
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Lyrebird Mountain

––––––––

By Julie Lake


First published by Capo Lane Publishing in 2025

5, 27 Capo Lane, Tamborine Mountain, QLD, Australia

jrlakemedia@gmail.com

Text and copyright  © Julie Lake, 2025

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced without prior permission of the publisher.

Title: Lyrebird Mountain

For my daughters, Amanda and Cathryn.  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For my daughters, Amanda and Cathryn

      

    


People told me of its wonders, how that folks who went up for a day were enchanted, and spent a week there instead; how others ate themselves out of “house and home” and exhausted their provisions long before their picnic was over, all owing to the glorious appetite engendered.  I heard of little children residents, fed chiefly on maize porridge, but rosy-faced as Kentish “bairns”; of scrub soil 20 ft deep; of orange trees that you could cut a fishing-rod out of; of cedar trees that would build two houses; of geraniums that would fill a room, and so forth; and it all seemed quite credible, for (this)Mountain is just where it should be for a perfect health resort...

(Nehemia Bartley, trader, journalist and mineralogist in Australian Pioneers and Reminiscences, 1896).

––––––––
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BEGINNING

My granddaughter Sunny has no interest in history.  She says it is boring but then she finds most reality boring.  Surreal is her favourite word and she immerses herself in games of wonderful (to me) complexity where she can create virtual worlds to her own liking.  The portal to these wonderlands is via the rabbit hole of her gaming device and down she pops whenever she can, turning her back on the actual world, dismissive of all that has made it and unconfident of the future.

Really, you can’t blame her.  Is her immersion so different from my own passion for all things historical?  Do I bury myself in the past to avoid the present – of course I do!  Why else choose anthropology as a profession and archaeology as a hobby? But these interests are about the world and of the world, even if it is the world as once was.  Sunny, at 22, seems to have abandoned all interest in a career or even a lasting relationship in order to play out her life in worlds that don’t exist.  Because for all their carefully-crafted dangers they are – and she knows it – safer and more rewarding than life.

Since she has come to live with me, which pleases neither of us, I have tried to interest her in our own past, specifically in the new task which I have set myself and which requires a younger mind and fresher insights.  Or else it will become a burden rather than a labour of love.  But there is no use in talking to Sunny of genetics, of DNA, of knowing from whom we came. She doesn’t believe they tell us anything about who we are. She believes that nurture triumphs over nature every time and, again, you can’t blame her because she has had little nurturing in her life and attributes all problems to the lack of it. 

This devolves on me as well as her mother, my lost daughter.  Her loss must be due to my deficiency.  I don’t really believe this is true but I can see why Sunny might think so.  Human nature, if there is such a thing, always looks for someone to blame for tragedy.  Watch any disaster unfold on the screen, or read about it in a newspaper, and you can take bets on how soon the media will be channelling demands for some person or organisation to be held responsible.

I would like to love her. Though she has come to me so late in life and only due to her being out of other options.  She appears to have neither resilience nor self-determination.  She just...accepts! Yet not cheerfully, not gratefully!  But still I would like to love her.  And, of course, for her to love me.  Though in the short term I’d settle for respect! Or at least acknowledgment.  To achieve this I need to find common ground. Something that binds us.  

A butcherbird sings outside the window, each semibreve and quaver so perfectly pitched that I have to stop and listen.  And as I do so I am conscious that here, at this desk, my grandmother once sat and listened to butcherbirds who sing so sweetly despite their brutal name.  Perhaps they were the ancestors of this very same vocalist who watches me through the window, head cocked. Hoping for a feed.  My grandmother Anna loved birds and was famous for her knowledge of them, and of plants, too.  That knowledge is before me on the desk, in letters and diaries and pictures taken on glass plates.  In folders full of magazine cuttings and speech notes.  Here is her history which my own granddaughter, Anna’s great - great - granddaughter, rejects as boring.. 

“So it may be to you,” I tell her irritably.  “But to me it’s wonderful. As it will be to others.”

You think! Pushing the lank hair back from her face, a frequent gesture as annoying to me as her sullen expression.  

Trust me! But of course this is the last thing she will do! I don’t suppose she has ever trusted anyone.  Or had reason to.  And so I urge, It’s not so different from your gaming.  All this...” I gesture to the files and folders strewn across Anna’s old desk “...is going to be like entering a different world.  A world that was real enough in its day but is like a fable to us now.  And it’s not just Anna’s story, it’s our story! It belongs to our family and we are the only ones left to care about it.  Unless we make others care.  And we can. We will.”

