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				Preface

				For a storyteller in his eighties nothing beats whiling away the hours with yarns of the bush and reminiscences of outback faces from the past. For Tom Kruse, the quintessential mailman of the Birdsville Track, there is no better way to spend an afternoon.

				Tom drove the Birdsville mail for twenty years. This is his story.

				Tom is not a man of letters. He’d rather chop a load of wood with a blunt axe and load it on a high truck than write a letter, he says. But all of his tales are recorded nevertheless; written in detail on the pages of his mind. He can remember the name of a train guard on the Ghan in the 1940s and what a fine head of hair he had; he can tell you the name of one of the eminent families of the town in which he grew up in the 1920s and reel off the names of the family’s three children and their children after that; he can give you coordinates for Potato Tin sandhill or Dead Men’s sandhill—named for the four well-sinkers who perished there long ago in the agonies of thirst—Lover’s Nook crossing on the Diamantina River, the Letterbox Claypan, or Kidman Swamp; and in the next breath tell you what he did last weekend and who came over yesterday. Everything is quietly stored away and neatly filed. His memory is like a web spread over the Corner Country of far northern South Australia, south-western Queensland and north-western New South Wales.

				Tom’s stories can be difficult to untangle at first because of the enormity of his recollections. He has an anecdote for everyone and each is filled with references and cross-references to other characters and places. He’ll stop mid-sentence with an ‘. . . Ah George. Well, you wouldn’t know George, he was . . .’ or a ‘. . . now Mrs Willis, she was the Birdsville policeman’s wife, actually she was Johnson the boring contractor’s daughter, actually funny thing about old Johnson . . .’ And there you go . . . you’re off onto a completely different story. With time and patience, however, the stories run into one. The individual streams trickle together to fill up empty waterholes and dry creekbeds and eventually create a flow of tales that form the inland sea of Tom’s life in the outback—his years as the Birdsville mailman, his career as an earthmoving contractor, and his life as a steady and constant provider and family figurehead.

				I was lucky enough to know Tom and his wife, Valma, as friends before I ever considered writing their story. My father, Neil Weidenbach, and Tom had spent four years together, toiling side by side to bring Tom’s old Leyland Badger mail truck back to life. It was a labour of love that nurtured a mutual admiration and respect between the two men who are nineteen years apart in age. When the Badger was complete Tom drove it one more time down the Birdsville Track and Australians from around the country celebrated the man they hailed as a true outback hero. People regarded him as a living treasure, a fount of inspiration.

				‘He’s a wonderful man,’ my father says, trying to define the essence of the undeniable aura that surrounds Tom Kruse. His caring warmth and gentle humour create a halo about him akin to a swarm of sticky bush flies that a man invariably carries with him from sun-up to sundown in the dry desert country that belongs to Tom.

				This book began as a personal project; collating all the material surrounding the restoration of the Badger for Tom and my father and perhaps for some of the other restorers who might be interested. I would transcribe the letters and logbooks documenting each day’s mechanical advances, add other pertinent details to have the story make sense, and distribute them among Tom’s friends. But as I began sorting through letters to Tom in which people had poured out their admiration for him and shared memories of their encounters with him stretching back 50 and 60 years, and while I was researching the broadest details of Tom’s life for a short story of the 1999 re-enactment mail run I was writing for Australian Geographic, I soon realised that the restoration and re-enactment were merely small chunks of the larger story. The journal article barely scraped the surface of the Tom Kruse mythology, and my efforts to document the Badger’s resurrection would be only another incomplete effort. The one person who could put everything in context and explain all the unanswered questions—What did Tom do before and after the film The Back of Beyond? What was the Birdsville mail run really like? Why was the Badger abandoned in the desert and how did it come to be rescued?—was, naturally, Tom himself. But writing is anathema to Tom and no one else had stepped forward to write the full story of his life. Many Australians have some inkling of Tom Kruse and the Birdsville mail service but the complete story of the country’s legendary postman remained untold. I felt that someone should do it before it was too late.

				I would do it. And with Tom and Valma’s blessing, Mailman of the Birdsville Track: The Story of Tom Kruse, was born.

				He and Valma invited me into their home, and for a day each week I sat before him like a sponge, soaking up his history. Valma served me morning tea, afternoon tea and lunch while I asked question after question about Tom’s life of 87 years. In September I let him wander, spooling out story after story at his own pace. Then, as my time with him grew short and October turned to November and eased into December, I tried to take charge, steering Tom toward the tiny outback community of Marree in the ’40s, the Adelaide suburb of Cumberland Park in the ’80s, the Cooper Creek in the ’50s or the slow-moving country town of Waterloo in the ’20s; filling in the gaps, checking how ‘old Jack’ or ‘old So-and-so’ fitted into the story; verifying sequences of events; and attempting to nail down dates pegged to the winner of a long-ago horse race or that year’s footy champions. Each day was spent recording tales told in Tom’s uniquely distinctive style—that soft, halting, slightly throaty voice spinning out narratives littered with ‘ers’ and ‘ahs’ and, ‘Well, look, from my side . . .’ and, ‘Hey it’s rather queer . . .’—liberally sprinkled with quirky metaphors, bushmen’s quotes, antediluvian phrases and what I came to recognise as one-of-a-kind ‘Tomisms’.

				I had arrived with the outline, the skeleton—Tom Kruse, mailman of the Birdsville Track, star of The Back of Beyond, outback road builder, dam scraper; big, strong, barefoot Tom, that funny, gentle, warm-hearted gentleman of the bush. By the end of the year, I had the flesh—the behind-the-scenes film stories from The Back of Beyond; tales of life on the edge of civilisation—the endless dust storms, the heat, the flies, the self-sufficiency; anecdotes of memorable mail passengers and of drovers’ antics in the Birdsville Hotel; encounters with the Track—broken clutch plates and axles, improvisation and long walks; the travails of the Cooper Creek—coping with a river that explodes its banks after laying dry for 30 years; stories of simply existing in the outback—death and tragedy, neighbourliness and mateship.

				Tom’s life story reflects the character of outback Australia in the mid-1900s—it was not a place for the timid or weak, but it was a place where this charming and humble man thrived and conquered. Tom Kruse is an inspiration and I feel lucky to have the honour of telling his story.

