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Terms of Use 
 

 

Thank you for purchasing this resource to support the study of Tracks 

of the Missing (Magabala 2022).  

As you can imagine resources like this take a lot of time and energy 

by the creators to produce. This Study Guide is purchased for single 

teacher use in their classrooms only- additional copies can be 

purchased from our website shop or TPT store.  

If you have found this resource useful in your classroom, we would 

love your review on our Teachers Pay Teachers store, by sharing your 

experience on our Facebook page. Your support sharing your review 

will help us reach more students and teachers.  

 

Please note, this resource is personal classroom use by a single 

teacher. You have permission to copy for your classroom use only.  

Electronic distribution is limited to your classroom use only. Do not 

post this product electronically in ANY form. Do not copy or sell any 

part of these product. To do so violates the Digital Millennium 

Copyright Act.  

If you would like a copy of this product for more than one teacher, 

please download additional licenses, available with a % off the 

original price.  

All rights reserved by Carl Merrison, Hakea Hustler and The Remote 

Teacher Australia. 

 

 

  

http://www.teacherspayteachers.com/store/theremoteteacheraus
http://www.facebook.com/carlandhakeaauthors
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About the Authors  
Carl Merrison 

Carl Merrison is a First Nations man who was born and raised in the Kimberley with Jaru, 

Kija and English ancestry. He attended a remote outback school as a student, then worked 

as an Aboriginal Educator and Clontarf Officer in remote schools for many years. He is 

passionate about football- coaching many premiership winning teams in the Kimberley and 

Northern Rivers NSW, as well as working in elite football as a program coordinator and Level 

3 coach. Carl loves bush, yarning, sharing culture and stories, and hanging out with his large 

extended family. His passion for writing is because he wants to improve literacy outcomes 

for First Nations people by writing stories they can engage with and relate to.  

Hakea Hustler 

Hakea was born in Geelong in Victoria and spent time growing up in the Geelong and Surf 

Coast region as well as Northern Rivers NSW. Hakea studied teaching, Special Needs, 

Behaviour Management and Trauma Informed Teaching- and has worked in schools all over 

Australia as a teacher and Head Teacher.  She is passionate about reading, nature, family 

and Australian travel. After being an English teacher in remote outback classrooms, Hakea 

was inspired to write books she would want to teach.   

Together 

Carl and Hakea met while working in Halls Creek District High School. They shared many 

adventures around Australia and have collaborated on many stories together. They say 

‘opposites attract’ and that could not be more two for this creative pair. After the birth of 

their daughter they wanted to write books to share Carl’s Country, language and culture 

with their children while they travelled- so they would never miss out. They were inspired to 

write books their nieces, nephews and relatives in remote communities would love.  
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Considerations  
Fiction 

Tracks of the Missing plot and characters are purely fiction. Any connection to real life 

events or characters are coincidental. There are true First Nations issues woven into the 

storyline including invasion, Stolen Generation, stolen wages, racism and more.  

Remote First Nations Students 

If this text is for study, please consult with your First Nations Education Assistants and 

teaching colleagues about the appropriateness of this text for your students. 

Students in Kimberley, Pilbara and NT may be reluctant to engage with this text depending 

on the community, cohort and maturity level of students. This sensitivity may arise due to 

some of the similarities between our Lightfoot character and local beliefs and culture. We 

would like to point out that this is a work of fiction and any similarities with people, place 

and real life are incidental.  

Other communities may be been recently impacted by one of the issues discussed in the 

text- as outlined below- and it may not be the appropriate time to use Tracks of the Missing. 

Student Backgrounds 

Tracks of the Missing covers some issues that can be sensitive for some students including: 

suicide, depression, road trauma, youth crime, alcohol and drug abuse, drug overdose and 

more.  

It is important to create a sense of safety for your students before studying this text.  
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Setting  
‘Tracks of the Missing’ is set in a remote outback town and outback bushland. The authors 

don’t name the state/territory or the town specifically so it can be relatable to readers in 

any state/territory. Having an un-named town allows the authors to have more creative 

licence and more freedom with descriptions, characters and themes. So while likely based in 

a certain location, as described next, the location and story is purely fiction.  

Perth is mentioned as a place that students from this town and surrounding communities 

might go to boarding school. Broome is also mentioned as the next place that the recruiters 

will fly off to. These mentioned places could also make it possible that the community is set 

in Northern Territory, although Western Australia is more likely. Carl Merrison is from Halls 

Creek in the Kimberley WA so it could be likely that the town was Halls Creek or Kununurra 

based on the descriptions in the book. To understand the difference between an outback 

community and an outback town- you might imagine the little community like ‘Frog Hollow’ 

a First Nations community near Warmun in WA, and the bigger remote town being 

Kununurra. 

The town is isolated and remote. But it is a bigger town than all the outlying communities. It 

is big enough to have a larger school. Deklan and his grandfather are from a community “a 

few hundred kilometres out”(page 31). Deklan compares the sizes of the schools “this 

[town] school is a lot bigger than our little community school back home. Still the kids who 

went schooling away said that city boarding schools are way bigger.” (page 33). 

The roads around the town are described as “There are three main roads, lots of back tracks 

the townie crew use to get around the township without having to bother driving through 

town.” Deklan goes further explaining what you might see out around town: “You’ll often 

find people having a fire and a few beers on one of the back routes, or sitting down playing 

a card game under the trees. There’s a few old beaten-up car bodies. Nice enough scenery 

and stuff out there though; some of the teacher mob use them as their afternoon walking 

tracks too.” (page 39). There is a river somewhere near the town that Deklan notes on a 

map on page 39. 

Most of the story is set during the “build up to the wet” (pg1) around September-

November. The top end of Australia- across WA, NT and Qld- have two general seasons: wet 

and dry. Each culture group have their own season calendars though that can include 

specific- like our European labelled: summer, autumn, winter and spring. Some of the 

calendars have 6 or 8 unique seasons that track the specific changes in the weather, 

animals, insects, plant growth, fruit and vegetables.  

During the build up to the wet the weather is “hot, humid and dry in the build-up to the 

wet” (page 44). Sometimes there will be intermittent showers and storms that go over the 

afternoon or overnight in certain areas while other areas get no rain until the first big down 

pour.  
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The landscape in the book is flat with occasional hills. In some places there are intersecting 

mountain ranges. There are dry river beds that flow and flood in the wet. The dirt is a deep 

red. The ground is covered with red dirt, fine ‘bull dust’, small pebbles and larger rocks. The 

red seems to change with the sun and sunsets- it can appear to be blue, purple, different 

shades of red. The main plant life in the book are grasses, shrubs, scrubs and the occasional 

larger trees around springs and water holes. “Even though a lot of the country is flat and 

scrubby, there are large spaces of hills, thick trees. The wide open spaces millions of acres 

wide. The missing tourists had taken a side track looking for gold or a waterhole or 

something and became stranded out bush.” (page 11-12). 

It can be harsh and unforgiving living in the outback. “There are a million ways someone 

could die out on the stations: snakebite, horseriding accident, old mineshafts, stuck without 

water.” (page 2). If someone goes missing it can be like finding “needle in a haystack when 

the outback is so large” (page 12). The search for the murderer and the missing teenagers 

feels hopeless at times: “A handful of cops, millions of acres” (page 35). 

“This is the Australian outback where you can have a fire burning in one spot and rain just 

over the range. The land of ‘drought and flooding rains’ as Dorothea Mackellar put it.” (page 

73) 

The setting is built up throughout the book with descriptions of the setting and how it 

influences the plot, character and indeed the themes throughout.  
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Style 
Tracks of the Missing is a Young Adult suspense thriller chapter book set in Australia. Tracks 

of the Missing follows a standard YA suspense thriller structure- with chapters building up to 

a cliff hanger to keep readers feeling suspense into the next chapter. Suspense is often built 

through short, sharp sentences. It can be built through ‘trapping’ the reader in the 

protagonists body- focusing on his thoughts, feelings, senses so they are scared and 

surprised with him.  

There is a unique chapter in the text is Chapter 21 Law which is a predominately visual. The 

authors chose to use the images to portray the sacred and restricted cultural activities that 

took place in the chapter. They felt it was important to give this important chapter space in 

the text to respect the cultural activities while not revealing what they are.  

Tracks of the Missing is written in Standard Australian English (SAE) but direct speech can 

have elements of Aboriginal English. The authors make reference to characters speaking in 

Aboriginal English, Kriole and traditional language- but ‘interpret’ into SAE for Australian 

English readers to increase accessibility to the text. Some of the unfamiliar vocabulary is in 

the glossary at the back of the book. 

The text is written in the present tense from a first person perspective of the protagonist, 

Deklan Archer. As such readers can ‘hear’ his inner dialogue and thoughts. The reader is 

restricted to knowing only his inner thoughts, perspectives and scenes he is present at 

throughout the book.  
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Historical Context 
When is the book set? 

Deklan is 15 years old and can remember the Kevin Rudd’s 2007 Apology… and been old 

enough to steal a car at the time. Digital radios for police vehicles were rolled out after 

2011- with parts of Western Australian receiving the upgrades around 2014. Grandfather 

remembers discriminative policies and stolen wages. So that places the text between 2008-

2012 approximately. Despite those references- the text is relatively timeless with characters 

and issues that remote outback First Nations people will be able to connect with at the date 

of publishing.  

History 

Tracks of the Missing makes reference to several historical and contemporary First Nations 

events and policies. We give a brief background overview of these events here to build 

better background understanding when reading the book. However, we encourage you to 

research deeper to increase your understanding of Australian historical context.  

Western science has evidence that First Nations peoples have occupied Australia for over 

65,000 years. First Nations people believe they have been on Country since Creation. 

Australian’s First Nations cultures are the oldest continuous cultures in the world.  

Australia was first seen by those outside of the continent by Dutch sailors in the 17th and 

18th Centuries, however they only ‘sighted’ and did not make any attempt to settle the 

land. Contact between Australia and Asia pre-dates European settlement. There are records 

of interactions with sailors and evidence that items were trading and even words from 

languages were shared and adopted into both cultures. From at least 1700 until 1907, 

hundreds of fishermen sailed each year from Makassar on the island of Sulawesi (now 

Indonesia) to the Arnhem Land coast, an area they called Marege. 