We will.  I, because I have been given a great and unexpected gift. Sunny, because I am paying her for it.  As I would pay any research assistant. I know she has to have money, though her wants are modest to the point of asceticism, and she realises I will not give it to her unearned.  

My gift is at this stage more of a discovery.  Whether it can prove truly valuable has to be further investigated but my instincts and a preliminary examination tell me it is buried treasure. A forgotten record of a life lived long ago and of far greater substance than I or anyone left alive had realised.  It came to me as such gifts do, in a move, an urgent need for change, a stack of old boxes left for decades in my grandmother’s garage and almost thrown away.  

Sunny doesn’t appear to hear the bird, nor does she look out of the window though the mountain dresses in its best at this time of year, early winter, when the leaves of exotic trees are turning and the camellias are out.  This is Anna’s garden, badly-tended now but still full of good things, such as unexpected green shoots of narcissi which will flower white and gold in our subtropical winter.  They are the naturalised descendants of those planted by Anna who loved plants as she loved birds and wrote about them so tenderly.  Anna, my grandmother, whose life and work lies laid out on the desk before me. Already, I am coming to see this mountain, where I now live, through her eyes but I cannot get my own granddaughter to see it through my eyes.  Though I am determined to do so.  

The bird sings again.  How strange the Australian birds must have seemed to the German immigrants such as my grandmother’s family.  My own English husband used to say that our birds don’t sing as prettily as the blackbirds and thrushes do in Europe.  You need to develop a better ear, I told him, but neither his ears nor his eyes were ever able to appreciate the ancient subtleties of this land.  My mother, an Australian songbird whose perfect legato was often compared to that of the European nightingale, would have empathetically disagreed with him.

The Butcher Bird sings a finale of three exquisite notes and then flies away and it is then that I hear another bird, which can out-perform the departed songster and all the other birds on the mountain - it’s the Albert’s Lyrebird giving a shrill, curving whistle in imitation of a Satin Bowerbird’s call. I wait for a suspended moment as the whistle is followed by the familiar cackle and then a series of fluting calls and plaintive song snatches; King Parrots, Crimson Rosellas, Black-throated Treecreepers, Grey Shrike-thrushes and so many more that I cannot readily identify, all ending with a merry Kookaburra flourish. This, I know, is a male Lyrebird in his splendid prime, showing off his repertoire, luring a mate.  He is down by the creek, where the mist is morning-thick among the trees and I picture him dancing on his platform of twigs and moss, self-absorbed, tail shimmering over his hunched back, outer lyre feathers all a-quiver.  A shy bird, seen by few, yet a song-and-dance show off when the urge is on him.  The signature bird of this mountain of mist and mystery.  Anna’s bird.   

I want Sunny, whose full name is Sunshine, thus representing yet another of my daughter’s inability to make informed choices, to hear the birds of this mountain.  I want her to love its plant life.  I need her to find the solace in these things as I have found it. That Anna found and recorded so thoroughly and with such grace.  Grace is what we need so badly, Sunny and I.

And its source lies in these mementos of a century ago when the world of Anna was much slower in pace and lesser in novelty than our own. Staying connected was so much more of a challenge.  Especially for a woman.  Through them I hope to tell her story.
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CHAPTER ONE
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They first saw the mountain on the second day, a dull, smoky blue wedge against the hard, pale sky of a rainless July.  In any other land but this it would have been considered merely a hill of no great height but it had grown to match the family’s expectations and those of the settlers who had first named it.

To Anna, aged eight, it seemed ethereal, as if it might disappear as suddenly as it had come into sight. Which it did from time to time as the scanty forest intervened.  “Ho oh!” cried Freddy, always wanting to be first in everything.  “There it is.  Isn’t it Papi?  Our mountain? Isn’t it?”  And he ran ahead of the horse team, striking at rocks and tree stems with a stick he’d picked up along the way.  The children had heard so much of this mountain, which their father had never visited but, on a sudden whim, bought land there.  

They had travelled from river flats and farmland to open forest and grassland already browning under the winter sun.  The forest was a dull collection of eucalypt and thin-leaved shrubs, brightened in patches by yellow wattle and the bronze florescences of scrawny pea plants which, to a discerning eye, indicated a possibility of harvesting their leguminous properties to help enrich the shaley buff-coloured soil.  

Such an eye was possessed by Martin Bachmann, father of Anna and Freddy and leader of this small group of travellers whose hope of good things to come grew with each hour of plodding progress.  Martin knew many things and his brain was like a great cabinet where he stored his knowledge in many carefully-labelled drawers, where it could be drawn out when required.  Or so Anna came to fancy in later years when she tried to remember what she could of her father and his accomplishments.  He always seemed to be putting new and useful things into this cabinet and had recently added to it an understanding of botany and horticultural practice.  