				Kristin Weidenbach

				November 2002

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				1

				The Early Years

				The Birdsville mailman lays down his hammer and chisel and emerges from his backyard toolshed. He casually steps around the cloud of bees swarming to and from the hive he has graciously allowed them to construct directly in front of the doorway—he admires the insects’ zeal and industry—and ambles through the vines and shade trees to the house. He walks with a measured tread, slow but deliberate, even graceful; free of the shuffling or tottering common among others of his age. His legs are sturdy. After decades of trudging through sandhills, of bending and kneeling to dig out bogged truck tyres, of climbing cat-like into and out of high truck cabins, of springing his thick frame up onto the backs of truck trays, and of bearing twice his body weight when lifting 44-gallon drums filled with petrol weighing close to 200 kilograms, they still support him.

				He pulls back the screen door at the rear of the house and makes his way through the sunroom to the laundry. He places his cloth hat on the countertop near the sink and washes up. His hair is short and smooth. The thick mop of short dark tufts that once covered his head is now a dignified covering of straight, grey strands. Without the Birdsville Track dust, sweat and axle grease that once enlivened it with unnatural body and verve it lies neatly and obediently against his head.

				His hands are broad and weathered, the skin extending up his forearms brown and tough and the fingers thick and able. The left ring-finger ends in a stump at the knuckle, the result of an accident in his father’s blacksmith shop more than half a century ago. He doesn’t miss it. ‘Look, from my side . . . one less finger to wash,’ he remarks.

				For a total of twenty years, intermittently, throughout the 1930s, ’40s, ’50s and ’60s, the carrier called Kruse had ferried the mail up the Birdsville Track, coaxing overloaded, ill-equipped, clapped-out old bangers the 1000 kilometres from Marree to Birdsville and back.

				Tom had had a parade of trucks during the years he was on the mail run, but one stood out as a favourite: the 1936 Leyland Badger that had starred with him in the film The Back of Beyond. In 1952, when the film’s director, John Heyer, was charged with producing a documentary that would reflect the spirit of outback Australia, he chose Tom Kruse as his leading man, and together they made an internationally award-winning movie that captured hearts and imaginations across the country. Since the film’s premiere in 1954, a generation of Australians forever pictured him driving the battered old truck in a wide circle, generating speed to attack the flank of a far northern sandhill or slapping the sides of the old girl, urging her forward with the words, ‘Come on! come on!’ as she struggled to make the crest.

				Off-camera, Tom had driven the Badger year after year over sandhills, through flooded watercourses and across stony desert plains when the Birdsville Track was only a track—two thin wheel ruts that all but disappeared when dust storms blew and the sandhills moved leeward, or when the contrary Cooper or Diamantina spilled their banks and drowned tyre marks and drovers’ tracks under tens of kilometres of water. This was the Birdsville Track of the ’30s, ’40s and ’50s—before the advent of four-wheel-drive, roadside assistance service, satellite phones and the Global Positioning System, before the Track grew into the wide, graded, gravel roadway it is today.

				In the same way that the Birdsville Track embodied the isolated stock routes of central Australia, Tom Kruse epitomised the hard-working people of the bush. He was dogged, loyal and resourceful; strong and dependable. Once a fortnight—ostensibly—he would load up with mail and freight and steer his vehicle into the desert. When conditions were bad it would often take him much longer than the planned five or seven days to make the round trip, vehicle breakdowns, dust storms, floods or bogs conspiring to keep him on the ‘road’ for weeks at a time on some occasions.

				It was in 1936 that Tom’s then employer, outback transport pioneer ‘Harry’ (Henry) Edgar Ding, purchased the brand-new Leyland Badger from Crawfords in Adelaide (which later became Commercial Motor Vehicles), the local Leyland agent. In those days, trucks were sold as a chassis and frame only, with the cab and body built and fitted locally. The Badger’s chassis was shipped from England and delivered to JA Lawton and Son in Adelaide for finishing. There, the Lawton’s tradesmen built a cab and tray for the Badger alongside their usual milk floats, fire engines and baker’s vans. One of Harry’s drivers then took delivery of the Badger and drove it to Yunta in the mid-north of South Australia, where it became the newest addition to the Ding fleet.

				Harry had set up a carting business in 1921. Aged fourteen, he had left school and begun using the family horse and cart to deliver supplies to the sheep stations surrounding the town of Olary in South Australia’s mid-north. By the time the Badger came along, Harry’s thriving business already owned two Leyland trucks—both Cubs—the first of which he had bought in 1932 for 1000 pounds, the sum of which included 300 pounds loaned to him by his father. The early 1930s being the last years of the Great Depression, big British trucks like Harry’s new Leyland were a rarity on the roads. His truck was the best about and the residents of the railway centre of Peterborough came to gaze at the Cub in admiration when it pulled up at the wheat stacks with a full load.

				A couple of years later young Tom Kruse, one of Harry’s drivers, was sent to Adelaide to collect the second Cub.

				‘Don’t be in a hurry to come home, drive it around for a day or two,’ Harry told Tom before he left, figuring that the freshly painted truck with his trademark nameplate, ‘HE Ding, Yunta’ adorning both doors and running across the top of the cab would garner some free advertising.

				The two Leyland Cubs earned their keep adequately hauling wheat and wool for northern pastoralists, but Harry’s new Leyland Badger was a significant improvement over the Cubs. At six tons the Badger was heavier than the Cub and ran on diesel, which was almost half the price of petrol. This, combined with the fact that vehicles ran further on a gallon of diesel than a gallon of petrol, made it an attractive addition to the fold. The single-axle truck usually hauled 18 bales of wool and towed a trailer carrying the same number.

				‘Thirty-six or thirty-eight bales of wool used to be a full load. Harry kept it working ’round the clock,’ says Tom. ‘It was the first old diesel he ever had and it never used to stop. There was no sitting down. If one of his trucks came in at two o’clock in the morning with a load of wool, he’d say, “C’mon you tigers, on your feet.” Then the driver’d go back and have a bit of a sleep while the others unloaded. Refuel, and you’d be on your way again.’

				The Badger was originally assigned to Ding driver Wally Blucher, who took great pride in his new ride.

				No one was allowed to take liberties with the Badger when Wally was around, not even Tom, his childhood friend who’d first got him the job with Ding’s operation. ‘Look, you could rest your elbow on the mudguard or lean against the side: He’d say, “For Christ’s sake stand back! If you want a rest, go to bed and rest.”