Australian First Nations people had a long history of trade across our continent and with 

Asian and Torres Strait Islands. There is anthropological evidence of sophisticated trading 

lines and trading systems across Australia.  

Lieutenant James Cook first landed the Endeavour in Botany Bay in 1770 to raise the British 

flag. The English returned in 1788 to invade and colonise Australia under the guise of ‘terra 

nullius – land belonging to nobody’ bringing with them convicts for the new penal colony. 

The first ‘free settlers’ arrived in 1793 and were allocated parcels of land. 

Pemulwuy is one of the most renowned resistance fighters. But there were many records of 

resistance and massacres- and many more not records, lost or destroyed. To find out more 

visit this website: RedFlag “Honouring early Aboriginal resistance” and the Colonial 

Massacres Map by Newcastle University.  

The Stolen Generation is also referenced in the book. Australian Federal, State and Territory 

Governments in the 1900s put in place policies that set in motion the Stolen Generations. 

Many First Nations children, as many as 1 in 3, were forcibly removed from their families 

https://redflag.org.au/node/6663
https://c21ch.newcastle.edu.au/colonialmassacres/map.php
https://c21ch.newcastle.edu.au/colonialmassacres/map.php
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and communities between 1910 and the 1970s. This created disconnection between 

families, culture, language and land- and has ongoing impacts for First Nations communities 

to this day. Additional information can be found at AIATSIS, Australians Together, Human 

Rights Stolen Generation Timeline and Healing Foundation website.  

In 1968 the Conciliation and Arbitration Commission ruling on equal wages in the cattle 

industry came into force after the work of civil rights activists during the 1960s. However, 

this resulted in many First Nations people being removed from stations that they had 

worked on for generations, becoming unemployed and unemployable. Many First Nations 

people were ran off their traditional lands and forced into towns creating a disconnect from 

Country, loss of income and dependence on ‘sit down money’. More information can be 

found at National Museum Australia.  

From the late 1800s until 1970s wages for First Nations people were 'administered' for them 

by government or police authorities, often allowing them a small amount or basics as their 

‘pocket money’. So not only did First Nations people paid less but they did not receive their 

pay directly. In many instances this wage was stolen by corrupt employers and officials and 

the First Nations employee did not receive any of their wage at all. This resulted in a class 

action that concluded in 2021 that acknowledged the very real stolen wages. For more 

information about this visit: Creative Spirits and Australians Together.     

In 2008 Prime Minister Kevin Rudd made a formal apology to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples for the past government policies of forced child removal and assimilation. 

The National Museum Australia has information about the Apology. 

For more information about First Nations history and culture we recommend the following 

resources: 

• Dark Emu by Bruce Pascoe (Magabala) 

• The Little Red, Yellow, Black Book by Bruce Pascoe and AIATSIS (AIATSIS) 

• Why Warriors Lay Down and Die by Richard Trudgen (Why Warriors Pty Ltd) 

  

https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/stolen-generations
https://australianstogether.org.au/discover/australian-history/stolen-generations
https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/education/track-history-timeline-stolen-generations
https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/education/track-history-timeline-stolen-generations
https://healingfoundation.org.au/resources/who-are-the-stolen-generations/
https://www.nma.gov.au/explore/features/indigenous-rights/civil-rights/equal-wages
https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/economy/stolen-wages/stolen-wages
https://australianstogether.org.au/stories/stolen-wages/
https://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/national-apology
https://www.magabala.com/products/dark-emu
https://shop.aiatsis.gov.au/products/little-red-yellow-black-book-4th-edition
https://www.whywarriors.com.au/services/why-warriors-lie-down-and-die/
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Plot Overview 
Deklan Archer and his grandfather are in the larger outback town while Deklan trains to 

prepare for a big football match where talent scouts will be watching to recruit for the 

Under 16s State Team. Deklan is a 15 year old First Nations teenager who usually lives in his 

remote outback community 100s of kilometres away. This football match is a big 

opportunity that does not come often for young people in the remote outback.  

When Deklan arrives at school on the morning of the big match he notices that something 

strange is happening. It is soon revealed that their has been a suspicious death in the town 

of station owner, Mr Henry. That is not all, a busload of Year 12 students have not returned 

from their Geology excursion on time. Students on that bus include Deklan’s cousin, 

Brooklyn, and his crush, Jenny- so Deklan is understandably worried while he waits to hear 

more.  

Deklan’s grandfather is left behind by the family as they rally together to get search parties 

out- they are worried about his age, health and ability to help out. Grandfather uses his 

connections to the police to arrange a policeman to drive them out to the national park 

where the students were meant to have camped- while the other search parties begin 

searching closer to town. He enlists Deklan to help. Deklan is very torn- on one hand he 

must get out there to help Brooklyn and Jenny, but on the other hand this football 

opportunity will likely never happen again.  

On the way out towards the national park they pass an accident on the side of the road- 

with police already in attendance. It turns out it was a drunk driver who has run another car 

off the road.  

When they come across a recent fire that has crossed the highway, grandfather makes the 

police driver take them in the old national park access route- much to the police officer’s 

disagreement. The UHF radio is damaged on the trip and the police officer tries to fix it at 

the old ranger station. They are joined by an old Aboriginal ranger who watches on with 

interest.  

Deklan and grandfather don’t want to waste time waiting for the repair and borrow the 

police troopy to go to the tourist campsite to see if they can find the missing students. The 

campsite looks unoccupied. Deklan is attacked by stinging ants. Grandfather leads the pair 

into the bush to find the missing students. 

As they trek through the outback bush Deklan learns more about the Country, the 

landscape, songlines and the Creation beings of his culture.  

As night falls the pair set up camp in a canyon. Woken in the middle of the night by 

scavenging dingos who steal food from their packs, Deklan saves grandfather from being 

attacked.  

The next morning Deklan and his grandfather find some ancient rock art. Before finally 

finding the crashed bus. Deklan realises that his scrap metal in a tyre has likely caused the 
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accident after a prank a week or two ago. They light a signal fire and being tracking the 

students. 

Deklan and his grandfather finally find the students by a creek. Dixon is injured quite badly. 

The rest of the students are relatively well. Hannah is missing. Deklan and Jenny find bush 

medicine to begin to treat Dixon while they wait to be rescued.  

Deklan and his grandfather head away from camp in search of Hannah.  

They are found by the Lightfoot. And find Hannah dead at the bottom of the hill.  

Deklan is recruited by the Lightfoot to learn about Law and the role of the Lawman. This 

takes many weeks/months.  

Deklan learns more about the role of the Lawman- and experiences some sacred learnings. 

Deklan visits the drunk driver in the hospital. After being let off many months previously, 

the drunk driver has caused another accident. This time it was the bus load of recruited 

football players-  that Deklan would have potentially been part of had he not gone with the 

state football team. The drunk driver flatlines while Deklan is there.  

 

Below is a Story Mountain/Plot Mountain. These stages could be subjective and you might 

have different ideas with which events should be allocated to each stage- this is one 

interpretation. 
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Chapter Summaries 
Chapter 1 Alarm- Page 1  
Deklan arrives at school and notices that things don’t feel normal. He meets up with his 

friends who fill him in on the gossip. Mr Henry, a station owner from just out of town, has 

died in suspicious circumstances. Deklan is called into the principal’s office and is asked 

questions by a police officer. He finds out that the Year 12s have not arrived back at school 

as planned- they are missing. The group of students include: Brooklyn, his cousin, and Jenny. 

Chapter 2 Not a usual day- Page 18  
Deklan finishes his interrogation with the principal and officer. He speaks with his aunty who 

instructs him to go back to class and wait for updates. After some time in class, Deklan 

sneaks out and meets his friends in the library to make a plan.  

Chapter 3 Tech detectives- Page 29  
Deklan’s friends try to find information about the missing Year 12s online and on social 

media. Deklan and Willum think this is a waste of time. Deklan is conflicted about going out 

to help- he wants to but has the big game coming up tonight.  

Chapter 4 Dilemma- Page 42  
Deklan and his other friends meet out the front at recess time. They debate what they 

should do and how they should help the Year 12s.  

Chapter 5 The crash- Page 49  
Deklan’s grandfather comes to school to collect him. Deklan feels guilt that he will miss the 

football finals. They travel out of town along the long highway towards the national park in a 

police troopy. On the way they see a crash already attended by police. A car has been run 

off the road by a drunk driver.  

Chapter 6 Ranger- Page 66 
Deklan’s grandfather insists on a different route into the national park and comes into 

conflict with the driving officer. They arrive at the old ranger hut on a backtrack into the 

national park. The officer tries to fix the UHF radio. Deklan and his grandfather use the 

police troopy to continue on their search.  

Chapter 7 Bush- Page 87  
After investigating the national park camp site, grandfather leads them into the bush to 

track the missing students.  

Chapter 8 Murderers, monsters and mania- Page 94  
Grandfather mentions the ‘monsters’ of the bush setting Deklan on edge. Deklan tries to 

radio for help but can’t get a signal.  

Chapter 9 Connection- Page 99 
Deklan recounts details of the missing Year 12s he knows. They find rock art in a cave. They 

set up camp.  
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Chapter 10 The pack- Page 121  
A wild pack of dingoes destroys some of their supplies in the middle of the night. Deklan has 

to save his grandfather from the pack. 

Chapter 11 Guilt- Page 132  
They find the tracks of the missing bus including a bust tyre with metal in it. Deklan feels 

responsible for the crash. They find the bus.  

Chapter 12 Ground zero- Page 136  
Deklan and his grandfather look through the crashed bus and set a signal fire.  

Chapter 13 Accidents- Page 142  
We learn about Hannah and the accident.  

Chapter 14 Blood- Page 147  
They start another signal fire higher up on a hill. Deklan learns of a Lightfoot.  

Chapter 15 Found- Page 150  
Deklan and his grandfather find the missing Year 12s. They are filled in on the events that 

led them here. Deklan makes bush medicine for Dixon who is injured. He gets to speak with 

Jenny.  