The mountain which was to become their home was his latest and dearest undertaking into which all the energies of mind and body could be channelled.  The children had heard so much of this mountain yeti it seemed scarcely real to them; its mysterious forest and wild creatures invested with myth because Papi was such a taller of tales and dreamer of splendid dreams.  He had taught them to long for it but still they couldn’t quite believe in it or the possibility of living there.

And now, as they continued to move towards it, they could see that there was such a mountain, first visible as they came to the stop of a steep pinch, then hidden again by smaller, closer hills and the increasing density of forest.  The early afternoon sun was warm, the track dusty despite recent light rain.  The long ridgeline that marked their destination as an upraised plateau rather than a true mount seemed so far away and yet, Martin assured them all, they would be at the top by tomorrow night.

He drove the horse wagon which contained the family’s smaller possessions.  His wife Berthe sat beside him, round and substantial as a dumpling, nursing a baby of five months. Between them sat three-year-old Laurie. The second and larger wagon was drawn by a span of oxen and driven by a man hired for the occasion and with him Liza, seven years older than Laurie, who did not like to walk along the rutted track with the trees so close either side.  Liza’s particular task was to mind her younger brother Steve whom, his mother considered, was far too adventurous for a boy of five.  So constantly did he fight against any restraint that he had to be tied to the buckboard.  

“You will fall out and go under the wheel and be crushed like a beetle,” Freddy told him several times throughout the journey, grinning at his brother’s torment.  But Liza’s heart was already maternal, soft as a sponge for soaking up the suffering of others and she put her arm around the child’s squirming shoulder and hugged him close.  

The other children hopped on to the wagons when they grew tired but mostly they liked to be on the ground where they found plenty to amuse them along the way.  Joe, christened Johannes-Martin, for his father and called Joe by everyone except his mother, walked soberly by the ox wagon, conscious of his responsibilities as the oldest son.  Anna and Freddy were quick, restless children who found natural wonders along the track – an unrecognised flower, an oddly shaped stone, a cast-off snakeskin hanging on a branch – and brought these back to the wagons to be admired. Anna went constantly to the heads of the horses and talked softly to them, stroking the broad noses which huffed constantly from exertion.  The cart, she cried several times, was too heavy for them! They were too tired, poor dear things, they must be rested more!  Martin agreed with her but did not say so.  The wagon was piled too high and bore too great a weight.  So many possessions, ach! But a new life required the necessities of civilised existence. 

The children loved animals extravagantly; something they had got from their father who was tender-hearted to all creatures.  Their mother, descended from generations of German farmers, regarded the animal kingdom as being there for her use, though she was fond of dogs.  The family had four of these; large cross-breeds, which loped with the children alongside the wagons.

Anna felt less love for the stolid oxen which patiently endured the children’s caresses but were seemingly indifferent to them, answering only to the whip and occasional commands.  They did not do as the horses did and nuzzle the small, eager faces in affectionate return, soft black lips whiffling for a carrot or piece of sugar.  They stood still, too, when the children picked burrs and other matter from the thick fringes of hair which covered their great hooves.  These hooves were lifted each step with surprising lightness, picking their way fastidiously over ruts and stones, not stumbling as the oxen often did.  Yet they were, in their mass of ironbound horn, dangerous enough to stove in the head of a child and Anna knew enough to stay well clear of them, and keep her younger brothers clear too.  

Berthe and all the children except Joe had started their journey by train from Brisbane, having stowed most of their furniture in the goods wagons.  Joe had accompanied his father on the newly-purchased horse wagon as far as Logan Village, where the Logan River runs narrow and shallow during the dry season.  This was the nearest station of substance to their destination, where the family was reunited and the trained goods unloaded and repacked onto the hired wagon with its driver and six oxen.  Supplies of flour, maize meal, sugar, molasses, potatoes, tea, coffee, salt, spices, dried fruit and tinned goods were packed into the two-horse wagon.  It all took so long to load that they did not get away until early afternoon and had only four hours to reach their destination before dark.  This was a farm belonging to a family of German immigrants, acquaintances of Berthe’s immigrant parents.  

If Martin had got his own way, they would have plodded on through the darkness, camping when they grew tired enough to stop.  Martin never let practical considerations overpower his dreams and he had dreamed of taking his family across unsettled country to a new and splendid life, travelling to it as the wagon trains of an earlier generation had forced their way across America.  He had infected his children with this expectation of wonderful adventure, though not his wife. She had ignored her husband’s romance of sleeping under the stars and instead made the arrangements to spend their first night where they could be sure of food and shelter and water for the animals.  