				‘It was Depression days. Wally Blucher was working for ten shillings a week and was pleased to get it. People were honestly pleased to even work for tucker. It was really rough. I tell you what, there were more dinnertimes than dinners in the little town of Waterloo.

				‘I asked Wally if he wanted a job working for HE Ding for 30 shillings a week. He was glad to be paid three times the money . . . didn’t realise it would be three times the work.’

				Born on 28 August 1914, Tom Kruse was tenth in the line-up of twelve born to ‘Harry’ (Henry) and Ida Kruse; the third youngest in a family of nine boys and three girls. Besides Tom, there was ‘Joe’ (Walter), the eldest, followed by Charlie; Ben; Adelaide; fair-haired ‘Snow’ (Arthur); Herb; Hilda; big, burly ‘Skin’ (Henry); Vera; wavy-haired ‘Curly’ (Norman); and Reg.

				Tom had left school in 1927 at the age of thirteen and was doing odd jobs wherever he could find them close to home in the small town of Waterloo, 119 kilometres north of Adelaide. He helped out in the family blacksmith shop, gaining a valuable education in bush repairs and mechanical improvisation—and losing half a finger to the cogs of a drilling machine. He did day work harnessing horses, sewing wheat bags and milking cows at a nearby farm, in addition to a stint on a local council road-building team.

				‘Back in the Depression days the Council gave everyone in the district two days’ work. We were cracking bluestone for the road. You’d crush them and stack them—very neatly, too, ’cause you were paid by the yard, and a yard of stones—there might be 10 000 stones in it. Hey, look, it’s amazing how those old fellas took a lot of pride in their stone cracking.’

				 ‘Ray’ (Sam) Durant, three years older than Tom and a boyhood friend from Waterloo, remembers all the Kruses as hard workers. ‘Charlie and Herb used to go from farm to farm cold-shoeing horses,’ he reminisces. ‘They had a big blacksmith shop and serviced a large area. The boys used to have some old trucks and they’d cart grain into the sidings to the wheat stacks.

				‘They were all hard workers. The father—Harry Kruse—besides being a blacksmith, was the local undertaker—two horses and an old hearse. Very versatile lot, the Kruses.’

				For a family of fourteen in the late 1920s money was tight and luxuries rare. Harry and Ida Kruse kept their flock clothed and fed but it was struggle that only deepened as the Depression rolled in and business at the blacksmith shop declined. Motor cars and trucks were the next new thing and demand for cartwheels, wagons and buggies was steadily decreasing. Mrs Kruse, abiding by her motto for life—hard work and religous faith—turned to her Bible for daily guidance and inspiration. She ensured that all the children were confirmed into the Lutheran Church at the tiny parish church down the road at Carlsruhe and she insisted that the Sabbath be a day of rest. In return, the Lord saw fit to keep the fruit trees growing and the hens laying, but He also served up a few lean days when ‘a man could eat a horse and chase the rider’.

				For Tom, though, it was a happy life. One of the purchases on which he spent some of his meagre savings was a puppy he bought at Saddleworth—the small town about 15 kilometres south of Waterloo that served as the hub of the area. Saddleworth held a monthly cattle market and Tom and the other local lads were irresistibly drawn to the action and excitement of market day.

				‘I went to a sale once down there—a mob of Kelpie pups was being sold and I got one for a shilling. I christened him “Swifty”.

				‘He was amazing. At home—at Waterloo—we used to have about 75 ration sheep. We used to kill our own meat. I had Swifty really trained. No one else could handle him. Honestly . . . a finger and a whistle and, look, I tell you what, that dog . . . 75 sheep there and I’d pick out three sheep and he’d cut them out. No worries. I could get him to do anything. He’d be alert and watching . . . And he’d always wait to be told . . . even if the sheep were running past him. I was very attached to old Swifty.

				‘Then the butcher at Saddleworth said he’d give me three pounds for him and I reluctantly sold him. That was a lot of money, then. Queer thing, though, they couldn’t get that dog to do a single thing. They couldn’t get him to do anything . . . no one else could handle him. I happened to go down there once and Swifty spotted me, and I tell you what . . . that dog came running. He was desperate to hop on the back of the old truck and come back.

				‘Look, it’s amazing how you can become attached to a dog. In those days everyone had sheep dogs and everyone was trying to sell them or give them away or so and so . . . try and get a few dollars. Well, it was part of a person’s life. But he was the only one . . .’ Tom tails off. There was never another like Swifty.

				Ray Durant eventually moved to the Riverland, the Murray area near the Victoria–New South Wales border, chasing elusive work during the Depression. On visits back to Waterloo he would sometimes run into Tom. ‘Tom was sewing bags for a neighbour on one of my visits home and I went in to have a yarn. He said to me, “There has to be an easier way than this to earn a living.” And next thing I know he’s on the mail run in the north of the State—not a tougher job in the world!’

				Tom had first moved 200 kilometres from the family home at Waterloo to the township of Yunta in the northeast of the State to work in a small garage owned by his older brother, Snow. The boys’ maternal uncle, Arthur Stremple, had a place at Waukaringa—about 30 kilometres north of Yunta—and fair-haired Snow was a frequent visitor there. With his uncle’s encouragement and support, Snow eventually opened a small garage-cum-service station in one of Stremple’s premises in Yunta. Since the Depression had depleted business at the family blacksmith shop, the Kruse boys were all anxiously seeking work. Grateful for the opportunity, Snow was determined to make his small business a success.

				He was a good mechanic and his garage in Yunta prospered. One day a message from Snow arrived at the Kruse family home in Waterloo: ‘Chev truck going cheap, 120 pounds.’ A local timber-cutter in the area had forfeited his truck to the hotel to settle his bill and the publican was now looking to recoup his losses. Tom’s mother and father decided the bargain was too good to pass by and sent Tom to Yunta to close the deal and drive the truck back to Waterloo. It was his first excursion into the northeast. From then on, young Tom Kruse became one of the regulars around Yunta—occasionally working for his uncle loading and carting timber, and filling in for Snow if he was called away, serving petrol and keeping the garage doors open.

				Like the rest of the Kruse boys, Tom was a hard worker. He was strong, dependable and likeable. It wasn’t long before John Penna, the local storekeeper and Yunta postmaster offered him a job. Thus Tom’s career as a truck driver began in 1932, at the age of eighteen, when he signed on as a driver for John Penna, who also operated a carting business that included the three mail delivery services out of the town. Tom took over the mail run from the previous driver, Jack O’Loughlin. Jack was unloading a drum of petrol at Lilydale station, a 12 000-square-kilometre sheep grazing property 66 kilometres south of Yunta, when the drum slipped and severed his thumb. He never drove the mail again.