Chapter 16 Payback- Page 164  
Deklan and grandfather track the missing girl, Hannah. They Lightfoot finds them at the top 

of a hill. Deklan sees Hannah dead at the bottom of the hill. Deklan admits to his role in the 

bus crash.  

Chapter 17 The exchange- Page 170  
The Lightfoot asks for Deklan to go with him to be his assistant.  

Chapter 18 Distance- Page 173  
Deklan and the Lightfoot travel through the outback national park.  

Chapter 19 Shock- Page 176  
Deklan begins to learn about life out bush with the Lightfoot.  

Chapter 20 Watch and learn- Page 182 
Time passes and Deklan learns more. They travel to a meeting place.  

Chapter 21 Law- Page 185  
Deklan learns about what it takes to be a Lightfoot.  

Chapter 22 Lightfoot- Page 188 
Deklan travels to the hospital. He goes to the room of the drunk driver who has had another 

accident this time hurting the bus load of selected state football players. Deklan is in the 

room as the drunk driver flatlines.  
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Characters  
Main Characters 

Deklan ‘Dek’ Archer 

Deklan Archer is 15 year old First Nations teenager from a small remote 

outback community. Deklan might come across as just a juvenile 

delinquent but through the book we learn that he is strong character and a 

deep thinker. He has well considered opinions about his life outback, 

Australian history and ethical issues that he explores throughout the text. 

Deklan has a history of petty crime and getting into a bit of trouble but he 

has big dreams and hopes to use football as a way to better himself and make 

his family proud. “Although if we believed all the small town rumours then 

there’d be twenty bad things true about me. Not all of them would be 

wrong” (page 108). Deklan has “that special sense passed down” 

(page 53) that his grandfather hopes will help in tracking down the 

missing students. 

Grandfather 

Grandfather talks traditional language and Kriole- not Standard Australian English as written 

in the book for ease of readers. This is explained in a single sentence in chapter 5: “He is 

talking in a mix of traditional language and Kriole that my brain quickly translates with ease” 

(page 49). Grandfather is an Elder with deep knowledge of the Country. “Grandfather had 

the ‘sense’ too. Our people say its black magic. We both get feelings about things. Know 

things other people don’t.” (page 53).  

Grandfather had lived through Government policies and institutional racism throughout his 

life. “My grandfather is accustomed to covering up his true feelings with white officials 

though. Grandfather grew up when Aboriginal people weren’t even classified as ‘people’ 

according to the Constitution” (page 63).  

Grandfather is described as “brave and strong” (page 94) and “a strong role model” (page 

147) but Deklan notices as the book goes on that his is now “frail”(page 147). Deklan 

realises he needs to step up to help him.  

Deklan’s Town Friends 

Willum 

Willum is the quick tempered and passionate cousin of Deklan. Willum lives in the larger 

outback town where the book is originally set. He is eager and ready to go out looking for 

their missing family member, Brooklyn, despite the cost it will have on his potential football 

career. For Willum, family always comes first. Willum is mates with Aaron, one of the Year 

12s.  

Michael 

Deklan’s cousin through their “great-grandparents” (page 33). Michael’s immediate family 

moved into the bigger town before Michael was born. Michael is also related to Brooklyn. 
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Michael recently lost his big brother to a drug overdose. Michael loves football too but “isn’t 

as good a player as Willum and I” (page 46).  

Brad 

Brad is one of Deklan’s close group of school mates when Deklan is schooling in the town. 

Brad appears in the first few chapters of the book when set at the school.   

Spencer 

Spencer is one of Deklan’s close group of school mates when Deklan is schooling in the 

town- he is a distant relative to Deklan. Spencer’s father is a truckie who gave them the first 

hints of the drama unfolding out at the station with Mr Henry.  

James 

James is one of Deklan’s close group of school mates when Deklan is schooling in the town. 

James is not of First Nations descent. “We have all been mates since James’ family moved 

up here when we were in junior primary. Him and his family have even come camping out 

my community and my family has taken them out bush.” (page 36). James is good at 

computer stuff (page 37). “If anyone was going to find some missing digital footprint or 

track them online it was him.” (page 44). James comes from structured home with rules and 

expectations. “James’ mum banned him from going to the town pool for a month last 

summer when he didn’t get back in time for dinner.” (page 47). 

 

Year 12s 

Jenny  

Jenny is a year 12 student at the town school who is on the Geography excursion. Her family 

is from the same remote outback community that Deklan is from but her immediate family 

moved into the larger town. Deklan describes Jenny as “my forbidden secret” (page 31) 

because she is “the wrong skin for me” (page 33). Jenny is ‘promised’ like an arranged 

marriage or engagement to someone else. Jenny is described as “smart and a deadly sports 

player” (page 33) and “Kind, funny, deadly at sport and smart. Great dancer, even better 

kisser …” (page 103). The reader is never fully told of the exact nature of Deklan and Jenny’s 

relationship or how close they actually got beyond kissing.  

Brooklyn 

Brooklyn is Deklan’s cousin (related by their “great-grandparents” page 33) who lives in the 

outback town. Deklan stays with her family when they come into town from his smaller 

remote community. They grew up together- “we used to run around out in the bush 

together when we were little” (page 34). Brooklyn is described as “beautiful dark skin and 

long curly hair which she hates.” (page 33). Deklan thinks “she looks like our great-

grandmother in the old black-and-white photographs: beautiful and powerful.” (page 34) 

Hannah 

Hannah is portrayed as a negative character by the other characters in the book. The reader 

never gets to hear directly from her, nor have any scene with her actually alive to perhaps 

have redeeming features. This one-sided view may leave the reader questioning if someone 
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can only be ‘bad’ or if Hannah had her own reasons for her actions and attitude- or if her 

side of the story had been shown more if we would have had more sympathy for her as a 

character.   

She is portrayed as self-centred, stubborn (page 34) and “thinking she was untouchable” 

(page 32), “Spoilt and self-absorbed” (page 161). 

“There were rumours when she was born that her mum had an affair with a blakfella from 

community.” (page 109). This may be what drew the Lightfoot to her later in the text.  

Hannah was involved in a car accident that killed a 4 year old girl-“Rumour was she was off 

her face on drugs or alcohol” (page 110). For the accident she received “a suspended 

sentence and community work” (page 144). 

Aaron 

“Aaron and Willum hang out sometimes when Aaron isn’t with his older mates” (page 34). 

Aaron was one of the year 12s lost out bush. He had a mobile phone with him on camp- 

unfortunately they were unable to call for help after the crash.  

Ailee 

A year 12 lost on the bus. Brooklyn’s friend. Helps recall some of the crash story to Deklan in 

Chapter 15. 

Miranda 

Miranda is a year 12 that can usually be found on the “netball courts with her friends” (page 

32). “Miranda is one of the most popular girls in this school, deadly at basketball, quick 

sense of humour and wicked fashion sense.” (page 34). Miranda may be in a relationship 

with Dixon or may have just taken on his care when they are stranded out bush.  

Clayton 

Clayton is one of the year 12s that are on the Geography excursion. When at school he is 

usually with his “group been smoking behind the sports shed” (page 32). “Clayton’s dad is a 

truckie, I think that’s where he picked up his foul mouth. He’s the one that supplied Dean 

and Michael’s brother that night.” (page 34). 

Dixon  

Dixon is a year 12 student who is “a deadly rugby player; he might even make the state 

team if he decides to school away at boarding school in the city.” (page 34). Dixon is injured 

in the bus crash and is very sick when Deklan and his grandfather find them lost in the bush. 

“His eyes are closed, breathing rapid and uneven, blood seeping through a cloth wrapped 

around his thigh.” (page 152). Miranda is caring for him and very distressed about his state- 

they may or may not be in a relationship.  

Jefferey  

Jefferey is a Year 12 student who is known as a bit of a prankster and bully (page 108). 

“Jefferey is short and stocky and he already helps his dad at the local mechanics shop. As 

well as fixing local vehicles, busted up tourist cars, his dad gets the big mechanic parts for 

the stations and mines. He is a bit of a bully, not afraid to throw his weight around on the 
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footy field either. There was a rumour a while back that Jefferey’s dad might be working 

with someone on the stations getting hard drugs up to sell around town.” (page 108) 

Rocky 

Rocky is a Year 12 student who is a bit of a prankster. “Rocky is another townie from my 

family’s end of town. His father works early morning shifts at the bakery.” (page 108). Rocky 

is there to support Jenny while they are lost out bush. Deklan feels a bit jealous of the 

interactions. 

 

School Staff 

Ms Wilson 

Principal of the outback town school. She is portrayed as out of her depth with the 

investigations going on and nervous. She “prattles” (page 6), overshares and blabs (page 14) 

throughout the interview. This gives Deklan a head start in figuring out events early in the 

book. “Ms Wilson is an outback rookie recruited up here from the city to run the school this 

year. My mates reckon she hasn’t really figured it all out about how things work out here.” 

(page 13) 

Ms Pritchard 

Ms Pritchard is a new teacher from down in the city. She has organised a Geography camp 

with the Year 12 students. She poorly planned the school camp (page 70). She acknowledges 

her faults and the mistakes she made when they are found out bush by Deklan and his 

grandfather.  

 

Police 

Officer Thomas 

Officer Thomas is portrayed as strict and with racist views. He is the police officer that 

interrogates Deklan and other students at the school.  

He is a “new city cop” (page 6) and unhappy to be pulled from the action to escort Deklan 

and his grandfather out to the national park.  

Officer Thomas is the police officer that readers get to know most- Officer Sweeney and 

Sergeant O’Neil are only referenced in the book.  

Officer Sweeney 

Officer Sweeney is portrayed as a competent and respectful police officer who has “been in 

town for a few years and has a good relationship with Elders and locals” (page 61). “Her 

experience attending these scenes like this must have played a part in her sharp eye.” (page 

62). 

Sergeant O’Neil 

“Sergeant O’Neil has been in town for a few years now running the police station. He 

respected our Elders as guides and trackers in the lost tourist incident last year which had 
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consolidated his respect for their opinions. I knew him from the times he had driven out our 

way to support incidents out in the communities. While he was rigid to the word of the law 

even when it didn’t quite fit our remote context or clashed with Aboriginal Law, I’m pretty 

sure he was well respected by my grandfather also. Fair and consistent if nothing else.” 

