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                         A Night Like This 
 
Jeff McMullen writes on the tenth anniversary of special celebration of  

 Aboriginal Culture 
 
Walking with Spirits is a story older than any of us. With the moon rising over the sandstone ridge 
and the shadows of songmen and dancers flickering all around, we are on a journey that began in the 
age of the Ancestors. 
 
For thousands of years, longer than anyone really knows, Aboriginal people have gathered at 
Malkgulumbu (Beswick Falls, 120 ks south of Katherine, NT) to sing, fish and play at this waterfall.  
The sandy banks around the lake are a favoured fishing place. While the fresh-water crocs keep their 
eyes on us, barramundi and black bream are watched by the eagles and hawks soaring above. 
  
We walk in through the rustle of the paperbarks and the creek ripples with its own music. Families 
settle by the campfires. There is a hush, a reverence for this unforgettable beauty and tranquillity.  
 
In the soft echoes around the waterfall listen carefully now and you will hear songs with their own 
sense of place, this Sacred Place. 
 
Across the water through the darkness, the Old Man, Victor Hood, is sitting in the bow of a boat 
rowed by a man he loves as his son, musician, actor and story-teller, Tom E. Lewis.  Around them are 
floating a hundred or more tiny candles and the night is lit with magic.  
 
The Mimi Spirits dance from the edge of the lake, children in paint and costume performing an 
ancient story that flows from the deep, dark waters of the upper pool of the waterfall and the secretive 
caves below the surface where the moonlight now shines. 
 
The music grows louder and the voices of the songmen rise up to meet the stars.  Here is where some 
of the oldest stories known to humans were written. Here, where the land owns the people. 
 
“It is here forever, from dust to dust, ashes to ashes,” says Victor.  
 
When Tom Lewis leads the musicians onto a stage by the waterfall, year after year, he holds his arms 
up towards the night sky and says with a smile, “this is our Cathedral”. 
 
It was a dream of Tom’s to repay the Old People who saved his life many years ago. He wanted to 
honour them and their stories and so he worked with the songmen and his partner, Fleur Parry, to 
create a festival, a fusion of the old and the new.  
 
“We pass on the stories and sing the songs and so keep our history and our Culture going,” Tom says. 
“It is about family and community.” 
 
In this way Djilpin Arts Aboriginal Corporation was born and the people in the nearby community of 
Wugularr (Beswick) became its members.  
 
In 2002 it was a small gathering of families who shared the corroborees of local language groups 
including Rembarrnga, Jawoyn, Miali, Ritharrngu and Dalabon. It was something rare and special 
from the start.   
 
The voice of an Old Woman who had passed on was played to us in language while film-makers 
helped us follow the story she was sharing about this particular country. The young people listened 
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intently.  This is custodianship, akin to the best earth-science, as every man, woman and child is 
joined in a communal responsibility to care for  “our Cathedral”. 
 
To be moved by Walking with Spirits is not ‘romanticising the past” but rather it deepens our 
understanding of the longer timelines of Australian history and lets us appreciate that through these 
stories we are savouring the world’s oldest, unbroken stream of human knowledge. Several of the 
greatest storytellers of our age, including David Attenborough and British archaeologist, John Romer, 
have urged us to see the past not as primitive but as a rich, human exploration of our place in the 
cosmos. 
 
Aboriginal art, dance, music and storytelling have developed a visually intense and highly 
imaginative expression of the interconnectedness of living creatures and the vast natural world of 
awesome forces and living wonders. 
 
Whether it’s the Bangarra Dance Company at the Sydney Opera House or Djilpin’s dancers shuffling 
across the soft sand at the waterfall, this is a rich and powerful art form that lets us all feel the earth 
singing beneath our feet.  We can see that our world is on a journey far older than any of us.  
 
Over the decade the numbers have grown, people have travelled from afar, but Walking with Spirits 
has kept its sensibility. Aboriginal families always have made everyone feel welcome on this Jawoyn 
land. With the relaxed but deliberate emphasis on the bonds of community and the peacefulness of a 
grog free evening, we are always reminded here that we are part of the one human family. 
 
After performing around Australia and across the world, Tom knew people in many places who would 
help create in this grand natural setting a mix of stories that acknowledged the diversity of travellers 
who had passed through this way through the millennia.  
 
The corroborees have included Bongiling Bongiling, Bunggul, Thumbul and Mularra, linking stories 
from different places including Wugularr/Beswick, Gapuwiyak, Numbulwar and Bulman. 
 
Sometimes there are Macassan themes about those who journeyed across the sea. Shadow-puppets, 
animated films about the spirit world and giant paper-mache figures lit up from the inside like 
lanterns, have enriched the theatre experience. Musicians from many corners of the world have 
become part of the Djilpin Arts family and their work here will live on through the recordings and 
films. 
 
