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Leni Shilton’s verse novel, Walking with Camels gives voice to the forgotten 
story of Bertha Strehlow and her intrepid journey into Central Australia 
in 1936. It traces her time with anthropologist and linguist, Ted Strehlow 
as they work with Indigenous communities there. In highlighting her side 
of their relationship, and reanimating her sometimes life-threatening 
experiences, Shilton explores and questions various kinds of silence 
connected to the lives of Australian women and evokes a powerful sense of 
Australian country and landscape. This is a compelling poetic narrative that 
opens new perspectives onto the past.
Paul Hetherington

This compelling verse novel offers a powerful evocation of the life of Bertha 
Strehlow, centering on the years she spent with her husband, Ted Strehlow, 
in Australia’s Central Desert region. Throughout, it is her voice we hear, 
its tone both calm and passionate, as she recounts the initial ordeal of 
adaptation to vast treks through desert country, then the miscarriage of 
her first child and the dangerous illness that results; many further trials 
will follow. However, the novel also traces the revelatory and transforming 
nature of Bertha’s encounter with the desert region at the heart of Australia, 
and her attunement to the generosity and spiritual understandings of the 
Aboriginal people she travels with, or encounters. 

Leni Shilton’s re-imagining of Bertha Strehlow’s life, grounded in deep 
research, is informed by a beautifully measured empathy. She shows us 
Bertha’s heroic endurance in the face of great physical and emotional pain, 
(‘I bleed life / and regret / nothing’), and her courageous openness to life 
and its gifts. And there are moments of lightness, as when Bertha dances 
under ‘the silken sky’, or sings while swimming in a waterhole.

The unfolding narrative of Walking with Camels is rendered in skilfully 
shaped poetic monologues and lyrics notable for their naturalness and 
authenticity. Leni Shilton achieves at times a luminous clarity in speaking 
of the desert country, and there is a sense of both warmth and wonder at its 
creatures, including those fascinating ring-ins, the camels. Walking with 
Camels is a richly inspiring work which touches into the resonant silences of 
the desert, while breaching another kind of silence to tell the moving story 
of Bertha Strehlow.
Diane Fahey
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Note on orthography and units of measure

The Arrernte orthography throughout this work uses the 
historical Hermannsburg spelling of ‘Aranda’. I have not 
sought to correct the spelling of place names, or to change 
miles to kilometres; these remain as cited in the original 
texts.
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I’d heard about him –
the smart one, born in the desert,
making the languages of Central Australia his own.
He is shy, handsome and dances well.

His accent is polished, but I hear the German 
reach through his voice 
when I tell him an old flame has married.
His heart so open, so red raw
I want to cover it.

I tell him she’s a fool.
‘I wouldn’t let you 
slip through my fingers.’

He stops mid-step, 
the music rolling around us,
he has just seen me 
for the first time.

At the dance
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I tell my university friends
I’m going, leaving.
‘With him?’
‘Yes – off on an adventure!’

They can’t see past the strangeness
of my frowning fiancé, 
and look worried. 

I aim to have a wonderful time 
and tell them so;
‘It will be like 
going into the heart of darkness 
in my own
country.’

Heart of darkness
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My finger traces the line snaking 
to the Centre,
the map, a pattern of unfamiliar marks
across vast spaces.
‘Where will we live?’ I ask Ted. 

He points at strange names,
his finger rests on dots 
on the yellowed paper.
‘Here or here, 
there is much work to be done.’

My hands shake
but his strength,
his belief 
steadies me.

Maps 
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I have lived my life 
perched at the edge
of brown peninsulas
that push like arrows into
the still waters of the gulf
and the Southern Ocean,
where the falling sun 
drops orange into western seas.

Where the green hills of Adelaide
lean away from 
city streets
and the pale stone of churches, 
reminders of Empire.

I am leaving,
my back to straight streets
and cold hills.
Walking from my father’s door
with the sureness of youth
not yet understanding doubt,
but knowing there is 
nothing I will recognise 
in the desert.

Adelaide
December 1935


