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An Emu Hunt
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BILLY’S BACK. You can just make him out in the dusky light, a thin, rickety figure in white shirt
and dark trousers working his way slowly across camp under a heavy load. It’s hard to know how
old he might be, but 75 is a good guess. He was already fully initiated by the early 20s, when
Europeans first settled hereabouts. He still hunts, though he’s given up the spear and throwing
stick for a single shot 12 gauge. It doesnt give him much range, but it also doesn’t penalise him for
failing eyesight the way a rifle would.

He’s squatted down now in an open spot near the middle of camp, unpacking his gear and laying it
out around him. Apart from the shotgun, there’s a small billy can, big plastic bucket, butcher
knife, hatchet, bed roll, and a canvas bag for the small stuff - loose shells, tobacco, tea, sugar, and
so on. All an experienced man like Billy needs for a few weeks alone in the desert.

He’s got another bag, too - a small burlap sack full of emu fat cut into strips about ten by fifteen
centimetres across, then rolled and wrapped in feathers. Small children gather round him in the
growing dark and Billy gives each one a packet to take back to their family fires. Seems like every
household nearby will get a taste.

When the last child leaves, Billy moves to his wife’s windbreak, spreads his bedroll and lies down.
It’s been a long walk.
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This incident took place in mid-July, 1974, in the Aboriginal community at Bendaijerum, near
what is now called MacDonald Downs, about 150 miles northeast of Alice Springs (O’Connell
1974). Billy was a senior Alyawarra man, just back from a two-week long solo hunt covering more
than 150 kilometres, all on foot. His account of the trip prompted a second hunt by a larger party,
designed to take at least some of the other emu he had seen on the initial foray.
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