				In Tom’s mind, the first year he spent in Penna’s employ is inextricably linked to a pair of interstate horse races that occurred about six months after he started work. Yunta was a great betting town in those days and when the Grand National Hurdle and the Grand National Steeplechase came up at Flemington in the winter of 1933, one of Penna’s customers asked Tom to lay a bet on his behalf. The amount of money entrusted to Tom for the wager has fallen from his mind but he hasn’t forgotten the consequences that the races had for him.

				‘Look, I remember it clear as mud,’ he says. ‘This chappie said to me, “When you go back to Yunta, I want you to get Mr Penna to put this money on the horse called Belar and any money coming, put it all up on Redditch on the steeple.” Belar was a cat jumper in the hurdles and he was a good price. Redditch was only even. He was a really good hurdler.

				‘Now, this is how dopey a man was. I didn’t do it . . . forgot all about it. It wasn’t that I did it purposely, but I did forget. Well, Belar won and Redditch won and John Penna paid up and I worked for three months to pay the money owed. And that’s the year that I first started working for John Penna.’

				Tom earned his nickname when he was just a lad. As a child in Waterloo he would hang around with an old man by the name of Tom Poole, who used to roam the town buying steel and bits of scrap metal—whatever he could resell to make a living.

				‘I was commonly known as Tom Poole because I was always giving Tom Poole a hand and riding his old cart. And that’s how I got the name of Tom,’ he says. It would become the name that defined the man.

				Working for John Penna, Tom was enjoying his first regular paid employment. In addition to driving the mail out to Lilydale, he was carting stores and supplies to the surrounding farms and stations and backloading with wool. He was making enough to be able to send some of his wages back to the family at Waterloo; he had his brother and uncle nearby, and he got along well with his boss. Boarding in the Penna home, Tom soon came to feel like one of the family.

				But after about eighteen months in Penna’s employ changes were afoot. Snow was getting itchy feet and was keen to move south to a new garage site at Meningie, on the coast east of Adelaide. John Penna was also thinking about getting out. He would see the big, heavy Ding trucks passing through town and knew that a new era of transport was on the way. He began to think about selling up rather than seeing his business submerged by the competition.

				With his purchase of the Leyland Cub in 1932, Harry Ding, then still based at his hometown of Olary, had made a big step up from American Ford, Chevrolet and Dodge trucks and utilities to the larger, heavier, more robust and more reliable Leylands. In the wheat and wool carting seasons Harry made good money with his large-capacity truck, which carried 4620-kilogram loads—about 60 bags of wheat. But he knew that steady, year-round work would have to be found for the truck to make his investment profitable. He decided that mail runs were the answer, and began his first postal service with the Olary-to-Kalabity route, which ran twice a week, via Bimbowrie—a 110-kilometre return trip. Next came a contract for the Cockburn–Mulyungarie service—130 kilometres return.

				In 1934, Harry swept into Yunta, buying Snow’s garage and Penna’s business, and relocating his entire operation. Yunta was only 81 kilometres southwest of Olary down the Barrier Highway from Broken Hill, but it was a three-hour drive away at the speed of travel of the time. The larger town provided a more central base. Tom and the other Penna drivers were folded into the package deal. Harry’s fleet now consisted of the two Leyland Cubs, a Thornycroft, a Dodge buckboard and a new Ford buckboard, plus an elderly Albion and an old Brockway that had originally belonged to John Penna. His trucks and drivers were hauling wool, petrol, ore, mail and groceries throughout the north-eastern areas of the State.

				Tom’s nickname was well entrenched by that time and only those close to him knew that his real name was Esmond Gerald.

				‘Look, I might say, the only one that never, ever called me Tom, is my mother. No, she always referred to me by my Christian name—Esmond,’ he says.

				He recalls the day in August 1935 when Harry Ding sent him and fellow driver Don McRae up to a job at Murnpeowie station—‘Mumpy’ as the locals called it—cementing a water storage tank. Harry was keen to keep his employees busy, so if carting assignments were scarce the men were farmed out on various labouring jobs. Tom was the lackey that time and spent the whole day unloading, carrying, mixing and pouring bags of cement while Don, the builder, formed the tank lining.

				At sundown, the manager, Mr Newland, came over, waving an envelope at them.

				‘He said, “Who’s this EG Kruse?”’ Tom recounts. ‘“There’s a bit of mail here. I was going to send it back but . . . well, EG Kruse, who’s he?”’

				‘Well, I’m EG,’ Tom said with some surprise, taking the envelope and studying the handwriting. It was a letter from his mother. Dear Esmond, I do hope this arrives on the 28th, she’d written. It will be your 21st birthday.

				‘Here I am, 21 today, and I feel my arms are two inches longer, carrying that bloody concrete around,’ Tom mused to himself. ‘Look here,’ he said, turning to Don. ‘Let’s have one of those bottles of beer that Mrs Dunn sent over.’

				Emily Dunn, the hotelkeeper at Lyndhurst, had given Tom one dozen bottles of beer with which to celebrate his 21st birthday. Of course it was warm—no refrigeration in the workers’ camp—but it would be a treat nevertheless.

				On the way to Murnpeowie, Tom and Don had picked up a young Afghan lad on the side of the road. There’d been some kind of family dispute and the fellow was in tears, looking for a way out. He was only a weak little thing, no help with the manual labouring task at hand, but he was eager to pitch in and saw Tom’s birthday as a way to express his gratitude.

				‘Can I help? What can I do?’ he chanted, hopping around the two men.

				‘Look, there’s some chops over there, turn them into a curry,’ Don directed him.

				‘Well, anyhow, we had this meal,’ Tom recalls. ‘And the little Afghan lad—he was only about fourteen I s’pose—he started going round to Don and me:

				‘“Well,” he said, “how’d you enjoy that stew?”

				‘Actually, bloody beautiful.’

				‘“Good. ’Cause I had a hell of a job scratching all those little white things off the meat.”

				‘Oh, no! That’s the maggots of course.’ Tom chuckles, leaning back in his chair and snorting merrily at the memory.

				‘Look, eating them raw I don’t like ’em. But if they’re boiled . . . ah, nothing wrong with ’em. You scoop ’em off. Don’t worry about the damn things.’

