
until I conceded that maybe I would have to drive the modern 
camel of the desert (a Toyota Troop Carrier) and would pile 
the extras on the roof. But even that dream was dashed when 
I saw the size of the keyboard case. There would simply be no 
URRP�IRU�ƓWWLQJ�ƓYH�JX\V�LQ�WKH�EDFN�RI�WKH�ŌWURRSLHō�DQG�DOO�
the equipment we needed to take. So I’d have to tow a trailer, 
which I’d never done before. When I asked my colleague, 
Mark, if he could show me some pointers on how to reverse a 
trailer, he said “Nope. It’s just one of those things you’ve got 
to learn from experience.” Great.

So off we drove the next day, and a bunch of excited musi-
cians who don’t sit still or quietly for very long. Soon the whole 
car was singing and drumming on any smooth surface they 
FRXOG�ƓQG�Ŋ�WR�&$$0$�FODVVLFV�OLNH�%OHNEDOD�0XMLN��&RORXUHG�
Stone and Letterstick Band – as well as to new sounds I 
wanted to introduce the guys to; like the fusion of Latin styles 
that is Manu Chao, South Africa’s Juluka and the Aboriginal-
electro-world mixture that is OKA. Isolation is one of the 
hardest things Aboriginal bands like Tjintu Desert Band face 
LQ�&HQWUDO�$XVWUDOLD��PDNLQJ�LW�GLIƓFXOW�WR�FRPH�DFURVV�WKH�QHZ�
VRXQGV�DQG� LQŴXHQFHV�ZKLFK�DUH�VXFK�DQ� LPSRUWDQW�SDUW�RI�
songwriting. I don’t think they had ever heard the version of 
‘Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood’ by Santa Esmerelda (made 
famous again recently by Tarantino’s Kill Bill) but the ten-min-
ute song was a huge hit in the car, with everyone taking turns 
WR�GUXP�RQ�WKH�HVN\�OLG�LQ�WLPH�WR�WKH�V\QFRSDWHG�ŴDPHQFR�
rhythms of the song’s long instrumentals. 

ŏ7HD�EDJ"Ő�ZDV� WKH�ƓUVW�TXHVWLRQ� ,�ZDV� IDFHG�ZLWK� WKH�QH[W�
morning in Tennant Creek.

“Sorry Joseph, I only thought to buy cereal and milk last 
night. But we’ll get to a cafe at some point.”

A few steps further. 

“Tea bag?” asked Kieran. Same question in the kitchen from 
Jeffrey, who looked bewildered and lost at the news that 
there was going to be no tea that morning. 

“Ohh,” he said with a soft sigh. “It’s just that... every morning 
I have a cup of tea.”

At which point I realised I had made a serious mistake on my 
ƓUVW�PRUQLQJ�DV� WRXU�PDQDJHU�DQG� LI� WKLV� WULS�ZDV�JRLQJ� WR�
be a success I needed to make sure my band had a steady 
supply of tea to hand. I’ve since learned that there is a huge 
tea-drinking tradition in remote Aboriginal communities 
WRGD\��SDVVHG�GRZQ� IURP� WKH�GD\V�RI� WKH�ƓUVW�PLVVLRQDULHV�
to the area. And the bigger the cup, the better, which is why 
I saw the large peach tin I had discarded the previous night 
sitting on the counter again the next morning. Joseph, in 
his never-ending quest for a larger tea cup, had rescued it 
because it made the perfect billy can.