The Marwedels had come from Swabia and spoke the same dialect as Berthe’s parents; both families had originally taken up land in the low-lying country on the north bank of the Logan River.  They had grown maize and sugar with some success until the great flood of eighty seven wiped them out.  Berthe’s parents had given up then and gone to the city to start a business, having learned something about the occasionally savage nature of the usually shallow, slow-flowing rivers of southeast Queensland.  The Marwedels, however, had sold off their sodden and ruined selection to a sawmilling outfit and had moved south of the river to where the mix of low hillside and river flats ensured them water in the dry season and safe country for raising pigs and chickens and certain crops. 

The farmhouse was built of timber, creosoted against termites and with a solid iron roof that hung low over a narrow front veranda.  Lanterns hung either side of the doorway, promising warmth and welcome to the travellers.  Anna never forgot the sight of them nor the deeper glow from inside the house, for all the children were weary beyond endurance by now, having ridden and walked until after dusk.  They were in desperate need of all things homely, for the great adventure had started to drag on their spirits once the miles of dull, unvarying grass and trees and small hills had started to fade into darkness.  The younger ones were fretful and could barely be soothed by the hot soup served to them by old Mrs. Marwedel while her pregnant daughter-in-law put bread and vegetables and corned beef on the table.  There were two other children too, and the old man with his pipe and beard and the oldest son, who ran the farm now, very friendly and curious about Martin’s plan to build a fine guesthouse up on the mountain, where the altitude and relative coolness would attract the most select of guests eager to escape the summer heat and humidity of the city and coastal plain. “You are not a farmer, then”, said the old man and Martin, hearing, condescension, said blandly that though he had been many things he had never had any desire to till the soil.  Nor raise beasts.  

Since they had left the city, Berthe had been comforted to see the many German names on farm gates.  She knew her husband wouldn’t have given a hoot or even a gottverdammt about this but she did because she had some concerns about moving into the midst of a jungle, remote from family and friends who still equated German ways with excellence.  

“We have good neighbours in the Veivers and Bahrs and Drewes,” said Mrs. Marwedel, wrapping up one of the hams she had smoked and presenting it to Berthe as a gift.  “Enough good Lutherans around here to build a church soon.” And then, with a slight but significant twist of the lips, “There are German catholics too.  But they are hardworking farmers.  Not like the Irish!” Berthe returned the grimace, sharing the popular belief among her kind that Australians of Irish descent and Roman Catholic belief were feckless and given to excessive drinking.  

German farmers had come to the flats and low hills along the banks of the Logan and Albert rivers three decades before, in the early 1860s, and their children now ran dairy cattle and pigs; raised poultry and corn, pumpkin and runner beans.  “It’s hard to grow a decent cabbage here,” Mrs Marwedel said.  “But you should be able to grow them up on the mountain.  I hear you can grow anything there.  The red soil is fertile and the air much cooler than here.”  Mrs Marwedel had never been up there, though it was less than ten miles away.  She had been born in the district and never been far from it except, a few times, to Brisbane.  

That night the wachtraum came to Anna.  Though she did not speak German a few words had come down to her from her parents and, more particularly, from her grandparents to whom English would always be a second language.  As it was with the Marwedels, who, stubbornly their neighbours thought, continued to preserve their old ways in the new land.  It was a matter of pride to them and, perhaps, of necessity.  The hard country which they did battle with daily made them seek for comfort where they could find it and that comfort was found in the certainties of the past, which gave them identity. The ancient unworked soil of Australia was hostile to them, or so they thought.  It was cheap, it was plentiful but it was not friendly; never welcoming to hoe and spade.  

Martin Bachmann, a city man, had not yet come to such realisation and that very night, as the children were being put to bed after the heavy meal, he restated his total embracing of gum tree and coarse native grasses.  His children would speak only English. This shocked the Marwedels and the old lady protested that it would deprive his children of their heritage.  Martin politely scorned her protest.  But nonetheless his children, especially his two oldest sons, made use of certain German words which, they felt, better expressed certain concepts. 

One thing that had brought Martin and Berthe together was their interest in spiritualism, which soon developed into a tentative dipping of intellectual toes into what they saw as the deep, flowing mystic river of Theosophy which had recently become established in Brisbane.  Berthe’s interest was cautiously enthusiastic, Martin confessed to clairvoyance. Thus it was no great surprise to them when their younger daughter started to see things which she could not explain.  Mysterious, indescribable figures appeared to her.  Sometimes she could be found in a trance, conscious but apparently unaware of the mundane, as if she had let her earth anchor go. When she snapped back she could remember nothing but a vague impression of otherness.  These were not fits; she was in every way a healthy child, though slender and elfish.  Berthe was intrigued but would not allow anyone to make much of what the whole family called Anna’s wachtraum because it seemed so much more apt to describe the process than the prosaic English waking dream.