				He divulged that a culinary trick used by one of his nephews was to boil the meat with some spaghetti or pasta to disguise their presence. ‘Put a little more macaroni in, Uncle,’ he’d tell Tom. ‘That’ll be all the white things floating in the water.’

				By 1936, when the Badger first came on the scene, Tom had been driving for Harry Ding for two years, hauling livestock, wheat and wool from the big sheep runs along the Port Pirie-to-Broken Hill railway line to the train sidings at Yunta and Peterborough. He and the other Ding drivers mostly delivered stores and supplies to stations within a 150-kilometre radius of the Yunta base and backloaded with 200-kilogram bales of wool and 200-kilogram bags of wheat.

				In the shearing season, from February to September, each of Harry’s trucks carried its own loading pole and winch to help with the loading of the wool bales. With one man standing on the tray grabbing and manoeuvring the huge cubes with a short grappling hook and two helpers on the ground feeding the bales onto the winch, three men could load and tie down 110 bales in an hour. Wheat sacks, in contrast, were usually loaded by hand. Each sack was hoisted from the ground about one metre onto the tray of the truck and lugged into position by heaving and tugging at the ears of the heavy hessian bags. Then the back-breaking process was repeated in reverse at the railway yard. In the hot, dry conditions of the harvest season it was a job only for men who could toil like Trojans—men like Tom Kruse and his younger brother, Curly.

				In August 1936, two days before Tom’s 22nd birthday, nineteen-year-old Curly was killed in a trucking accident while working for Harry Ding. It happened when he was helping two Ding drivers transport a load of wool from Frome Downs, a remote sheep and cattle property 160 kilometres north of Yunta. Curly jumped out to open a gate. The two trucks kept moving. The wool was loaded wide. The track was narrow. ‘He stumbled on a saltbush and rolled under the wheels,’ Harry Ding recounted years later to John Maddock, author of Mail for the Back of Beyond. ‘It was a terrible shock to everyone.’ In his memoir, Thirty Years with Men, Ding reserves a special mention for Curly, ‘whose splendid young life was cut short by an accident in my service—Curly was a lot of man’.

				A couple of days passed before word reached Tom that tragedy had befallen Curly. He dropped everything and raced home. It wasn’t until he arrived in Waterloo that he learnt that his brother had died in the accident. Despite being a family of fourteen, the Kruses were close-knit. To have Joe return to them from the War, yet have another son taken in a senseless accident was hard for the family to bear. It was even more so for Tom, who had to swallow his sorrow and anger and continue service for their shared employer.

				•

				By the end of 1935, HE Ding had successfully taken over five mail runs, having added the Yunta routes out to Lilydale and Waukaringa to his roster, in addition to a service from Waukaringa north to Frome Downs, calling on Koonamore, Curnamona and Erudina stations on the way. When the contract for the Marree-to-Birdsville mail route came up for tender that year, Harry made a bid for it. By then he was a specialist at providing mail and freight services to remote areas and felt that he understood the demands of the desert country well enough. Besides, the Track had an aura of romance about it that appealed to 28-year-old Harry’s sense of adventure, and he was eager to expand his business into the untapped north of South Australia. At that time, Frome Downs station, near the southern tip of Lake Frome, was the top end of his mail runs.

				The Birdsville Track was a dry, lonely cattle trail through the centre of Australia. A meandering path of hoofprints and camelpads with nary a tyre-mark to be seen. It was 500 kilometres of blinding sunlight glinting off orange gibber stones, eerie desert darkness and palpable silence. Five hundred kilometres of flies, choking dust storms and sand that would suffocate mouths and clog up vehicle air filters. Five hundred kilometres of searing heat that lay upon you like a thick wad of insulation, where walking from a disabled vehicle could mean walking to your death. Five hundred kilometres of mind-numbing monotony and mind-shattering isolation, where a person might not meet another living soul from one end to the other. The Birdsville Track.

				It was a region on the cusp of change and Harry wanted to be a part of it. The camels that had carried freight up the Track for the past 60 years were gradually being replaced by a parade of optimistic motor mailmen who struggled up to Birdsville in overloaded light utilities—buckboards—and clapped-out wire-wheeled cars hopelessly inadequate for the desert conditions. Harry knew that with his big, sturdy truck running well within its load capacity he could replace car and beast in one fell swoop.

				He won the contract for the Marree-to-Birdsville mail run with a quote of 300 pounds for 26 trips per year—125 pounds per annum less than the sum received by either of the previous two contractors. He would charge two pence per pound to cart goods to Birdsville and charge passengers a five-pound fare for the ride. With his superior vehicles and experienced drivers Harry was determined to make the Marree-to-Birdsville mail run the flagship route of the HE Ding enterprise.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				2

				Tom’s First Mail Run

				When Harry Ding won the Marree-to-Birdsville mail contract in 1936 it was natural that he would send Tom Kruse, his most competent driver, to establish the service. The HE Ding contract with the Postmaster-General’s Department called for 26 trips a year—once a fortnight. Harry proposed a one-week schedule for Tom for the 1000-kilometre round trip—three days for the journey from Marree, one day in Birdsville, and three days back again. He would operate from a new Ding outpost at Lyndhurst, on the railway line 80 kilometres south of Marree, which Harry had established in December the previous year. During the Birdsville ‘off’ week Harry planned to keep Tom busy doing local carting trips from Lyndhurst to Murnpeowie, Beltana and Mt Lyndhurst stations.

				The movement of cattle established the Birdsville Track, or the Queensland Road, as it was originally known. It was a stock route that had its heyday in the 1880s, in the days before Federation, when Birdsville was a thriving border town collecting custom taxes for the 1000-head mobs of cattle from the Channel Country in south-west Queensland that were making their way to the southern markets. When the railway was extended from Port Augusta to Marree in 1884, the Track became one of the most important stock routes in Australia as Queensland ‘fats’ were walked to the rail head at Marree for carriage to Adelaide.

				When he was selected for the task at the beginning of 1936, Tom had never laid eyes on the infamous Birdsville Track. He had driven up to Lyndhurst plenty of times, but no further. Harry had only marginally more knowledge of the country Tom would be travelling through. His experience was limited to a couple of reconnaissance trips he’d made up to Birdsville since landing the mail contract—to introduce the new Ding service to the families of the Track and to sew up deals for freight loading for the northern cattle stations. He generously decided to send along one of his travelling companions from one of these trips to act as a guide for Tom’s first run.