(page 64) 

 

Other Family 

Aunty June 

Brooklyn’s mum. Appears directly in the book for a short time in Chapter 2. She describes 

how she watched Brooklyn and Deklan growing up “running around barefoot and 

snottynose in the red dirt” (page 22).  

Aunty Shellene 

Only mentioned early in the book when she ”saw [Mr Henry] in town the other day stocking 

up on grog again” (page 3). Took Willum and Deklan out bush when they were younger- as 

briefly mentioned on page 40.  

Michael’s Mum 

“His mother had been really protective of Michael since that day. He wasn’t allowed out 

with us past seven at night and she had restricted what us fellas could do when we came 

around. She’d given up grog and turned to the church.” (page 51). “She was stolen and only 

found her way back to Country a few years before Michael was born. She’d lived through a 

lot. We all knew better than to cross her.” (page 52). 

 

Plot Driving Roles 

Lightfoot 

The Lightfoot is a purely fiction character that appears in Chapter 6 as the ranger. He is 

described with grey eyebrows “bove his dark brown eyes, his leathery skin is old and 

wrinkled.” (page 76). He is thought to be much older than Deklan’s grandfather ““from the 

deep lines on his dark brown forehead” (page 76). It is discovered later that he was never a 

ranger- the original ranger died after an accident.  

It is the Lightfoot’s role to ensure that First Nations people follow the Law and “rebalance 

our Law” (page 145). They are described as “…fast. Quiet. Stealth is their biggest strength.” 

(page 145). Able to “blend in with the bush” (page 149) they are “‘Bushmen. Powerful Law 

men” (page 149). 

Lightfoot may or may not have any connection to any of the deaths- they may all have been 

accidents. A connection is implied. He may have only been there to witness natural 

justice/karma taking place. Or he may have had a hand in each of the deaths. 

Mr Henry 

Mr Henry never gets a role in the book alive. His character is recounted through Deklan’s 

memories of him. He is a station owner who had lived out of town for a really long time and 
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employed local people. He is described as “sleazy” with a “bad sense of humour” (page 26). 

He was racist, describing Deklan and his friends as “bloody thieving blakfellas” when he 

“chased Deklan off his property with his shotgun.” (page 15). Mr Henry dealt black market 

grog and drugs. It was those drugs that had led to Michael’s brother’s death.  

Drunk Driver 

The drunk driver plays a small but pivotal role in the book. They have run a car off the road 

during a drunken drive home early in the book. He has crashed into a busload of football 

players off on their football trip and now lay in a coma in the final chapter.   

Through this character we see some kind of ‘fate’ or ‘serendipity’ or ‘sliding door’ moment 

because if Deklan hadn’t have been selected by the Lightfoot to learn his Law, Deklan would 

likely have been on the football trip with the young people who were injured in the drunk 

driver’s second crash. It seems fateful that this is the person Deklan watches die in his new 

role as Lightfoot.  

While it may appear as an unlikely plot twist- there are many current media articles about 

drink driving offences, penalties and people questioning legal outcomes of such cases.  

Small role characters 
Deklan’s classmates from early chapters: Marcus, Sandy 

Michael’s brother’s mates: Dean, Aaron 

Michael’s brother 

Spencer’s parents: Dad is a truck driver, mum broke the gossip to them that morning 

Drug courier: Clayton’s dad 

Teachers: Mr Rubens, Ms Matthews 

Uncles out looking: Uncle Daniel, Uncle Mark, Uncle Jeff 

Emergency Service response: SES firefighters here, and the emergency helicopter is on its 

way 

Wife of drunk driver: Followed GPS to the crash site (page 67) 

Year 12 Pranksters: Jefferey, Scotty, Rocky and Caleb (page 107) 
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Themes  
First Nations Experience 

Racism 

Both historical and current racism is raised in the text. At times the authors directly 

challenge racism. Deklan is a First Nations teenager from a remote outback community- 

while his specific cultural connections or language group are not identified in the text to 

allow a broader audience to connect with his story- his experiences of racism could be 

considered in a wider context of racism as well.  

Subtle racism is demonstrated through parts of the text such as:  

- “‘He’s one of those out-of-town community boys,’ added her friend from behind her 

hand. ‘Who knows what they are capable of?’” (page5). 

- “I don’t think it’s funny. It’s a racist assumption to think that if a blakfella is near a 

crime, they must be involved. Clearly the policeman has no issue with this 

perception.” (page 68) 

- “the policeman’s rudeness of calling him a ‘native’ and not addressing him with the 

respect worthy of an Elder.” (page 77) 

Deklan and his friends aren’t divided by culture: “This isn’t about white and black! When did 

we ever talk rubbish like that? We are all on the same side. We all want them back” (page 

35) 

They demonstrate historical racism through parts of the text such as:  

- “My grandfather is accustomed to covering up his true feelings with white officials 

though. Grandfather grew up when Aboriginal people weren’t even classified as 

‘people’ according to the Constitution” (page 63) 

- “Some groups in town just didn’t mix. Grandad knew as well as anyone about the 

divide in the town. He grew up when blakfellas weren’t even allowed in the pub 

without a white person accompanying them. He told us stories of when they used to 

have to hide his light-skinned sister in shallow holes under the spinifex to keep her 

from being taken away by the police. Over time he’d even shared some of the ways 

the police used to target blakfellas for any crime in town and even beat a few real 

bad when they didn’t admit to something they’d been pinned for. For us now, we 

just dealt with the leftover feeling passed down from grandparents on both sides of 

town. Nobody really liked to call each other racist or prejudiced, but there was 

definitely a divide between the farming families and the Aboriginal mob, the rich kids 

and the farming kids, the immigrants and the rest of town.” (Page 104) 

- “It made me have hope the day Kevin Rudd said sorry. Like a weight lifted off my 

shoulders to watch my granny cry and let go of some of that pain. Then the racist 

stuff started on social media and I knew that sorry was only the start of the journey. 

I’d stolen a car that night. I needed to be away from the world that could say such 

yucky things. I’d returned it later, after the bitter taste of racism had been blown out 

the window at one-twenty down the highway.” (page 105) 
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Family 

Family is a core aspect of First Nations culture. We see references to this deep connection 

throughout the text.  

“That’s our family out there. Us mob don’t give up on each other like you lot do” (page 35) 

“Family came first with us. In a deeper way maybe than in James’ culture. We had complex, 

deep ties and cultural responsibilities he still didn’t understand.” (page 35) 

“We all still owe our mothers respect. They grew us up” (page 47) 

“And with us mob, we’ve been raised in a culture where family comes first.” (page 48) 

“. We are all related some way or another out here.” (page 51) 

“I was always taught don’t choose anything over family.” (page 54) 

“Our family is related to most of the blakfellas in town, one way or another, so that was an 

easy place to start” (page 103) 

“it’s Aboriginal way to share a catch with your family so we always have fresh barra or beef 

or turkey or goanna or something coming in” (page 124) 

Black Deaths in Custody 

In 1991, the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody- many First Nations people 

would argue that little has been done to change and improve Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 

since that time. Deklan reflects on his lived experience as a First Nations teen in an outback 

community and the interactions he has had with police.  

“Is this an interrogation? Aren’t I meant to have an adult here or something?’ Suddenly 

defensive. I know too well what can happen in situations like this. Too many things have 

been pinned on us mob in the past for no good reason. My grandfather always has 

something to say when the TV flashes with the latest death in custody or racial profiling 

issue. For a bushman he is smart about politics and city life.” (page 10) 

“The police have been known to put kids in the cells – like when Dillon mob were caught 

doing graffiti late one night and the police couldn’t find someone to pass them over to, or 

when Caleb and I got put in the cell to let us sweat it out a bit after being caught out late 

one night before the cops gave us the hard word.” (page 18) 

“I remember travelling in the back of that tiny, stifling police van wondering if this is where 

any blakfellas had died in custody, was I sitting where someone had died?” (page 19) 

Depression and Suicide 

This book gently touches on the issue of depression and suicide. The Kimberley in Western 

Australia has the highest rate of youth suicide in the world. 

“After Michael’s brother’s death I had been really low. I couldn’t see any way out. I had a 

plan how to end it. It was lucky I suppose that Grandfather had noticed and dragged me 

down to the clinic for a yarn with the psych there.” (page 16) 
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Transiency  

Deklan Archer lives in a small remote outback community although comes into the bigger 

outback town for family obligations, health appointments- and in the book a football 

carnival. This is common for remote outback First Nations people- travelling for Sorry 

Business, funerals, family commitments in other communities, cultural obligations such as 

Law time or celebrations, sports carnivals, health appointments, essential services and 

more.  

This may cause young students to miss significant parts of school. In addition, young people 

have more autonomy in outback communities- meaning they have more responsibilities and 

choice. This can impact on where and when students go to school.  

“‘I only got in maybe two weeks ago I’m usually from out community but come schooling 

here with my family sometimes.’” (page 19) 

Culture 

Culture is often an integral part of First Nations identity. It is referred to consistently 

throughout the book. Although Deklan’s specific cultural identity and language group are 

not mentioned- to keep the text accessible to a wider range of audiences- it is clear that his 

culture influences many aspects of his life.  