Anna knew she was not asleep.  The farmhouse had only two bedrooms and hospitality dictated that one of these be given up to Berthe and her daughters, sharing a double bed, with the two little boys in a cot in the corner.  Mrs Marwedel shared her bedroom with her daughter-in-law and granddaughter.  All the males of the house slept on the narrow veranda, on mattresses.  Martin and his sons, except Freddy, slept in the barn.  Freddy, trading on the fact that his parents were too weary to argue with him about it, slept in the horse wagon.  So Berthe alone heard her daughter’s sudden outcry because the other children were deep in sleep after the long day.  And what she heard was Anna’s cry of: “Come back!  Come back! Oh!” 

“Ssshhh,” said the mother, pulling Anna to her and smoothing her hair.  “Sleep, mein kind.” Resorting to the comfort of the old language though Martin had forbidden it.  And Anna whimpered a little and moved closer into her mother’s bulk and slept.  Next morning she remembered what she had seen quite clearly. “I was looking at a magical forest,” she told her parents.” And there were fairies among the trees.  And I was happy but then I felt sad because Dad came and said goodbye to me.” Only mischief-loving Freddy called their parents Papi and Mutterlie. The other children were as much part of the land as the grey kangaroos in the paddock behind the farmhouse, warily stealing grass from the cattle.  

Anna now looked doubtfully at her father and saw him nod at her mother.  Her mother raised her brows.  They did not seem disconcerted but, if anything, rather pleased.  She decided to embroider.  I heard a voice calling me from beyond the trees! She had heard nothing of the sort but her parents’ keen attention was sweet to her, in a family of seven children where only the oldest and the youngest could be sure of special notice.  Berthe nodded again. “Never be afraid to share your visions,” she told her daughter.  “They are special.  You are special. Even if we don’t know what they mean, the truth of them will come to us in time.”

And the small mystery of the wachtraum gave way to the practicalities of harnessing the carts and taking a quick breakfast of bread and coffee and heading south across the lightly timbered plain, frosty in the low areas, to where the great wedge of mountain awaited them.  The trip had been made in winter because this was when the creeks and rivers were low and the rough tracks traversable. And it was a good time to build, before the summer rains came.

Again the children ran free, except for the infants, and the dogs ran with them along the dusty track, putting up birds and small creatures that hopped or flew low ahead of them as if beckoning them onward. The oxen plodded and the horses tossed their heads and lifted their fringed feet with care over the ruts.  It was a joyous day.  The mountain seemed to rear up ahead, its colour deepening from dusky blue to a deep green and then it disappeared and the forest grew thicker and only the upward slope of the trees indicated that there was any higher country ahead of them at all.  

In the buzzing heat of early afternoon the party stopped by a dry creek bed.  A narrow track ran to a small farmhouse very similar to the one where they had spent the previous night.  Here the oxen were released to graze and the laden wagon left under a spreading fig tree.  The farmer came out to help them and with him a younger dark-skinned man who silently took the goods from the wagons and loaded them on to the horses and a couple of small hand carts.  Freddy looked at the dark man with great interest.  He had seen Aborigines before, in Brisbane, but never spoken to one.  “What’s your name?” he whispered, as if it would be a secret between them.  The young man stared briefly back at him, then dropped his eyes without replying.  Later, the children heard the farmer call his assistant Jerry and as Jerry was obviously of mixed race it became a speculation between Berthe and Martin as to whether he was perhaps not so much an employee as a relative.  Perhaps even a son.  Though there was no sign of a woman about the place and they were not invited in.

The longed-for moment had begun.  The family were now to ascend the mountain.  The track ahead was too narrow for oxen and the horses would have to be led along it, one by one.  A smaller, lighter horse was rented from the farmer and Berthe rode it – awkwardly for she was no horsewoman - with the two youngest children strapped tight to her.  Martin, Joe and the wagon driver would lead the packhorses.  The little girls, in their calico dresses, would have to walk and, if they grew too tired, swap places with their mother and ride while she walked, or perch above the packs on the other horses. Only Freddy was not to make the ascent for that very morning he had twisted his ankle jumping the rocks along the creek bed and it was badly swollen.  He would have to remain with the farmer until the swelling went down and Jerry could guide him through the rainforest.  No great fuss was made about this for the family was used to Freddy’s waywardness.  Berthe scolded and wrapped a tight, damp bandage around the injured ankle.  Martin advised his son mildly that an adventurous nature must be tempered by prudence and he would be punished enough by having to remain behind and not sharing the family’s greatest moment.  