				‘He was like a sore rear to a boundary rider,’ Tom recalls. ‘Couldn’t stand the weather, couldn’t stand the water and he didn’t know the way.’

				In addition to the questionable ‘guide’, Harry sent Tom up north with a glittering new tandem-drive-axle Leyland Cub, a raise in wages to 35 shillings per week, strict instructions to be certain to sign the postal paperwork and leave Marree at 11 o’clock Friday morning, and a word of advice: ‘Remember, Tom, when dealing with men, an ounce of loyalty is worth a ton of cleverness.’ And Tom would need all the goodwill he could muster: Some of the folk of Marree were none too pleased with the arrival of Tom Kruse nor the era of motorised transport on the Track in general.

				‘Old Mr Scobie, that’s Jimmy Scobie . . . he had the store at Marree,’ says Tom. ‘There were two stores in Marree those days—Scobie’s store and the Carter store. Mr Carter was delighted, totally delighted. He said it was the greatest thing that could happen to the country. But Mr Scobie, in the beginning, he was very anti the Dings. Hell, he was treating us like a black snake. I said, “Look, I’m only a driver here and I’m pleased to have the job.”’

				At the time, Jimmy Scobie was the biggest freight supplier along the Track and he feared that Tom and his truck would see the end of his camel operation. ‘I tell you, he was really roaring about it,’ Tom says. ‘I can understand it from his side: If you want to hurt a man, hurt him in his pockets.’

				Jimmy Scobie and others like him, who preferred the old ways, knew that the large carting trucks spelled the end for the camel strings that had padded the Birdsville Track for more than half a century. The Afghan camel drivers and their beasts had been gradually disappearing from their homes at ‘Ghan Town’ on the north side of the railway tracks in Marree ever since lightweight buckboards, then V8 utilities, began replacing the mail horse, and station owners started buying vehicles and ferrying their own supplies. Harry Ding’s high-capacity haulage truck was the final straw.

				Whereas the mail was always carried by horse in the early days—either by horse and buggy or packhorse—camels were the traditional means for carting stores and supplies to and from the stations of outback Australia. Horses were faster, making the trip from Marree to Birdsville in about ten days, but they were more susceptible to the heat and lack of water typical of the terrain. Camels, on the other hand, could shoulder 300 kilograms or even up to 450 kilograms—at least three times the weight that a horse could carry—and could endure the harsh desert conditions much more readily. They were slow, but steady and reliable, making the same trip in 24 days.

				Harry had seen the camels being loaded for a trip to Birdsville when he had visited Marree a few months before taking over the mail service. Wooden cases containing five dozen large bottles of beer were propped up either side of the pack, or 70-kilogram sacks of flour and sugar—always double-bagged to protect the contents from animal urine, sweat and saliva—were laid in pairs on each side. Then the line of animals, each one connected via a light rope in his wooden nose-peg to the tail of the one in front, was ushered to its feet amid much camel griping, spitting and verbal complaining. When all was ready the cameleer walked off into the desert, his string of 70 beasts plodding along behind him.

				George Farwell, in his 1950 account of the inland, Land of Mirage, reported that animosity towards the pioneers of new forms of transport was not new: ‘When motor trucks first began to push outback, undercutting the rates of Afghan carriers, sometimes without profit, the drivers complained that broken glass was spread to cut their tyres. On occasions there were fisticuffs beside the track, and knives flashed. But the Afghans remembered similar scenes a generation before, the advent of their camel teams having angered the bullock drivers and teamsters they displaced.’

				It was New Year’s Day, 1936, and 115 degrees F (45 degrees C) the day that 21-year-old Tom Kruse inaugurated the HE Ding service on the Birdsville mail run.

				Mr Fred Hey, clerk of the Diamantina Shire Council, his wife, and Mrs Gloria Willis, wife of the brawny Birdsville policeman, Bob Willis, were Tom’s first passengers. Tom’s teenage offsider, Jimmy Simmons, and his ‘guide’, Kevin, were also onboard. There was only room for two in the cab, so the women rode inside with Tom, while Mr Hey, Kevin and Jimmy clung on top. The Heys had come south with Harry Williams, the previous mail driver, in his 1934 Ford utility, one of the first V8s to carry the mail. Now they were travelling back with Tom Kruse in his six-wheeled Leyland Cub. Along the way, Tom met up with Harry, who was completing his last trip, and whose friendly advice and helpful directions proved more useful than any assistance from his personal guide.

				Harry Williams had been the Birdsville mailman on and off since 1926. When Harry Ding came along and undercut Williams’s tender to the Postmaster-General’s Department by 30 per cent he was forced out of the mail business.

				‘Dad lost his livelihood,’ says Williams’s son, George, an 83-year-old retired motor garage owner from Broken Hill, now living in Adelaide. ‘He wasn’t all that happy, but that’s life. My dad was getting 35 pound per month and had to do two trips a month—the postal service’d have you doing it for a pound a month if they could. And we got tuppence per pound on any freight we carried. We only had four-cylinder Dodges, Dad and I, so we couldn’t carry much.’

				The biologist Francis Ratcliffe discovered the joy of passing for freight on one of the Williams Dodges when he rode the Birdsville Track with Harry and George on one of their final runs. Unfortunately for Ratcliffe, Harry’s lauded Ford V8 was temporarily out of commission. When Williams pulled up in one of his old Dodges the well-bred English scientist was astounded by the proposed means of transport.

				‘I have seen some warriors in my time, but that antiquated Dodge had them all licked hollow,’ he wrote in his account of his Australian adventures, Flying Fox and Drifting Sand. ‘I can best describe her by saying that there was not a single part of her . . . which had not been bashed and broken and rather obviously repaired. The sides of the bonnet had been discarded as unnecessary; one of the lamps was smashed, and from it a length of wire dangled hopelessly; the cap of the petrol-tank was a tobacco-tin held in place by a strap; and there was no sign of a spare wheel or tyre. Later I learned with something of a shock that she had no brakes—not merely bad brakes, but no brakes at all: the shoes had been taken out of the drums. What a vehicle, I thought anxiously, with which to tackle one of the longest and loneliest, and driest mail runs in Australia.’

				However, the decrepit Dodge came to earn Ratcliffe’s grudging respect by struggling gamely through bog after bog and he found himself impressed by the doggedness and ‘she’ll be right mate’ demeanour of his driver, seventeen-year-old George Williams.