“Jenny is the wrong skin for me” (page 33) 

“He is talking in a mix of traditional language and Kriole that my brain quickly translates with 

ease” (page 49) 

“Our way we can’t even say Michael’s brother’s name out of respect.” (page 51) 

“Willum appealed to Grandfather’s authority as an Elder and the fact that Michael will be 

doing Law this summer.” (page 52) 

“Grandfather had the ‘sense’ too. Our people say its black magic. We both get feelings 

about things. Know things other people don’t.” (page 53) 

“I can tell he is thinking deeply about our ancestors, our culture, our history. He has long 

told me about the connection our people have with this land.” (page 54) 

“She is promised to someone of the right skin, our cultural way. Not that many people still 

stick to that these days. We aren’t the right skin so I wasn’t supposed to have any feelings 

for her.” (page 59) 

“In our culture, you don’t really talk looking each other in the eye. When yarning with any of 

us mob it’s the polite thing to talk looking at something else, or standing side by side not 

front on. Looking into each other’s eyes when you are talking is a sign of disrespect or 

challenge.” (page 70) 

“The way you treat people is everything in our culture” (page 74) 

“inwardly listening to his intuition, his cultural experience.” (page 85) 
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“Grandfather used to tell us but us mob out bush grow up knowing about black magic and 

spiritual stuff all around us.” (page 87) 

“Growing up Aboriginal in the bush though, someone in everyone’s family has seen one or 

been affected by black magic or knows the magic men.” (page 88) 

“This is our Country. I trust our ancestors will guide us to find our lost blood” (page 90) 

“I wish I knew the songlines like Grandfather to lead us to that mob.” (page 91) 

“He is gently singing one of the songlines in language. It feels familiar, connecting me to the 

Country, to Creation.” (page 93) 

“He is too proud to talk about his failing sight and slower body, let alone the disrespect my 

uncles would have shown if they did ignore him.” (page 102) 

“‘That’s connected to the Creation songlines … we can follow that ridge to a deep, cool 

waterhole that is safe for drinking all year round. We are not lost, my grandson.’” (page 111) 

“My grandfather had said that it is important to keep some places secret because when the 

white man came they would chip off rock art to send back as souvenirs or off to museums, 

then the land rights movement started so station workers would smash up rock to hide 

evidence of our history on the land. Sometimes in the early days, even our ancestors’ bones 

would be sent off to museums, sometimes without proper identification to be locked in 

random storerooms and lost.” (page 113) 

“When I used to go out camping with the family us kids would collect the wood for the fire 

and dig the soaks. Our old people would teach us how to find bush tucker plants and how to 

catch our food.” (page 122) 

“In the old days we would have lit the fire with flint, or carried embers in a round clay or 

carved coolamon. Today, I flick the lighter and gently blow. Before Europeans invaded, my 

mob used to use fire to manage the land, clear it and encourage fresh growth.” (page 123) 

“In school in year 6, they tried to teach us that Aboriginal tribes used to be nomadic and just 

live hunter-gatherer by chance, but my Elders told a different story. I’d been happy when I 

found a book called Dark Emu in the school library during the project that the teacher had 

set to prove her wrong.” (page 123) 

“It makes me proud that we can get a feed off Country any time. Our Country provides.” 

(page 123) 

“it’s Aboriginal way to share a catch with your family so we always have fresh barra or beef 

or turkey or goanna or something coming in” (page 124) 

“We can all code switch back and forth between English and Kriole and our language. 

Choosing the best words to get our idea across. Cause we live in community we don’t have 

to talk English lots though, just to teachers mostly.” (page 126) 

“I can spot the constellations my Elders have taught me.” (page 127) 
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“We can’t say his name any more out of respect Aboriginal way. The old people won’t even 

look at pictures of dead people either.” (page 144) 

Grief and Loss 

Grief and loss can feel like a constant state for some people in some remote outback 

communities. First Nations people often have large, extended family networks. Statistics 

show First Nations people have lower life expectancy than other Australians, high suicide 

rates and higher representation for some health issues. In addition, many remote outback 

communities have protocols and cultural commitments to morn and farewell their loved 

ones- this can include ‘Sorry Business’ or ‘Sorry time’ which may impact other school or 

work commitments.  

Deklan reflects only a few times in the book on death- particularly around the death of 

Michael’s brother- but his revelations reflect the significant weight that grief and loss has on 

him.  

“In our culture we can’t say his name and even people who share his name change it out of 

respect.” (page 16) 

“That psych knew strategies and stuff that kind of helped. But I don’t think he really knew 

what it was like for me. He hadn’t lost people like us community people had.” (page 16) 

“It’s hard to understand the death out here if you are just looking at the statistics of road 

accidents or suicide stats. Even yarning with us mob. That psych hadn’t literally dug the 

graves of loved ones like we have.” (page 17) 

Loss of Culture 

Due to many factors such as invasion, colonisation, dispossession, restrictions on speaking 

language and practising culture, subsequent Government polices, intergenerational trauma- 

some communities face the very real possibility that their Elders may be the last to fluently 

speak their language and practice culture. There are many grassroots, First Nations led 

initiatives to preserve, revive and boost language and culture knowledge. 

“I spend the trip remembering back to my time out bush with my Elders, trying to think of all 

the lessons they taught me. I remember swimming in cool waterholes so deep you couldn’t 

touch the bottom. I remember fishing with my cousins. I remember eating sweet sugarbag 

bush honey. I feel ashamed that I haven’t been out bush for a long time. Every time my old 

people went out since I’ve been in high school, I’ve had something else to do: a football 

match, the pool with my mates, playing computer games or a party with the boys.” (page 

59) 

“I feel shame admitting my lack of knowledge to him and I know that it’s my own fault that 

I’ve forgotten what he taught me out bush when I was younger. I’d chosen playing footy or 

hanging out with mates in town over trips out with the old man.” (page 91) 

“I hadn’t been interested in going out with any of the Elders really and when they were 

there I hadn’t wanted to sit and listening to them yarning about the old times or Creation. 

My aunties had pointed out how lucky we were to still even have that connection; they’d 
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said some groups had lost it through invasion, colonisation, Stolen Generation and all the 

policies that went with it. Those aunties said that some mob weren’t even allowed to talk 

language or share Creation stories, some had been taken far from their Country never to 

return.” (page 92) 

“But I can’t speak fluently in language either. Us kids understand a few different languages 

from the groups in our area but no one our age really just talks in their language all the time 

any more. Something maybe I should try to do more of maybe. Listening to Grandfather’s 

story reminds me that he won’t be around forever to tell it this way.” (page 126) 

“‘I don’t remember that stuff since I was a little one. Kind of feel shame about it now we 

need it though,’” (page 154) 

“So many following white man’s law, they have forgotten our Law” (page 171) 

Tracking and Bush Knowledge  

“Officer Thomas jumps out to let some air out of the tyres to avoid getting bogged in the 

ever changing dirt road.” (page 72) 

“Grandfather takes the small emergency pack from his hands and takes it to the table in the 

middle of the room to have a look through: radio, flares, first aid, water, an old park map 

and dried food” (page 78) 

“‘The sun, moss on trees and the stars show us direction. Our songlines guide us through 

our Country,’ Grandfather soothes, letting go of my shoulder and moving forward through 

the bush again humming. ‘I know the bush sounds: the sounds of the animals gathered 

around a waterhole, what the bush sounds like when it is alarmed, all the animal calls. I 

know the sight of hawks circling around a distant road looking for roadkill, which distant 

rainclouds will soon burst, the subtle changes in vegetation on Country.” (page 91) 

“‘I’ve been picking my landmarks as I walk,’ I say quietly. We always do it; it’s like second 

nature. You choose landmarks so that you always know where you are headed and where 

you have come from.” (page 92) 

“’ You know this Country, in your heart,’ Grandfather says, stopping by a large tree and 

carving an ‘X’ on it with a knife. ‘And we’ll do this whitefella way of making marks so that 

our mate Officer Thomas can find us,’ Grandfather laughs at me, ‘plus you’ve got that fancy 

old map.” (page 92) 

“When I used to go out camping with the family us kids would collect the wood for the fire 

and dig the soaks. Our old people would teach us how to find bush tucker plants and how to 

catch our food.” (page 122) 

“Ms Pritchard had Brook and Jenny with her who would know how to find bush tucker and 

dig a soak if they found a water source.” (page 125) 

“I can spot the constellations my Elders have taught me.” (page 127) 

“He stoops to fill up our water bottles with the fresh, clean water from a soak he has dug by 

the edge of the waterhole” (page 133) 
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“p. I take a deep breath and slowly pace around the bus searching for clues in the small 

details using my new knowledge from the past two days plus my years of tracking animals in 

the bush. I duck down to touch a puddle of blood on the dirt. I motion into the bush.” (page 

141) 

“The bush medicine I’d seen my grandmother use when she’d sliced her arm grabbing me 

from the jaws of a cheeky dog when I was younger. I’d come out of the ordeal almost 

scratch free. She’d made me search the bush along the road, describing the plant. She had 

told me how it was meant to stop infection” (page 156) 

 

Outback Life 

Recruitment of essential service workers 

Remote outback communities often rely on sourcing essential service workers from outside 

the community and sometimes region. There is a push to ensure adequate training, 

involvement and ownership of roles in remote communities by and for First Nations people. 

Self-determination and control.  

This book highlights some of the challenges with attracting, retaining and losing services 

providers, having outsider employees that are not aware of the culture of the area. 