Anna was the only person to be upset at leaving her brother behind, for he was always to be her favourite and the companion of many future adventures.  Her sister would be her greatest friend in life but Freddy was the boon companion of her younger years and she wanted him to be at her side as they explored the green mystery of the track to their new home.  Freddy himself was unfazed for he had formed a great admiration for Jerry and was eager to befriend a being whose existence was so different from his own.  Jerry, he learned, was only about eighteen but seemed older in wisdom for he could build fences and trap birds and was said by his employer to know the ways of the bush and do anything with a horse. So the boy waved them off with the crutch which his new friend had made for him out of a forked eucalypt branch and if he suffered any sense of abandonment he didn’t show it.

The travellers could no longer see the mountain for it was too close above them and hidden by trees which changed from the light scrub of plain and valley to giants that formed an umbrageous canopy to shade the narrow track.  This track wound up the side of the mountain and they were glad of its sturdy shoulder on one side to steady them against the steep drop on the other.  But even this drop felt less dangerous because of the thick canopy of palms that lined the gullies.  It was all green, made up of so many different shades that Anna, with all the leisure in the world to observe them as she climbed upwards, took this verduous richness of tree and vine and thick underbrush into her heart where it would remain forever.  What seemed threatening to others would always be her refuge, her place of joy and tranquillity.  Even at eight years old she knew this.  Knew that the forest was her friend.  And even to those in the family who did not share her rapture, all this greenery was a welcome relief from the dry plains across which they had travelled, where so many trees had been cleared for farming that the prevailing colours were those of rock and winter-parched grass. 

As they were soon to discover, trees had been felled at the top of the mountain, too, and on the gentler slopes.  For the getting of timber had been the first goal of settlers who needed a quick and sure income and who saw no irony in destroying what had sustained the indigenous people since the ancient days.  Down went the trees and the associated complexity of shrubbery; in their place new and alien crops were being tried.  “Sugar cane on a mountain top!” exclaimed Martin scornfully when he heard about it.  “How will they mill it?  How will they transport it? And the nearest river miles away!” He was speaking of a venture that had already failed, though others were being tried with all the stubborn perseverance of the pioneer who must own land and tame it for the sake of existence.  Claim it, steal it, work it, suffer and sacrifice for it, force it to yield, pass it on to other generations of sufferers or lose it to ruin and the dangerous mysteries of a market driven not by what the land can readily produce, not even by human need, but by what enriches the profiteers who drive public demand.  This, at least, is how Martin Bachmann was beginning to see the world and this is why he was taking his children from the capitalist corruption of the city to somewhere more innocent and spiritually refreshing.

The journey to the plateau which formed the mountain’s summit took four hours.  The distance was not great but the laden horses were slow on the rough track where the cleared bush had renewed itself and pressed so close in places that the men had to stop and slash it back. The children helped drag away the branches and cut vines and hurl them over the edge, which they did with glee because they were accustomed to being useful and had learned to treat most chores as play.  Anna found a small nest which, though empty and dilapidated, had been delicately woven from bush fibres and lined with down.  Lovingly she placed it in her basket, with other such natural treasures collected along the way.  She could hear birds calling around her; strange sounds very different from those of the magpies and butcherbirds common to Brisbane.  She spotted two small, brown pademelons bounding away and these, too, were very different from the pale grey-furred wallabies and kangaroos seen on the plains below.  She pointed them out to Liza and wished Freddy was there to share her pleasure.  

At the top of the track was a trickling creek and a small waterfall and here the forest was very dense until giving way to cleared country defaced in places by stands of ringbarked eucalypts but retaining some grace notes in the form of trees left standing in good health.  These were Flooded Gums, sometimes called Rose Gums, with tall, straight trunks of silvery white where the strips of bark had fallen away. And this was their land!  Purchased unseen and, at first sight, as wild and wonderful as they had hoped.  

A camp was set up on bare red earth, near the creek and with low bushes nearby on which bedding could be aired and clothes put to dry.  A fireplace was built from creek stones with a cast iron tripod over it.  A latrine was dug. There would be months of living under canvas and while the children regarded this as high adventure their mother set calmly and methodically about making it into a home in which the necessary activities of a large household could be carried on with the minimum of disorder and discomfort.  She had left a good, solid timber house in the city with her parents and brothers close-by.  She had no idea when she would see them again and no great faith in her husband’s ability to build anything of substance in this rough place of red soil and forest as dark and menacing as the forests in her childhood books of German fairy tales.  