That night’s performance at Jackson’s Bar in Tennant Creek 
was unlike anything I had seen before. The old sandstone 
saloon was packed, with a queue even stretching down 
the road. The crowd sang along at full volume to the Luritja 
words, twerked way better than Miley Cyrus ever could, and 
caused the security guards constant problems by jumping 
up on stage every few minutes to dance beside the band. 
At one point I saw an infatuated girl point to the stage, wild-
eyed with excitement, and scream to her friend, “The bass 
player, the bass player!” The crowd wouldn’t let them go until 
WKH\�KDG�SOD\HG�HYHU\�VLQJOH�RQH�RI�WKHLU�VRQJV��ƓQDOO\�FORV-
ing the set with the most popular cover song in the desert. 
Incongruously, it’s the surf rock classic of the ‘60s called 
‘Wipe Out’ – and every self-respecting bush band can play it. 
None so well, though, as Tjintu Desert Band, thanks to Kieran 
Multa’s impressive drum solo which lasted for 10 minutes – 
ORQJ�HQRXJK�WR�WLUH�WKH�FURZG�VXIƓFLHQWO\�WKDW�WKH�JX\V�FRXOG�

“I’m thinking of doing the tour on the Greyhound,” 
I announced to my manager who blinked at me, 
thought for a second, and said slowly, “But what 
about all the… you know...  the stuff you’ll need? 
Where will you put it all?”

“Oh, we’ll just stow it under the bus with all the lug-
gage. Each person gets to stow two items, and then there’s 
hand luggage on top of that!” I breezed, as I walked out of his 
RIƓFH�WR�JHW�RQ�ZLWK�SODQQLQJ�WKH�UHVW�RI�7MLQWX�'HVHUW�%DQGōV�
10-day tour to Barunga Festival; the longest running Aborigi-
nal cultural festival in Australia.

As I was to discover, a touring band travels with an awful lot 
of stuff. Far more stuff than a solitary author takes on a book 
tour, that’s for sure. 

For six years I had lived in Sydney working at three major 
publishing houses and arranged many book tours to literary 
festivals around the country. But after living for an extended 
period overseas, we returned to Sydney feeling that it wasn’t 
WKH�ULJKW�ƓW�DQ\PRUH��2QH�PRUQLQJ�ZH�ZHUH�VLWWLQJ�LQ�D�FDIH�LQ�
Erskineville when Jorge passed the Sydney Morning Herald 
over to me and pointed to a large advertisement listed in 
WKH� FODVVLƓHGV� VD\LQJ�� ŏ,I� \RX� OLNH� WKH�ZLQG� LQ� WKH� \RXU�KDLU�
and exploring dusty desert roads then apply now to work 
DW� &$$0$� 0XVLF�� $XVWUDOLDōV� ƓUVW� $ERULJLQDO� UHFRUG� ODEHO�
located in Alice Springs, the heart of Central Australia.”  Forty-
eight hours later I was to become that person.

During the interview I was asked, “And what do you think 
about living in Alice Springs?” I said “Well we’re looking to 
move someplace else, and Alice Springs is probably just as 
good a place as any” – although what I was really thinking 
was, “One step at a time. I’ll cross that bridge if I come to it.” 
As it happened, that bridge came up quite suddenly when 

the very next day I got a phone call at my parents’ house. I 
heard my mum pick up the phone and say, “Sorry, who did 
you say it was?” She passed me the phone without covering 
the mouth piece, saying “It’s someone called Miko. Sounds 
like he’s phoning from Timbuktoo.” 

Well, not quite Timbuktoo. But Alice Springs, which is about 
as far away as you can get from anywhere else. Sitting at 1,500 
equidistant from Darwin and Adelaide, in the red centre of 
the continent, it’s the furthest away you can get from any Aus-
tralian capital and the rest of the world. 

Facebook helped me to get in touch with friends of friends 
who had good reports about Alice: the pubs had swimming 
SRROV��\RX�ZHUH�DFWXDOO\�DOORZHG�WR�OLJKW�\RXU�RZQ�ƓUHZRUNV�
one day a year; plus there were lots of quirky festivals in the 
winter - like the Camel Cup races and the Beanie Festival.