Without doubt the professionalism, generosity and easy camaraderie of Glen Elston’s   
Australian Shakespeare Company has added far more than lighting, sound and boundless creativity. 
At the waterfall it is a company of equals and it only works because there are many willing hands.  
 
Julia Morris and the young film making team of Amos and Ricardo, Ian Thorpe’s gang of friends, the 
Sunrise Health mob feeding us all, the able staff of the Fred Hollows Foundation and Caritas 
Australia, are just some of those in this big, extended family, bound by a delight in the sense of well 
being created by this performance.  
 
I remember, fondly, the good man (now gone) who each year graded the dirt tracks with the dozer. 
The stage has to be hauled in through the bush on that rutted road. Whether it is putting it together or 
breaking it down, this is heavy work for men who wear the mud and sweat like the grease-paint of 
theatre. 
 
This cheerfulness and easy sense of equality is led by Tom and Fleur. Their children and the young 
visitors run free, swim and play together.  
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Wrapped in blankets and sitting around the campfires, people share their food and stories. All around 
us, under the rock ledges and in the nearby gorges, there are ochre paintings that hint at so much life 
that has happened just like this for countless millennia. 
 
Some of the greatest painters of Southwestern Arnhem Land, including David Blanasi, Paddy 
Fordham-Wainbarunga, Tom Kelly and Djoli Laiwonga, gathered their art works back in 1996, 
calling their collection, Gunwinijgu or the Company of the People. Many of those stories on canvas 
were lost in the severe flooding in 1998. To safeguard the remaining paintings and to keep their 
stories alive the elders decided to renovate an old collapsed building at Beswick known as the Red 
Barn. 
 
A lot of people contributed but it was the community that realized the dream of the Ghunmarn Culture 
Centre which now displays the master works of the late and great artists. How moving to see the Old 
Man Victor sitting silently on the floor of the gallery surrounded by the images that keep the chain of 
storytelling unbroken. 
 
There are new paintings, too, pandanus palm sculptures of crocs and pigs, finely woven baskets, wild 
bush honey and hand made soaps, little things to buy and pop into a dilly bag before you wander off 
on your way.  This small business, managed by Aboriginal families, is the kind of delightful 
enterprise that can flower elsewhere and link up with the hundreds of thousands of visitors now 
coming each year to see the grandeur of Nitmiluk Gorge. 
 
The Aboriginal people who love this particular tract of country know that it is powerful and humbling 
as the annual floods move trees and even boulders, pushing sand into new places and slightly 
changing the campsite from year to year. This life force revitalises the billabong and all of the 
surrounding plants and animals.  The songs keep flowing, connecting, past, present and future. 
 
One very special Old Woman, the late (insert appropriate name if desired), was born in this beautiful 
place and wandered here since her childhood. As she grew older she loved to be driven out in a truck 
to sit and watch the singing and dancing, feeling that some things here were again in balance. The 
songs were alive.  During her last days under palliative care in Katherine Hospital she could hear a 
baby boy crying. It was Tom and Fleur’s youngest child, Alex, being treated for pneumonia. The Old 
Woman knew what to do. At 4am she hushed the baby with her beautiful Jawoyn song and in the 
morning the child went home.  A song from the heart has a wonderful healing power. 
 
The night sky and the sound of the didgeridoo bouncing off the sandstone walls and deep into our 
chests, remind us that here we all walk in the footsteps of the Ancestors. 
 
Let us always remember the late Bullinj M. Hall, singing with so much power and belief. Old 
songmen never really die. Their music is up there in the stars. High on top of the sandstone cliff, a 
huge effigy of a Black Hawk is burning against the night sky. This was his totem. 
 
The Wagilak elder, Roy Ashley and Old Man Victor are treated with great love and respect. So are the 
women like Tom’s mother, Angelina George and Miliwanga Sandi, beautiful in their bright dresses, 
as they lead the young girls in the dancing. 
 
“If the next generation doesn’t learn the songs our Culture will be lost,” says Roy Ashley. “Our young 
people need to learn our law so they can stay strong and not turn to alcohol or other drugs. If they 
have their law they will have pride and they will have strength to stand up and make a good life for 
themselves.”  
 
The corroborees here are an echo of the old and wise voices but along the way they are joined by the 
laughter of the young. 
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In the dance group there is always a very young child or two, painted up and performing with 
knowing style and grace, moving at the knee of someone older.  Watching and listening, vision and 
sound, even before film, the movies here were made in the mind.  
 
Now the magic of Walking with Sprits will spread around the world through digital images on the e-
waves. 
 
No one owns the notes. The music reaches out and invites you here.  
 
 
Jeff McMullen, a regular columnist for The Tracker, has been the Patron of Walking with Spirits for 
the decade.  
 