“My mother was a remarkable stoic,” Anna wrote in an article, many years later.  “She took what came to her and made the best of it.  Better than best.  I never heard her complain, or blame.  She just got on with things.” Berthe was not, however, without sensitivity and imagination.  She could cook and sew and knit but she could also play the piano. Her high sense of artistry expressed itself in decorating a cake – or a room.  But when cakes must of necessity be plain and cooked in a camp oven, and where no room existed, she could turn her hand to keeping her family fed and clean.  

Two days later Freddy arrived, his ankle still firmly wrapped but, as he expressed it, going good! Jerry had escorted him but would not stay overnight, accepting only a cup of tea, before setting off home.  Nor would he look anyone of them in the eye or speak more than a muttered thanks. “Oh he can talk enough,” said Freddy, proud of his new friend.  “He can talk like a good ‘un when he wants.  He’s told me lots of things about the bush.  Secret things.  Only to me!” And he looked triumphantly at his sisters and older brother as he spoke.  But he was not a boy who could keep things to himself and so shared some of this bush lore with the other children while they explored the forests round them.  

Martin spent the first days on a nearby hillside, helping place pegs in the ground where the guesthouse was to go with the men who were to build it.  Local men, seven of them, from one of the valleys below, who had set up their own camp nearby. Berthe organised the two camps with help from one of the builders’ wives who had come up to cook for the men.   The five older Bachman children were all given chores to do but when these were finished ran free wherever their legs and their sense of adventure would take them.  And Anna, without knowing it, was learning to observe and collect and cherish the small, secret lives of plants and birds and shy creatures that emerged at dusk and went back into hiding at dawn. She could read and she could write but this, she always believed, was the true beginning of her education.
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CHAPTER TWO  
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My grandmother had remarkable recall.  Could remember tiniest details from long ago. “It’s like a film, though,” she told me. “Some scenes are vivid as yesterday.  Others have been edited out.  Gone forever.”  Thus it was she remembered the journey and the first days but after that it was tiny fragments juxtaposed with long segments that were held in her memory or recorded in diaries and articles and letters and photographs.  There were, in the memories she shared with me and the collection of pictures and papers that she left to me, recollections of both great moments and the short lists of everyday doings.

***
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The guesthouse, once began, rose quickly on its hillock, the cedar floors set on great hardwood stumps, capped with tin against termites.  In places these stumps were more like pillars and almost twice the height of a man and all among this forest of dead wood was a vast empty space that would be used for storage and cellarage, household equipment, baggage and firewood.  It made a fine, shadowy place for children to play in wet weather.  

Berthe, her daughter remembered, wanted to keep goats because she thought them easier to manage than cows.  The handful of locals who had established themselves precariously on the mountain soon warned her against it.  Goats were troublesome, prone to escaping and becoming feral.  And Australians would not drink goat’s milk.  At first the family obtained milk from a neighbour who had set up a small dairy herd but by the time the guesthouse was built they had bought their own cows and Freddy had been sent with a couple of men to fetch them up the mountain.  It was always Freddy who was sent on such expeditions for here his boldness was an advantage and his mischief could be turned to good account if there was enough adventure in it.  Joe was his father’s lieutenant in all things; a quiet, responsible youth who did as he was told because he could conceive no other way of being or doing.  Liza was very like him but with more of Freddy’s bounce; she would have sat all day at the piano but took on the care of the younger children and did anything her mother asked of her without argument.  And Berthe asked a great deal of all her children because she had no choice.  “Such hard lives this mountain gave us,” she sorrowed in later years.  “It has consumed us all”.

But then, at the beginning, all was full of promise.  The sometimes unruly subtropical weather was kind that year and there was only a little early spring rain to top up the creeks and freshen the forest.  Winter westerlies cut through the canvas tent flaps but everyone was too busy during the sunny days to pay much heed.     Most of the timber was brought up from a small, isolated mill town to the southwest of the mountain and a great job it was to fetch it, too.  For whereas timber cut on the mountain could be sent to the bottom by chute, transporting it back up again in dressed form had to be done by horse-drawn slide.  Almost one hundred thousand feet of first-class planking at a cost of eleven shillings per one hundred foot delivered.  Other building materials had to be brought by bullock wagon across country on the rough track from the nearest station, following in the wake of the family.  Their household possessions came in this way too, later, at a cost of twenty shillings a load which was not considered unreasonable. 