“‘Those police come and go from town. Guess they wouldn’t suspect an old guy who they 

have beers with at the tav,’ Willum reflects shrugging his shoulders, ‘for that or anything 

else!’” (page 3) 

“In that moment I had felt bitterness at some of the outsider teachers that think they know 

it all but don’t even bother learning our culture, or the ones that think I’m too dumb to be 

anything, or the ones that I learn to trust and then they just up and leave.” (page 9) 

“Schools up here often get young staff or new principals. Sometimes I wonder if we are like 

a little experiment or test before they get their ‘real’ city jobs.” (page 13) 

“With some posh city teacher who would get lost on a straight highway.” (page 32) 

“The kids of teachers, doctors, social workers all come and go every year.” (page 32) 

“‘Yeah but those coppers are hopeless! They aren’t from here, they don’t know Country like 

us mob,’” (page 36) 

“I could probably even add a few things to this map that some out-of-town state planner 

wouldn’t even dream existed here” (page 38) 

“‘You actually trust those outta town coppers to find that bus? They couldn’t find the grey 

hairs coming out of their old man noses!’ Willum urged.” (page 43) 

“Police backup from the other towns won’t be here straight away” (page 54) 

“Most of the police mob out here are good, hardworking men” (page 110) 
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“Ms Pritchard is a newish teacher out here; this trip is probably her first time running a 

camp out bush. It’s just her talk of ‘duty of care’ was pretty rich given she’d just dumped 

them all in the middle of nowhere.” (page 157) 

Dangers of the Outback 

Australian outback is vast, often dry and unfamiliar to many visitors or workers. There are 

many dangers to travelling, living or working in remote outback locations. The book 

investigates many as listed below: 

“The missing tourists had taken a side track looking for gold or a waterhole or something 

and became stranded out bush. The handful of local coppers had recruited some station 

owners to use their mustering helicopters to do some aerial searches but they reckon it was 

a needle in a haystack when the outback is so large. The pilot said he could have almost 

been on top of them and still missed them if their car was covered in red dust or under 

some of the trees.” (page 11-12) 

“People hit roos or get lost out of town all the time.” (page 36) 

“Those year 12s will probably be found with a busted radiator or something” (page 36) 

“f there is a chance they are just bogged” (page 37) 

“just slipped and hit his head on a rock and drowned” (page 42) 

“wild dog warnings” (page 45) 

“And the land is unpredictable.” (page 55) 

“The officer laughed along with him but complained how the new system still had its limits 

out bush too in valleys or deep bush or storms or fires.” (page 58) 

“If her husband’s car had crashed much further out of town his wife would have had no way 

to track him down; reception drops out not long down the road” (page 67) 

“I do remember a while back, the ranger here had been embroiled in some scandal with 

animal trafficking or something, but they could never prove anything. We’ve got some 

unique animals that are apparently worth something to rich international people.” (page 75) 

“‘There are a million ways to get lost out here,’ I brush off Grandfather’s comment” (page 

87) 

“Even in the sparse scrub it’ll be tough to spot anything from above. If that bus has been 

covered in red dust or they parked under a tree to get shade, those spotters will have a hard 

time seeing anything. Not to mention, this national park is a big area to cover. And looking 

near the camp grounds won’t necessarily get them near here anytime soon” (page 111) 

“I know the risk of dehydration out here though and take another swig of my water bottle. 

There are stories of tourists being found dead out bush with water still in their bottle. You’re 

not meant to ration it; you’re meant to keep hydrated for as long as you can.” (page 112) 
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“These dogs haven’t learnt to fear man yet. One dog crouches forward on its limbs, a deep 

warning growl escaping through bared teeth.” (page 128) 

“The fire across the highway was evidence of the intensity with which the fires can burn. A 

few years back now some marathon runners were brutally burnt in a scrub fire that the 

organisers had underestimated. You can never be too careful with fire in the bush.” (page 

140) 

“You got to be careful in places like this for flash flooding.” (page 122) 

Boarding school 

Students in remote outback communities have limited education options. If there is a 

religious school in their community- they attend religious schools. If there is an independent 

school in their community- they attend independent school. If there is a state school in their 

community- they attend public school. If there is no school in their community- they might 

not attend school. If their school only goes up to Grade 6 or lower secondary- they might 

only attend until the end of their local school. Some students choose to do School of the Air 

or home-schooling if the local school doesn’t match their needs. Some students choose to 

go to boarding school.  

Boarding schools can be challenging to get into- often being private or religious schools they 

have the power to select the best applicants. Some First Nations students have not had 

appropriate induction and support, some schools are not culturally aware and inclusive- not 

every boarding school placement works for First Nations students.  

There is much debate about the quality of remote schools, staff and the role that boarding 

schools should or should not play in the remote education mix.  

Tracks of the Missing doesn’t delve deeply into the issues of boarding school other than to 

say: “…boys from up our way that travelled to school away at boarding school in Perth or 

Melbourne or Adelaide and got recruited in the drafts. I can’t imagine going to one of those 

fancy schools though. Putting up with pushy teachers and rich kids. They’d never pick me 

anyway. Bush kid, little juvie record, okay grades at school.” (page 117) and “My family 

don’t have money to send me down that way to try out for the development squads and I 

wouldn’t fit in at any of those fancy boarding schools.” (page 124). 

Sport 

Sport is a big thing in remote outback communities. In the past, First Nations people, were 

hunters, gatherers and farmers- settling as needed and moving across the land and 

returning with the seasons. Traditionally First Nations people had adapted to being 

physically fit and skilled at tracking, hunting and catching Australian native animals for 

foods. It is believed that our Australian Football League style of football was invented by 

First Nations people. Many First Nations people today retain these traditional skills- which 

transfer nicely onto sporting fields. Hand-eye coordination, speed, agility, endurance, 

teamwork are all skills used in traditional ways and in sporting ways.  

Sports are a big part of community life. Sports events and carnivals are an opportunity for 

local people to gather, work together and celebrate. Many young people look up to sports 
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stars as role models. Many young people see sports as career pathways. However, 

opportunities to train at elite levels, gain access to recruiting opportunities, culturally aware 

sports clubs and supportive programs to help transition to mainstream- are less clear for 

lots of First Nations people in remote communities.  

This book highlights some of these ideas and issues throughout the text.  

“My big chance to get out of here. To live a life outside the outback.” (page 41) 

“‘Mate, this footy thing could be my big break. The only way I’m gonna get out of this shitty 

town. I’m not brainy like you. I just can’t,’ Spencer says unable to face us as he does. I know 

what he means; this footy opportunity would be everything for us mob too. You can get 

picked to attend an academy at sixteen and drafted into a club at seventeen so every little 

thing we can do now counts. That’s big football contract money. A chance to set my family 

up. To travel the country. To break out of my life. Start afresh. You are only in your football 

prime for such a short time” (page 47) 

“Or that a little selfish part of me just really, really wants to make my family proud and make 

something out of football. These opportunities are so rare out here in the bush.” (page 54) 

“I can let all that go, you know, just focus on the moment. Out on the footy field though we 

were all just the same.” (page 106) 

 

Society Issues 

Corruption 

This theme is addressed briefly in discussions of the strings that Hannah’s family might have 

been able to pull to support their daughter to get out of a conviction. It also hints that big 

business owners have access to sway politicians or legal systems. There is mention of the 

ranger abusing his position and power to smuggle endangered animals.  

“I do remember a while back, the ranger here had been embroiled in some scandal with 

animal trafficking or something, but they could never prove anything. We’ve got some 

unique animals that are apparently worth something to rich international people. I was 

actually a little curious to meet the sneaky dude; he never really showed his face around 

town much since that drama” (page 75). 

“The young girl’s family called it corruption – everyone knew Hannah’s city mother had 

connections to the State Government. It would have helped that her father’s side of the 

family owned one of the largest cattle stations in our area.” (page 144) 

Policies 

Deklan weaves in stories of ways him and his family have been impacted by Government 

policies in the past and present.  

“Their families moved away from out community looking for work in the early days when 

equal pay came in and lots of station owners kicked us mob off their stations.” (page 33) 
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“She was stolen and only found her way back to Country a few years before Michael was 

born. She’d lived through a lot. We all knew better than to cross her.” (page 52) 

“My grandfather is accustomed to covering up his true feelings with white officials though. 

Grandfather grew up when Aboriginal people weren’t even classified as ‘people’ according 

to the Constitution” (page 63) 

“Good on ’em I reckon if that’s what they want to do. I’ve never seen a blakfella doing it that 

way though. My grandfather can’t afford to upgrade his shit-box car let alone buy a caravan 

even though he has been working hard all his life. Or most of his life at least. Grandfather 

had told me before how equal pay didn’t even come in till the late sixties or early seventies 

and that many station owners just kicked the blakfellas off their stations instead of pay 

them fairly. Grandfather had been involved in the land rights movements in the early 

seventies so that didn’t do him any favours getting work again at that time. Made a rage 

spread through my body every time I think about the way he’d been treated though. Think 

he deserves a bloody mansion for the amount of shit him and our mob had to put up with. 

Makes me mad when whitefellas just say it wasn’t them or not their fault. It wasn’t but my 

grandfather deserves the respect to be heard, listened too, believed … maybe even helped a 

little now he’s in his old age dealing with the scars of all that time.” (page 69) 

Class 

Socio-economic class issues are touched on in the text. In remote outback communities 

there are often class divides- such as the highly paid roles of essential service providers or 

station workers or miners, those on Centrelink in overcrowded social housing (some 4 

bedroom houses will have 2-3 families in each), and those locals who work in varying roles 

around town.   

“My Aunt June lives down the bottom end of town; those other kids live at ‘Top area’. We 

call them the ‘high-class’ kids. It’s kind of strange that the divide is still here from the old 

days when the blakfella lived in Missions on the outskirts of town. The rent down my Aunt’s 

end of town is cheaper and has workers’ accommodation, so when I was in town, I grew up 

hanging out with the poorer or middleclass white families too.” (page 25) 

“Sometimes I have a rage that grows inside me, like the time that a new teacher said us mob 

shouldn’t ‘get handouts’ and that she was going to teach us the ‘proper way’ to live.” (page 

40) 

“Good on ’em I reckon if that’s what they want to do. I’ve never seen a blakfella doing it that 

way though. My grandfather can’t afford to upgrade his shit-box car let alone buy a caravan 

even though he has been working hard all his life. Or most of his life at least. Grandfather 

had told me before how equal pay didn’t even come in till the late sixties or early seventies 

and that many station owners just kicked the blakfellas off their stations instead of pay 

them fairly. Grandfather had been involved in the land rights movements in the early 

seventies so that didn’t do him any favours getting work again at that time. Made a rage 

spread through my body every time I think about the way he’d been treated though. Think 

he deserves a bloody mansion for the amount of shit him and our mob had to put up with. 

Makes me mad when whitefellas just say it wasn’t them or not their fault. It wasn’t but my 
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grandfather deserves the respect to be heard, listened too, believed … maybe even helped a 

little now he’s in his old age dealing with the scars of all that time.” (page 69) 

“My family don’t have money to send me down that way to try out for the development 

squads and I wouldn’t fit in at any of those fancy boarding schools.” (page 124) 

Drug and alcohol abuse 

Readers from mainstream city life may have never even heard of black market alcohol trade. 

