri fella who did half the work for me on this canoe. I’m in a city, thousands of miles away from my extended family, and while the money I can make here is keeping family members from hunger and poverty, it’s a poor substitute for my neglected duties as an uncle, father, brother, nephew, son, grandson.

Limited supply, high demand. In this marketplace, success means rolling the dice in a high-risk activity that may not pay off. I (only me!) am making this canoe on a university campus, breaking workplace health and safety regulations by refusing to wear goggles and gloves or use the useless rubber mallet they’ve asked me to carve with (for safety and security). But I’m a rebel! I’m a change-maker!

There is tension between the creative source and the extractive activity, for sure. There is the caring for community, land and culture that produces these skills in perpetuity (bad for business) and then there is the economic necessity to make products by and for individuals, products that must be limitable and excludable in order to have a price. It’s nothing personal, but lands and communities must be destroyed in order to produce value. We have to exclude people and cut off relations to value-add the hell out of these products, which are far more than cheap trinkets to mass-manufacture for profit. Oh no, this is art, little trophies destined to be somebody’s capital. These are not commodities, but stores of value. Wealthy outsiders can launder their cash through these unique items.

Boom and bust cycles are for day-traders and wannabes, but art and artefacts are a stable investment for the wealthy, along with gold and land (and, more recently, water rights). So here I am, making this object to become somebody else’s capital in a way that kills our cultures and communities and land, because the endgame of this process is ‘the last’ canoe, which will be a priceless artefact and store of much value. This reflects a lot of the wrong story upon which our current global economic system is built. Objects only have value when the people and places that produce them are damaged or destroyed in their production. After all, if every community could make one of these whenever they liked, then they’d be worth nothing at all.

All this wrong story is moving towards an important message: there are some inefficiencies, multipolar traps, perverse incentive structures and self-terminating algorithms in the current global system that could use some analysis from an Aboriginal point of view.

At the same time, we have to be realistic and acknowledge that ‘ancient wisdom’ is not your one-stop shop for salvation through regenerative design. It is easy and comforting to assume the hypothesis that this ancient method of inquiry and holistic knowledge system will contain all the answers. But it probably doesn’t. Moreover, on my own, I do not have the skills, knowledge, perspective, cultural competence or qualifications to undertake any such analysis. I do, however, belong to a vast web of relationships made of yarns and connections, and that entity certainly is capable of the computational work necessary to examine the complicated systems that are currently burning our world.

Us-two, knowing where (most of) the crocodiles are, can now start dragging our canoe down to the dark, stinking river where we begin our ill-advised hero’s journey. That’s if our massive behinds can still fit in it—I didn’t factor in the liquor store and KFC up the road when I was calculating the width of this thing.

See, those who ignore wrong story will inevitably be thwarted by it.





Belongings: Can I Keep All My Stuff in the Anthropocene?

There are black clouds across the sky and the dry sclerophyll forest is quiet here, where I sit chipping away at a piece of dark wood, trying to remember how I used to do this. I panic for a moment when I realise I’ve lost my innate sense of direction. I know the track is north of here because I went off to the south earlier, following a wombat. But all of a sudden I’m not sure which way is north, and in this state of mind I wouldn’t know if the scat on the log beside me belonged to a wombat, a dingo or a feral mountain lion.

If I can’t re-orient myself, I’ll just call out and Pete McCurley will call back so I know which direction the camp is. I’m staying with that Gumbaynggirr genius for a bit while my reluctant muse Megan generously shoulders the load of domestic duties and childcare so I can try to straighten my head out, because her two sisters are starting to think I’ve lost my mind.

Our canoe is resting in an exhibition somewhere: somebody wanted to curate a sexy counterpoint to the colonial nostalgia of the other works on display there.

So now I’m making a war boomerang for the Enlightenment, to add to the tools we might keep in our canoe as we head upstream. It’s made of yarran wood from Wilcannia in New South Wales, red and hard as hell, from a part of the world where war boomerangs have always been massive and fearsome. It was a huge piece of wood when I started it, but I’ve been chipping away all the bits of the Age of Reason that contain world-terminating algorithms and I have to tell you it’s getting a bit thin. It’s a work in (about) progress. I’m worried that by the time I’m finished it’s just going to be a pile of wood chips I’ll have to carry around in a bag.

This is my first day away in ages, here in this little shack on Djadjawurrung Country in a beautiful forest full of wombats. Melbourne’s been in Covid lockdown for most of the last two years, and I’ve been getting fat and growing psychoses like tumours while the universities remain closed to most staff and my woman and I work from home and raise vigorously neuro-divergent babies and take each twenty-hour day as it comes. Our extended families are in turmoil too and there are frequent horrendous events, but we can’t get back home to help, so we just coordinate bills and bail and beds and bandages from our phones and wallets.

I can’t remember the last time I saw stars like this, without the miracle of metropolitan light smearing the night sky into a murky void. I’ve got a little
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