All of which sounded too good to resist, which is how I came 
to now be planning the tour of Tjintu Desert Band, whose 
debut album was getting radio airplay across the country 
and reviews in newspapers nationally. The Canberra Times 
had said, “Tjintu Desert Band one of the most exciting of the 
reggae bands to emerge from Central Australia. They do it 
with such force you could imagine them reaching out to a 
national and international audience. They would light up a 
stage at Bluesfest or Woodford with their rocksteady grooves 
DQG�VRXOIXO�YRLFHV�Ő�%XW�ƓUVW�WKH\�ZHUH�JRLQJ�WR�OLJKW�XS�WKH�
stage of Barunga Festival once we travelled the 1000km 
to get there, thanks to a grant from the Australia Council. 
The matter of how to travel there still remained undecided 
though.

Apparently we couldn’t just travel with a suitcase and a pock-
etful of plectrums. I was told we’d have to take a variety of 
guitars, keyboards, mics leads, guitar stands, merchandise – 
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sneak off stage and out of the bar intact. The band had long 
lost ‘family’ members claiming them all night, and back at the 
hotel Joseph said, giggling, “This morning I didn’t have any 
family in Tennant Creek and now half of Jackson’s Bar is my 
family!”

The next morning I found Terry Marshall, lead singer and 
UK\WKP�JXLWDULVW�IRU�WKH�EDQG��WUDQVƓ[HG�E\�-DPHV�%OXQW�SHU-
forming on Sunrise TV with a ukulele. Turns out that Terry is a 
big fan of James Blunt and so I joked that maybe he should 
WU\�SXWWLQJ�VRPH�XNXOHOH�LQWR�WKHLU�QH[W�DOEXP��+H�KDG�QHYHU�
seen this mini-guitar with only four strings, but didn’t have 
to wait long because that same morning when we visited 
7HQQDQW� &UHHN� +LJK� 6FKRRO� WR� SHUIRUP� IRU� WKH� VWXGHQWV� ,�
spied a pile of ukuleles in the corner of the music room and 
asked the teacher to show Terry a few chords. Two days later 
the band were jamming together in Katherine when they 
attracted the attention of a passing grey-nomad who came to 
listen to the guys singing together in Luritja. What instrument 
did he bring along to jam along with the guys? The ukulele 
of course. All he had to do was point out which strings were 
which to Terry before he was playing as if he’d been doing it 
all his life. 

The ukulele theme continued into Barunga Festival where the 
guys met Nicky Bomba, the talented songwriter and charis-
matic performer whose instrument of choice at the moment 
is... You guessed it. The band took part in a special music 
workshop with Nicky and had their perspective on music 
turned upside down when he showed them how to pick apart 
their music and turn it into something completely different. 
With incredulous grins and some bemused head-shaking 
WKH\� OLVWHQHG� WR� WKHLU� WUDGLWLRQDO� FDPSƓUH� VRQJ� Ō'UHDPWLPH�
Story’ turn into a Caribbean calypso with the additions of a 
different bass progression and a bongo beat.  

Barunga Festival was a treat for the guys, who got to watch 
a lineup of their favourite bands perform on the main stage 
– many of whom they had grown up listening to. Bands 
like Lazy Late Boys, Lajamanu Teenage Band, Yatulu Yatulu, 
Lonely Boys, Sandridge Band, Nabarlek, and also Saltwater 
Band who reunited with Gurrumul especially for the festival. 

The legendary Blekbala Mujik, who in the ‘90s toured interna-
tionally and supported for artists like Van Morrison and Tina 
Turner, was their favourite, with the whole crowd joining in to 
VLQJ�WKHLU�IDPRXV�KLWV�OLNH�Ō'RQōW�:RUU\�%H�+DSS\ō��
The night for their own performance arrived and although 
the fans at Tennant Creek were a pretty hard audience to 
follow, Tjintu Desert Band were excited to be singing their 
own language in front of a different crowd in the Top End, 
a crowd who didn’t know them and spoke other languages. 
They didn’t understand the words but appreciated the new 
sound coming from this desert band, with Terry Marshall’s 
Luritja lyrics telling the story of his ‘grandfather’s country’ 
and Jeffrey Zimran’s Spanish guitar solo in ‘Tjamuku Ngurra’  
unlike anything else heard from the stage that night.