				Young George had begun his career as a Birdsville mailman early in life. ‘I left school at fourteen—in 1932—and you got a driver’s licence at fourteen them days. I’d learnt to drive since I was ten, o’course,’ he says. ‘But when I left school, Dad said, “C’mon lad you’ve got to go to work now.” We had several of those old Dodges so sometimes we’d be going up together and sometimes I’d be on me own. The first night I slept out by myself, tell you what, I was a bit nervous . . . coming back empty, no lights or anything . . . and when it gets dark you just stop and camp.’

				A few months after George’s last run up the Track with his father in late 1935, Tom Kruse embarked on his first trip as the new Birdsville mailman. As he’d been firmly instructed, Tom and his party left Marree on the Friday promptly at 11 am. They camped the first night at the dry Cooper Creek crossing and set off the following morning to attempt the infamous Ooroowillanie sandhill 170 kilometres from Marree. Tom had been warned about the Ooroowillanie.

				‘Being down Lyndhurst, there was all sorts of stories that you’d hear prior. If well-wishing was anything, I would never have had any troubles,’ he says.

				He had on board some coconut matting that Harry had given him. The idea was to lay it down like a carpet on the sand over which the truck could glide without becoming bogged. Harry had made enquiries with the two other big outback carriers—Glasson’s Motors, who serviced the area east of Broken Hill, and Bottom and Clarke, who operated north of Broken Hill up to Innamincka and Cordillo Downs—and had settled on the coconut matting as the best solution to the problem.

				‘Ooroowillanie—she’s pretty soft sand there,’ recalls Monty Scobie, Jimmy Scobie’s nephew. The sandhill was only about 3 kilometres from the Scobie family homestead at Ooroowillanie station, where Monty lived with his father, Alec, mother Ellen and six siblings. He remembers a constant stream of stricken travellers stumbling into their yard for help. ‘Gawd, I was a little bit of a kid going around with no boots on, then. They used to always get stuck there. They used to walk up to the homestead and Dad’d go over and help them. We used to have strips of bullock hide that Dad’d take over in the buckboard.

				‘Yeah, they had a lot of trouble at Ooroowillanie. And you couldn’t go round it. I went round it once. Gawd, it was rough and it was slow.’

				At the approach to the sandhill, Tom’s passengers disembarked to lighten the load. The women stood on the hard claypan at the foot of the dune, the hems of their long skirts just high enough to avoid dragging in the dirt, their straw hats sheltering their faces from the fierce summer sun. Tom lay down the matting, reversed the truck, then charged at the dune. Fred Hey photographed the big, heavy Cub toiling to make the top without sinking into the sand. The truck climbed halfway up the face of the hill and came to a stop with its front wheels off the mat. Tom slowly backed down to the bottom and made another attempt. And another. Each time the truck climbed a little further up the soft, slithery surface. But each time the Cub’s wheels spun, rents appeared in the coconut matting. By the time Tom made it over the top and skidded cautiously down the other side, the brand-new mats were torn to shreds.

				‘Yeah, I remember Tom coming along as the mailman. It was good,’ says Monty. ‘We didn’t get 44-gallon drums until Tom came. Williams couldn’t bring ’em with his little ute. We used to get petrol in two four-gallon tins in a wooden case.

				‘Dad used to cart his own loading, and then he found out he’d get it cheaper by bringing it with Krusey. Groceries and that, he used to send the order down to Adelaide and go down to Marree and pick them up. He bought a 1927 Chev utility—made to carry half a ton and he wouldn’t want a tin of jam over, either . . . He couldn’t drive no good—he couldn’t drive a bar of soap with a mallet! Terrible driver he was. He screwed a lot of axles off. But I don’t know . . . those old cars . . . they went! They was amazing, you know.

				‘Gawd, we had some hilarious mailmen on that trip . . . Billy Long—he was half Chinaman—he had a Chev. And Harry Williams with his running boards. They had some of these old motor cars with mudguards on ’em—the old Dodges. One of ’em he called Myra. He broke down in the [Mungerannie] Gap once; fixed the tailshaft with the wall of a tyre—you put the side of a tyre in the tailshaft, then that’s the weakest point. If you break anything then, you only break the rubber, and you sit down and light a fire and burn another one.

				‘I’d just finished school when Tom started. Used to get the lessons up in the mail every fortnight. We’d look forward to Tom coming. He was handy: If the car broke down—wait till Tom comes and he’ll fix him.

				‘Then Fred Teague and Ken Crombie. Kenny made a clutch up out of the bottom of a 44-gallon drum, once. A lot of people wouldn’t believe that. But it was true, all right. I know how he done it. When you’ve got a long way to walk, you improvise.’

				To the list of memorable Birdsville Track mailmen, Monty would one day be able to add his own name. Fifteen years after Tom first drove up to the house at Ooroowillanie, Monty Scobie became the newest mailman of the Track—working for Tom Kruse. But that wasn’t until 1951.

				In 1936, at 3 pm on Sunday 3 January, Tom and his party arrived in Birdsville, having successfully completed the first Tom Kruse/HE Ding mail run from Marree.

				The arrival of the mail was the highlight of the fortnight in the inhabited little pinprick of a town that was Birdsville. Without the single radio transceiver at the Australian Inland Mission (AIM) nursing hostel and the twice-monthly visits from the mailman, the town was completely isolated from news of the outside world. At the mailman’s arrival, the welfare of neighbours along the Track would be eagerly enquired after, letters and parcels from family and friends down south pounced upon, and fourteen-day-old newspapers squirrelled away for relaxed cover-to-cover reading in the quiet hours of the evening.

				When Tom pulled up on that Sunday afternoon in 1936 he was received with a flurry of excitement. Most of the residents of the town gathered in the wide, dusty street between the hotel and the post office to meet the new mailman and marvel at the lumbering great truck he turned up in. Mr Harry Afford, the local postmaster, storekeeper and part-time barman, hurried over from the hotel to greet the new arrivals and take charge of the mailbags. Mrs Gaffney, the hotelkeeper, was there as were Mrs Hagen, who owned the second general store in town; old Joe B, the Betoota–Birdsville packhorse mailman and Mr Celcus C (‘Celcie’) Morton, from outlying station The Bluff (later called Roseberth). Police officer Bob Willis embraced his road-weary wife, introduced himself to the new mailman and welcomed him to town. Then the group wandered across the road to the hotel for a celebratory drink before the job of unloading began.