In some remote communities alcohol is restricted and therefore it has created a 

underground market where people by and trade alcohol often at extremely increased 

prices. Alcohol is often only sold in the larger outback towns, with a limited number of 

bottles available per person for purchase and in some states/territories there are ‘restricted 

drinker’ registers that bans some people from purchasing alcohol at all. The aims of these 

policies is to help reduce the amount of problem drinking, family domestic violence and 

alcohol related crime. However, there is still debate about whether this policy is fair, has the 

desired intent or whether simply having a policy without the support services and additional 

actions is fair at all. Some people say it just forces those with low incomes to spend more on 

the alcohol and less on their families. Other people say that it is a deterrent for problem 

drinkers. Some feel that it empowers communities to stop alcohol in their communities. 

Others feel it simply pushes the problem to the outskirts of society and ‘underground’.  

Deklan doesn’t reflect on the politics behind alcohol restrictions. He does however reflect 

on the assumptions and systemic racism in the way the policies are enforced: “’…Them 

bottleshop people never ask what one whitefella station worker been grabbing all that 

alcohol for. Guess they think he keeping it out there for his workers or something. They 

never make him stick to those grog rules,’ Michael drops his voice. ‘You’d think one of them 

cops would have guessed he was selling it on the black market since all us mob knew.’” 

(page 3). 

And while alcohol is a socially accepted substance somewhat and has been a part of 

Australian society since invasion, other drugs have not. Deklan reflects on this: “I’d felt sick 

when my mates came walking back with the white powder instead of the usual gunja. I’m no 

angel but that stuff ’s gross. One thing our mob getting drunk or stoned. I knew that that 

stuff gets you proper hooked.” (page 27). “How Henry had dealt in more than black market 

liquor. How his drugs had led to Michael’s brother’s death.” (page 107). “Sly grog has ruined 

enough lives and if the rumours of him bringing up harder drugs to town are true, then he 

might have been involved in Michael’s brother’s overdose.” (page 144) 

The book touches on the issue of youth alcohol consumption: 

- “To make up for not being there, the sober one, the night Michael’s brother died.” 

(page 55)  

- “I had been drinking and dancing the way we all do.” (page 60) 

- “Rocky and Jefferey’s gang sometimes get their alcohol that way. Their parents are 

too strict to let them drink and they can’t be seen getting anyone to buy it for them 

from the bottleos; their families would kill them.” (page 107) 
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“He isn’t a criminal but he sure liked getting a heads up about which cops were out doing 

random breath checks around town.” (page 57) 

Animal Rights 

Although Deklan has been characterised as a bit of a wild teenager he is also a deep thinker. 

As a remote outback First Nations teenager it is not surprising that he participates in 

hunting- but he is also deeply aware of some of the animal rights issues that impact the 

animals he interacts with. Rodeo, live cattle trade, wild horse culls, camel culls, donkey culls, 

horse racing and other animal uses and abuses exist in the outback, and in fact, form part of 

the identity for many outback people including farmers, station owners, miners, 

‘cowboys’/’cowgirls’/jackaroos/jillaroos, First Nations people, tourist operators and others.  

While Deklan doesn’t spend long reflecting on animal rights he does ‘think outside the box’ 

perhaps for someone who grew up with this treatment of animals.  

“I’ve always loved waiting for dusk to go hunting for kangaroo with my family. Some of the 

station owners use them for target practice. One thing my mother made sure I learnt: we 

only kill to eat. It kind of disgusted me watching my uncle’s station worker mates take aim 

on kangaroos, not that I could say anything without them taking the piss or laying in to me, 

the young fella tagging along. It kind of seems a bit rough to me that the roos were there 

first, you know, minding their own business. Just because station owners claimed the land 

to run cattle and grow a few crops that the roos have to get off the Country too or be used 

like that.” (page 119) 

“Watching the news one time I saw what happens to some of our cattle in the other 

countries that they get shipped to. It kind of made me ashamed.” (page 120) 

“Mum used to be good like that though. She never teased me for thinking outside the box, 

questioning things, seeing things from a different perspective. She reminded me how we are 

connected to the land and all the animals on it through our Creation. I was reminded that 

we must show respect to our animal brothers” (page 120) 

“It makes more sense to me to get fresh bush tucker anytime than to eat that plastic-

wrapped meat. You don’t know how long it’s been sitting there or how it was slaughtered or 

even where it was from. A teacher showed us something about animal rights in English one 

year and it kind of made sense to me. It doesn’t really seem right to breed up animals in 

small cages and then drag them kicking and crying out to get their throats slit in in front of 

the rest of them.” (page 124) 

Youth Crime 

First Nations young people are over-represented in juvenile justice systems. First Nations 

adults are over-represented in our justice systems. Crime can be linked to intergenerational 

trauma- as discussed below.  

Deklan Archer was raised in tiny outback community with limited formal infrastructure, 

services and recreation facilities. Even the town where the book is set, although larger, has a 

lot less things that we might take for granted in the city. Some communities don’t have 

playgrounds, a pool or even basketball courts- so children grow up playing in the bush, with 
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their families or at waterholes. Some communities don’t have access to youth workers, 

recreation workers, social workers or the like to create engaging activities for youth.  

Trauma can impact the brain. Deklan describes some events in the book that could be 

considered trauma and it can be assumed that Deklan had experienced varying forms of 

trauma which may have impacted the way he thought, his brain chemicals and his reactions 

to events.  

Research has shown that the human brain does not fully develop until well into our 20s. 

Behaviour characteristic of teenagers generally includes being more impulsive, risk taking, 

escalated emotions, and lack of thought about consequences. This is the same across all 

cultures.  

And while the above information does not excuse the youth crime described in the book it 

does go some way to understanding it. And allows us to reflect on life for young people in 

remote communities, the support that young people might need and the way in which we 

view youth crime. 

“We weren’t looking for trouble; we were just wandering kind of aimlessly and saw the 

tantalising option of a place we weren’t meant to go.” (page 8) 

“It wasn’t the first time we’d hooned around school on the gardener’s wheelbarrow, kicked 

the footy into the basketball hoops, or wrote our names on the school shed.” (page 8) 

“It had felt good to be in control of the school for brief moments; no one telling us what to 

do, or how to behave, or who to be or what to become. In those times, we owned the 

school and pretended that we owned our destinies. No stereotypes, no predetermined roles 

for us to fill just as society had decided.” (page 8) 

“I mean the boys and I had done some graffiti on some signs on our way home a week or 

two ago. Low level, incidental mischief in between hardcore training.” (page 9) 

“And we know you and your mates are known to cause a bit of trouble around town … and 

out on the stations,’ the policeman snarls, reminding me of a dingo waiting to pounce.” 

(page 14) 

“Nothing too dramatic ever happens in this town: the occasional stolen vehicle, a car 

rollover, street fight or family feud.” (page 16) 

“My mates and I had just been having fun, killing time when we broke into a few of the 

teachers’ houses over the holidays. None of us are bad fellas though. Sometimes I just need 

action. If I am too still sometimes a darkness creeps over me trying to drag me down. Other 

times, we are just bored, looking for something to do to get some excitement in our small 

community. Mostly we muck around but not always. Sometimes I have a rage that grows 

inside me, like the time that a new teacher said us mob shouldn’t ‘get handouts’ and that 

she was going to teach us the ‘proper way’ to live. It had felt good throwing rocks on her 

roof and teasing her dog. Sometimes it’s to just feel seen and heard like after the 

Government said they wanted to close our communities and angry at the world I had 
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graffitied the shop walls and smashed some of the police station windows. Hear me, see me, 

I matter.” (page 40-41) 

“I’d ‘borrowed’ a car before, not that I’d tell Grandfather that” (page 79) 

 

Historical Themes 

Intergenerational Trauma 

Intergenerational trauma is trauma that is passed down from generation to generation- 

from adults to their children. First Nations people in Australia have been impacted by the 

opinions and bias of the wider Australian population through policies and systemic racism. 

This includes invasion, resistance wars, massacres, dispossession, restrictions on language 

use, restrictions on ability to practice culture and use of Country, unfair and prohibitive 

policies around employment and access to services, Stolen Generation and many other 

elements. These have a cumulative effect. The impact of each event being passed down 

through generation to generation- loss of language, loss of culture, loss of connection to 

Country, loss of traditional parenting skills and knowledge, passing down of negative coping 

strategies and more.  

It is very important when addressing the issue of intergenerational trauma to discuss 

intergenerational strength. First Nations cultures in Australia are the longest, continuous 

culture in the world. First Nations people survived invasion and policies designed to 

effectively ‘breed them out’. First Nations people are responsible for some of the great 

inventions we use today. First Nations people are building on strengths as activists, 

politicians, sports people, lawyers, doctors, teachers, inventors, change makers and more. 

There are First Nations people leading change at the grass roots level for their family, 

community and language groups.   

It is also important to recognise that First Nations experiences are varied, diverse and 

evolving. The impact of events and how an individual, family, group of people deal with the 

events is very different and subjective. We must be very aware not to generalise or 

stereotype First Nations people and their experiences.  

Deklan Archer was born and raised in a small outback community. The story, however, starts 

in the larger remote outback town. Both locations are touched by the impact of 

intergenerational trauma as Deklan reflects on when he thinks: “People who move up here 

to work seem to think even that is hectic enough but it’s kind of like background noise to us 

mob here.” (page 16). 

“He’d said us mob deal with trauma all the time without even realising that’s not what life is 

like in other places. That stuff isn’t just normal background noise to other people. All that 

and Michael’s brother’s death, he said it was okay for it to hurt.” (page 16) 

“We all know the hurt of losing someone. The Government crunched some numbers and 

reckon us mob have lower life expectancy than other Australians and highest suicide rates in 

the world. That happens when you invade someone’s Country, have brutal conflicts with 
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resistance fighters and have consequent policies that crush their spirits over 200 years I 

guess.” (page 51) 

“I hadn’t been interested in going out with any of the Elders really and when they were 

there I hadn’t wanted to sit and listening to them yarning about the old times or Creation. 