Driving back to Alice Springs after the festival, with the red 
dirt road under my wheels and the dust in my hair, I thought 
back to that original job advertisement I’d read in the Sydney 
FDIH��$W�ƓUVW�,�FRQVLGHUHG�$OLFH�ŏDV�JRRG�D�SODFH�DV�DQ\�Ő�ZKHQ�
the real truth of it is that it’s better a place than many. It’s the 
very heart of the country – the Australia everyone associates 
with being the ‘real’ Australia, yet few actually visit. It’s the 
place of quirky wildlife, and improbable rock formations, red 
sand dunes and wide blue skies. Most of all though, it’s still 
the place of an ancient indigenous culture that is evident all 
around you, where musicians and artists are sharing their sto-
ries to try and make a connection across the divide. So listen 
to the Luritja words of Tjintu Desert Band while imagining the 
places they sing about – their ‘tjamuku ngurra’ or grandfa-
ther’s country – and you’ll be transported to the heart of Aus-
tralia and the heart of the people here. They want to share it 
through their music, their lyrics, their guitar, and maybe in the 
next album... their ukulele.  

Tjintu Desert Band play AWME at 
Shebeen on November 14 and 

Woodford Folk Fest. 
tjamuku Ngurra is available through 

www.caamamusic.com.au. Blekbala Mujik’s greatest Hits live – somewhere in the Dreamtime was recorded during a six-week tour called Closing The Gap, for a 
quitting smoking campaign.
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Singer, songwriter and rhythm guitarist of NT 
band Blekbala Mujik, Apaak Jupurrula has done 
of a lot of road miles over thirty years. Not only 
are the roads and highways in better nick than 
they used to be, touring in general is way more 
comfortable. The recent Sand Tracks tour took 
the band to remote communities in style. “Well of 
course it was time consuming, a lot of miles to get 
IURP�RQH�FRPPXQLW\�WR�DQRWKHU�Ő�VD\V�-XSXUUXOD�IURP�&$$0$ōV�$OLFH�6SULQJV�RIƓFH��ŏ/XFNLO\�HQRXJK�ZH�KDG�DFFHVV�WR�D�IRXU�ZKHHO�GULYH�
air-conditioned bus to get around. When you do a lot of shows, it’s always good to relax in an air-conditioned vehicle. Back in our early 
GD\V�LW�ZDV�D�VWUXJJOH�HYHQ�WR�ƓQG�WKH�ULJKW�HTXLSPHQW�WR�WDNH�RQ�WKH�URDG��:H�ZHUH�UHDOO\�OXFN\�WKLV�WLPH�KDYLQJ�DFFHVV�WR�SURIHVVLRQDO�
support staff on the road. You can’t describe how you feel. The positive energy of professionals working alongside us… people to cook 
for us, look after us, make sure we had everything at the right time. The preparation that it takes to walk on stage, the gear you need… Just 
little things but it’s great to have those people at your disposal.”
‘Local’ communities voted for Blekbala Mujik to headline this year’s Bush Bands Bash concert in Alice Springs. Fronting BM since 1986, 
Jupurrula was thrilled with the punters’ choice. “I was just stunned that we got the nod. We hadn’t been to some of these communities at all 
and that was a highlight of the tour. We had the best time!”
+LV�EDQG�IURP�%XUXQJD��Ō*XOLQ�*XOLQō��$UQKHP�/DQG��PL[�GLVWLQFWLYH�GHVHUW�UHJJDH�URFN�ZLWK�WUDGLWLRQDO�LQVWUXPHQWV�DQG�ODQJXDJH��7KHLU�
PHVVDJHV�UHŴHFW�LQGLJHQRXV�DQG�XQLYHUVDO�KXPDQ�H[SHULHQFH��%DQG�PHPEHUV�LQFOXGH�WKH�IURQWPDQōV�VRQ�6KDQJ�0LOOHU�RQ�OHDG�JXLWDU��D�
former New Yorker on drums, plus bass and litung (didgeridoo) players. They mentored young bands at the Bush Bands Business camp 
over four days. From the 2013 Bash, Running Water Band (from Kintore, NT western desert) was chosen to join the Sand Tracks tour. “They’ll 
treasure the experience of learning what it takes to be professional every time they play or record an album,” Jupurrula says.
Blekbala Mujik’s success has included an ARIA nomination, a Deadly Sounds award and international touring. With the spread of the 
internet and easier travel, fellow iconic indigenous acts – Coloured Stone, Warumpi Band, Saltwater Band, No Fixed Address, etc – are 
ƓQDOO\�HQMR\LQJ�ZLGHU�UHFRJQLWLRQ�IRU�WKHLU�SLRQHHULQJ�VRXQGV��ŏ7KH�LQGXVWU\�KDV�JRQH�DKHDG�LQ�OHDSV�DQG�ERXQGV�Ő�-XSXUUXOD�VD\V��
“We’ve just released a Greatest Hits Live album on the CAAMA music label. Everywhere we played during this tour is like when we did 
the recordings of this live album. We were playing a one-on-one kind of feeling at the grassroots level (With pyro-technology, dance and 
dreamtime storytelling). The energy, you can hear it and feel it.”
Workshops and talks on the recent tour revealed potential stars. “You know these little kids are so amazing with the talent that they’ve 
got. The sky’s the limit. We were probably exposing up-and-coming Beyonces and young Michael Jacksons out there. Fantastic!” A 
schoolteacher by trade, Jupurrula talks in classrooms about respect, culture, keeping stories alive and how music can keep you on the right 
WUDFN��+H�VSHDNV�VHYHUDO�GHVHUW�DQG�7RS�(QG�ODQJXDJHV��0DQ\�$XVWUDOLDQV�ZRXOG�EH�VXUSULVHG�WR�NQRZ�KRZ�FRPPRQO\�(QJOLVK�LV�VSRNHQ�DV�
a second language in the outback.
“I was very saddened by the NT bilingual education program being stopped. Australia is multi-lingual, multicultural. People really want to 
maintain their links to their culture, language and performing arts. When governments pass legislation that overrides these initiatives… it’s 
not right.
ŏ+HUH�ZH�DUH��ZDQWLQJ�WR�FORVH�WKH�JDS�E\�JLYLQJ�SRVLWLYH�PHVVDJHV��7KH�PDLQWHQDQFH�RI�FXOWXUH�DQG�OLQNV�WR�WKH�SDVW�ZLOO�WDNH�WKLV�FRXQWU\�
into the future, I would’ve thought! What we have in Australia is unique. Right in our backyard we’ve had an amazing cultural platform for 
thousands of years. In our hands, together as a collective. [Listening to our old songs] the message is timeless. It’s not getting old.”
A great grandson of Albert Namitjira, the multi-instrumentalist and teacher is also a painter. “Indigenous culture isn’t dead and gone,” he 
UHPLQGV�XV��ŏ,WōV�D�OLYLQJ�FXOWXUH��7KDWōV�ZKHUH�WKH�PDJLF�LV�WKDW�ZLOO�WDNH�WKLV�FRXQWU\�LQWR�WKH�IXWXUH��,WōV�MXVW�WKH�EXVKƓUH�IHHOLQJ��<RX�VWULNH�D�
OLJKW�LQ�RQH�SDUW�RI�WKH�HDUWK��LWōV�JRQQD�WDNH�RII�OLNH�D�ZLOG�EXVKƓUH��7KDWōV�ZKDW�LWōV�DOO�DERXW�Ő�
Chris Lambie  
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