				Harry had given Tom two pounds with which to buy a drink for the premiere Ding passengers upon arrival in Birdsville. The ladies settled themselves at a table near the window while Tom moved to the bar and rested his hands on its wide surface. He waited patiently to order several five-shilling bottles of beer.

				Finally Mr Afford approached Tom and started laying saucers on the counter in front of him.

				‘Er, no, Mr Afford, it’s not tea or coffee, it’s beer we want,’ he said politely.

				‘That’s right, and that’s what you’re getting,’ the barman replied. ‘The saucers are to blow on the beer to cool it down,’ he joked.

				‘The queer part was,’ Tom says, ‘They had no refrigeration in those days, just a bag hanging down over a bit of charcoal and water dripping on it and hoping for a bit of air. The water evaporating kept the beer cool.’

				Tom’s first southbound passengers were Cecilia and Eleanor Morton, from Roseberth, 34 kilometres east of Birdsville. Mrs Morton, wife of station owner Celcie Morton, was accompanying her daughter, Eleanor, to attend college in Adelaide. ‘She was the first lady to come south on the mail,’ Tom says. ‘Mrs Morton was a good traveller. She’d have one little bag. And good food they supplied, too . . . passing pieces of cake around. I can always remember good food.’

				Mrs Beryl Schaffer was another early passenger. ‘Mrs Schaffer and her daughter, Daphne . . . used to always come down to Adelaide at Christmas-time. They had the station, Waverly, and owned a store at Windorah. She was a good horsewoman, Beryl, and she could swear like a trooper—she wouldn’t pull her punches. She was a good traveller too.’

				Many years later Tom ran into Mrs Schaffer’s daughter. ‘You wouldn’t remember me . . .’ she began tentatively.

				‘Yes, yes I do. Tell you what, you were a crying little bugger,’ he told her in his trademark matter-of-fact way.

				Tom’s return to Marree marked the successful inauguration of the HE Ding Birdsville mail service. However, it would be several weeks before Tom had another trouble-free run such as he enjoyed on that first journey. On his second trip to Birdsville, the brand-new Cub snapped a universal joint at the Mungerannie Gap, a dry sandy run-off about halfway between Marree and Birdsville. His was the only vehicle on the track so there was no use waiting for help to happen by. Fixing breakdowns yourself or walking for assistance were the only options. Tom abandoned the disabled Cub and walked back 8 or 9 kilometres to Mungerannie station, where he explained his predicament to the owner, Ted Wade, who was keen to attempt making a replacement universal joint in the station blacksmith shop. Tom dissuaded him from this idea, preferring to retrace his steps 45 kilometres back to Mulka where he thought it more likely that shopkeeper Poddy Aiston might have some useful bits and pieces at his drovers’ store.

				‘Could I possibly borrow a horse off you, to ride back to Mulka?’ Tom enquired.

				‘Yes, if you can catch one. But I won’t lend you a saddle, you’re too heavy, you’ll bugger it up. And only ride him on the soft ground; you’ll ruin his feet.’

				‘Right, no worries, Mr Wade,’ Tom sang out, setting off on the trip back to the Mulka store.

				By the time he reached Ooroowillanie, just over half the distance, the feeble old horse was feeling the strain of carrying him, so he jumped off, cracked the horse on the rump and continued to Mulka on foot. Poddy Aiston was surprised to see the new Birdsville mailman reappear in his yard a few hours after he’d waved him off. Poddy had an admirable supply of pipe, bolts and bits of metal but nothing that would repair a broken universal joint, so he lent Tom his own Dodge to complete the run to Birdsville and back. The Cub remained where it was for several weeks until new parts were sent up from Adelaide to repair it.

				With the Cub out of commission, Tom drove Harry Ding’s 1934 Ford on the next mail run. There was little freight loading scheduled for the trip and Harry thought the Ford buckboard would suffice until the Cub was roadworthy again. There were no northbound passengers on this occasion so when Tom stopped at Ooroowillanie for the customary cup of tea, he invited Alec Scobie, Monty’s father, to join him on the run to Birdsville. Tom enjoyed Alec’s company and having someone to yarn with helped the kilometres pass more quickly.

				‘Well, I coaxed him to come for a ride and we got caught in a very heavy rain at Goyder Lagoon and spent a fortnight living on potatoes!’ Tom recalls. ‘There was over four inches of rain, and that’s a big rain. We twisted an axle trying to get through the mud . . . Couldn’t drive forwards. We could drive backwards . . . in low gear, but then again, you’ve got to think of the amount of petrol you have. It’s better to pull up where you are while you’ve still got petrol in the tank, wait until the roads are dry, and then drive out.

				‘The Birdsville Hotel used to always get crates of potatoes so we had them done in every different way. Look, it’s amazing how you can cook potatoes . . . you can have ’em grilled, baked, chips, raw . . .’

				Their predicament occurred in the days before Harry’s drivers were equipped with radio communication. Tom had no way of alerting anyone to their plight so he and Alec Scobie settled down to wait for the country to dry out. Eventually Harry Ding received word from Birdsville that the mailman had failed to arrive and set out on a rescue mission from Yunta, two weeks after Tom had left Marree. When Harry and his companion found the stranded travellers at Goyder Lagoon, he elected to stay with the broken-down Ford while Tom drove Harry’s car on to Birdsville with the mail and, from there, back to Marree. When the Cub was fixed, one of Harry’s drivers drove it up to Goyder Lagoon to retrieve the broken-down Ford and cart it back to Yunta.

				This incident inspired Harry to install a radio base station at his Yunta garage and equip all his long-distance trucks with radio transceivers. He teamed up with Alf Traeger, who had worked with John Flynn to establish the AIM/flying doctor radio network and its ‘mantle of safety’ over the outback, and together they designed and engineered portable radio sets that used the trucks’ batteries for power. Over time, Harry’s Yunta base station, VHU9, became the hub of a radio network that extended over a sparsely inhabited region of more than 120 000 square kilometres of northern South Australia and south-western Queensland. The Kidman company bought transceivers for their cattle stations and Harry lent sets to the managers of Lake Harry, Dulkaninna and Mirra Mitta stations so that they could keep tabs on the passage of the Birdsville mail truck, which was assigned the call sign VHU6.
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