My aunties had pointed out how lucky we were to still even have that connection; they’d 

said some groups had lost it through invasion, colonisation, Stolen Generation and all the 

policies that went with it. Those aunties said that some mob weren’t even allowed to talk 

language or share Creation stories, some had been taken far from their Country never to 

return.” (page 92) 

“Our History teacher one year had tried to teach us about intergenerational trauma – 

something about the pain of your Elders getting passed down to you. I kind of saw what she 

meant, families who were broken apart and torn from land back in the day, didn’t know 

how to deal with life in the new world. They’d seen their Country trampled by cattle, their 

family raped or massacred, their children stolen. They’d lived as second-class citizens 

without rights, their work unvalued or unpaid. That kind of stuff beats a person down. Some 

adults never grew up with their families but only in institutions so they didn’t know how to 

bring up their kids. Some people had so much anger that they turned to drink to dull the 

pain. All that stuff is witnessed by kids younger than me and they feel the trauma as raw as 

if it happened to them too” (page 105) 

Invasion 

Tracks of the Missing touches on the topic of the invasion of Australia by the English (also 

known as the ‘colonisation’ of Australia). As with many of the topics that are subtly woven 

into the text, the Deklan reflects on the impact that the early invasion of the top end had on 

the country and on First Nations people. Deklan is a character smart enough to know the 

history, empathise with his ancestors affected and to recognise the ongoing trauma caused 

to his people by these seemingly distant events.  

“Just because station owners claimed the land to run cattle and grow a few crops that the 

roos have to get off the Country too or be used like that. It kind of reminds me of how the 

station owners invaded our Country to run their cattle, dirtying the waterholes, trampling 

Sacred ground – that they massacred and poisoned our people to get us off the Country too. 

It always bugged me a bit when I went out to help my cousins and uncles running stations. 

Some of the station owners in the early days had massacred our mob; they had used us as 

slave labour paying in food items or even as bad as the Government ‘holding’ people’s pay 

and then never actually paying them. It kind of just feels wrong sometimes to be mustering 

cattle on the same stations that all that history happens on. Some of those stations are still 

owned by the same family lines, some by big international conglomerates making money off 

our sweat but a few are First Nations owned now too. Same time my mob are some of the 

best jackaroos and jillaroos in the whole damn country. Some of them mob know the land 

like they know the back of their hands.” (page 119) 

“I can imagine being shipped off, stinking hot shipped all squished up together. It must be 

like what our mob back in the day felt like when they were chained by the neck walking 
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through desert or when they would ship us off to prison islands or Missions during Stolen 

Generation time.” (page 120) 
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Story Threads  
Lightfoot  
Lightfoot’s presence is throughout the whole text, but these story threads are not realised 

until later in the text. It is hinted that Lightfoot may have been present/involved in Mr 

Henry’s death, the bus accident, the death of the ranger and Hannah’s death. He first makes 

an appearance in Chapter 6 ‘Ranger’ when Deklan, Officer Thomas and grandfather assume 

he is the ranger or a ranger’s assistant called in to help with the search. His real identity is 

revealed in Chapter 16 ‘Payback’ on the cliff edge. 

The Lightfoot is never written with direct involvement- but some is implied. Whether the 

Lightfoot’s presence has some magical impact on events, whether he senses and is present 

for the deaths, whether he orchestrates the deaths or whether he has a direct hand as 

payback- it is never directly stated.   

Michael’s Brother 
The circumstances of Michael’s brother’s death are unveiled over several chapters 

beginning from page 4 in the book.   

Michael’s brother’s death helps to build Mr Henry’s character has a selfish black-market 

drug and alcohol dealer to remote Aboriginal communities and young people.  

Deklan was hanging out with Michael’s brother and his friends the night Michael’s brother 

died. He holds a deep guilt for not being there to help. 

Michael’s brother’s death is one of the reasons the Lightfoot is around.  

Deklan and Jenny Relationship 
The exact depth of Deklan and Jenny’s physical relationship is never fully revealed in the 

text.  

Jenny is the ‘wrong skin’ meaning that she is from the wrong cultural group for Deklan. Skin 

groups were (and are still in many remote communities) a complex way to group people 

within the language group.  

Jenny is also ‘promised’ to someone else. Meaning that she has an arranged relationship 

with someone from the right group.  

There are many Dreaming stories across many language groups about the consequences of 

forming a relationship with someone from the wrong skin group or who go against their 

‘promise’ relationships.  

While many remote communities don’t strictly follow these cultural obligations and 

expectations anymore- some do. While it doesn’t say it in the book- there may be significant 

repercussions if they were to pursue a relationship. Permission from Elders in their 

community may be the only way to allow their relationship. 
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Hannah  
Hannah’s story is introduced nasty and stubborn in the early chapters of the book- Chapter 

3. Her driving accident is hinted at in Chapter 9 but not fully unravelled until Chapter 13.  

Hannah was the reason that the Lightfoot was following the school bus on the excursion, 

the reason Deklan was away from the other students and ultimately implicated in Deklan’s 

abduction/recruitment.  

Mr Henry Death 
Mr Henry’s death is the catalyst for the tension at the beginning of the story and his 

storyline is woven throughout the text.  

Mr Henry was the dealer who provided Michael’s brother and his friends with drugs that 

resulted in Michael’s brother’s death.  

This helps to set Deklan up as a ‘flawed’ character with regrets but also strong convictions 

about black market grog and drugs. It goes to help show his despise for Hannah’s character 

and the drunk driver.  

The Drink Driver 
The drunk driver storyline is introduced in Chapter 5 and becomes the closing Chapter as 

well. This storyline helps to tie the story from start to end.  

In Western Australia where the book might be set, drivers can get an ‘E’ plate which allows 

drivers convicted of driving offences to drive to and from work with an ‘E’ plate.  

Driving accidents and the lack of repercussions is a re-occurring theme between Hannah and 

the drunk driver’s story lines. This may serve to show issues with police and legal system 

staff levels, cultural awareness- or may indeed go to tie in with the corruption theme. 
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Cultural or Contextual References 
Throughout the book there are references to culture and outback context that mainstream 

readers may not understand or miss in their reading.  

Respect 

Respect is a very important idea and value in First Nations communities. It is perhaps more 

engrained and important than that of Western cultures- perhaps more aligned to the value 

of respect in Asian cultures. There are layers to respect including respecting culture, Law, 

Elders- and then cultural obligations to the types and ways of showing respect to other 

people in your community. Disrespect or lack of respect culturally, relationship obligation 

wise, or in other subtle ways can cause big issues in relationships, family and wider 

community.  

Family 

Family is valued above most else for First Nations people. In remote outback communities, 

you are most likely related to most of the people in your very small town- and have large 

family networks across the region. Often your survival depends on your connections with 

family- and these are strong. You have specific cultural obligations to specific people within 

your family structure. You call people within your family and skin groups certain names- and 

show respect to these people in different ways.  

Law 

First Nations traditional Law helped create the world’s longest continuous culture. Law 

(sometimes referred to as Lore) are the rules, expectations and obligations you have in your 

culture and language group. Often taught and enforced by Elders or Lawmen/Lawwomen 

the Law played/s an important role in First Nations society- as Western Laws play a role in 

Western society.  

Many First Nations groups still follow or respect their cultural Laws even today. There is a 

push in some of the outback communities for dual law- for First Nations Law to have a place 

alongside Western Law to support First Nations people involved in the justice system ‘two-

way’.  

Skin groups 

A complex system of relational connections allocated at birth depending on the skin label of 

your parents. Once allocated your ‘skin’ you then have complex cultural obligations and 

ways of interacting with other skin labels. It could be viewed as an extension of family 

(although not biologically or marriage related). Your skin group may also have implications 

to the Creations stories you have access to, the way you interact with your environment. 

The Watarrka Foundation’s website explains this well with written and video content.  

Promise 

https://www.watarrkafoundation.org.au/blog/the-role-of-family-kinship-in-aboriginal-culture


© Copyright Carl Merrison and Hakea Hustler. For individual classroom use only. 42 

A ‘promise’ is similar to an arranged marriage or engagement with another member of your 

language group or another language group. Some remote outback communities are strict 

with keeping to this cultural traditions, others respect but don’t always abide by them and 

other communities know of these and loosely create ‘promise’ marriages with no intentions 

of pressuring or enforcing the commitments. It is not written to which extent Jenny’s 

‘promise’ was a commitment in her culture.  

The Australian Law reform Commission has some information about ‘promise’ marriages on 

their website.  

Culture 

Culture is an important part in knowing who you are, how to act, your patterns of thinking 

and being. You, reader, will likely have many cultural aspects to your identity, maybe 

without even realising it. It is the lens through which you view the world, right or wrong, 

things you are comfortable or uncomfortable with.  

Broadly we fit under larger cultural banners: Western culture is often very different to the 

wider Asian culture which is often very different to the Aboriginal Australian culture which 

in turn can have different elements than Middle Eastern cultures. 

We can then narrow our cultural identity down to a more specific culture: in Western 

Cultures American culture has specific ways of being and thinking that is different than 

English and again different than Canadian or different than Australian Western cultures- 

although there are common threads in ways of being, thinking and acting.  

Same too applies to First Nations peoples in Australia. There are common threads across 

cultures, but each First Nations culture is unique in ways of thinking, being and interacting.  

While this story is not based in a specific location to engage with a wider range of readers it 

is likely set in the top end- Western Australia or Northern Territory.   

Language 

Language is a core part of First Nations people’s identities. Whether First Nations people 

have access to their traditional language or not- most First Nations peoples will have 

Aboriginal English, Kriole or certain ways of speaking and interacting with family and other 

First Nations people.  

The way First Nations people speak, listen and interact creates a sense of connection, 

identity and clarity in communication. There are shared facial expressions, hand gestures, 

body language, words, language, tone, ways of respectfully addressing or greeting specific 

people and other subtle communication methods included in the label of ‘language’.  

In Tracks of the Missing characters do speak traditional language and Aboriginal English- 

although most of this is not written rather stated that they are speaking that way so it can 

be accessible to Standard Australian English readers.  

Mail Plane 

https://www.alrc.gov.au/publication/recognition-of-aboriginal-customary-laws-alrc-report-31/12-aboriginal-marriages-and-family-structures/marriages-in-aboriginal-societies-today/
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Many remote outback communities receive mail and supplies on a mail plane. This may be 

delivered once or twice a week. In some communities the mail plane is also the fastest way 

to get access to the community- otherwise it can be hours on unsealed roads.  
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