The hammering and sawing and drilling began at dawn and lasted until after dusk, drowning the sounds of the birds and ripping down the once-peaceful gorges where not long before the First People had made their quiet way in search of food and cool water.  Martin’s was an alpine vision; he dreamed of log fires and mulled wine; of love and brotherhood. He hoped for harder frosts than that faint, pale stiffening of the native grasses which had been seen once or twice that winter in low pockets near the creek bank. While the men laboured, he designed and carved the newel posts for the verandas, mimicking with his knife the fine details of the plants and creatures he saw around him. It was the children’s delight to bring him dead possums and parrots and fresh leaves.  Anna made it her particular business to collect gumnuts and spring berries.  The knobs on the top of the posts that lined the double fronted staircase were polished balls of forest Rosewood, dense with detail, each one a work of carven art and admired greatly by the guests to come who would often beg him to make them something like for their own city homes.  Long after the house had been destroyed by fire, Anna kept one of these knobs as an ornament and now I have it beside me, as I write.  I never tire of examining the tiny animal faces and twining forest vines and the recognisable cones of the Hoop Pine. It makes a useful paperweight.

Most of Martin’s dreams had practical outcomes; he designed boilers and copper conduits for steam and a better kind of wood-burning oven and a stone-lined cellar dug into the banked earth beneath the forest of pillars, where cream and beer could be kept cool and fresh meat hung in Coolgardie safes could be kept longer.  He made a smoker for fish which were brought up from the coast, wrapped in mangrove leaves and straw.  He bought an ice cream machine and modified it to easier use.  The butter churns in common use were too slow-turning for his liking and he modified those too.  Martin did not have much to do with the actual building of the house; he left that to others.  He lived to tinker and create novelty.

Berthe did not admit herself to be a dreamer but she had her ideas as to how a high class guest house should be run and they were grand in scope.  It was her job to order the linen for bed and table, the flatware and cutlery, the hangings and sofas and hard furnishings and knicknacks. These, too, would have to be brought from Brisbane and carried up the mountain on horseback or by men lugging small handcarts. Anna remembered her father carrying up a succession of mattresses on his head. And her mother’s small Mignon piano which was loaded on two steady horses, yoked together.

And within three months the roof was on and the building awaiting only its finer touches.  Anna wrote about this wonderful day many years later, and here on the table, next to Martin’s carved finial, is the historical journal in which her article was published.  It’s defunct now, that journal, but was much respected in its day.  

“The great day arrived when the roof was finished; the last nail hammered in.  Oh, what a marvellous thing it was for us all but especially, I think, for my mother, who had laboured so hard and long to keep us clean and fed and well-occupied for all those weeks in our tents, with no comforts. Only canvas beds that had to be folded away each morning and a couple of hard benches, knocked up by my father, for us to sit on. A keg of beer had been brought up the mountain and some champagne too, and everyone had a glass, even me, for Dad insisted that the roof wetting was the perfect occasion to drink to the success of this new chapter in our lives...”

The guesthouse was a grand affair for the place and the time.  A wide staircase ran up from the gravelled driveway, dividing into two and leading to the deep veranda that embraced all four sides of the building.  Double doors, with panels carved by Martin and inset with etched glass, opened to the reception area with its shining floor of red cedar and a long desk built of the same warm-toned timber.  Two great brass urns holding tall plumes of pampas grass stood at each side and there was a padded couch and chairs and a small table with brass ashtrays on a deep green cloth hung with gold tassels. A straight, narrow corridor ran the length of the building with four double bedrooms to each side.  These rooms were furnished with a large bed, table, two chairs, bedside cabinets, capacious wardrobes along one wall, a china ewer and basin on a stand, turkey rugs in warm hues of red and blue and green and gold on the floor to each side of the bed.  A print of some unspecified but perceptibly European mountain landscape hung on every wall, purchased from a print maker in Brisbane and set into a heavy gilt frame.  Berthe had made the curtains which hung on wooden rails with knobs carved by Martin to match the finials on the newel posts outside, and these were matched by knobs on each bedpost.  The quilts were sewn by Berthe’s mother and sisters, a different design for each bed. Thus every room, at both first glance and better acquaintance, told each guest that here was a place quite distinct from any other in the world where you might stay.  This was The Excelsior, on Lyrebird Mountain, and it was its own place; simple, a little austere perhaps but not without art.  A place you might remember when other, more luxurious accommodations, had failed to charm.  The impression was reinforced by the sampler hung in each room and embroidered by Berthe’s mother and sisters with the message: I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, the letters twined with the golden-flowering Hibbertia vine that grew everywhere on the edge of the forest.  

Towards the end of the corridor were two large bathrooms furnished with commodious porcelain baths and sinks.  Berthe’s father, who knew everyone in Brisbane worth knowing when it came to trade, had a friend who was making a fortune from plumbing supplies.  His was a business of pipes and cisterns and valves and innovation in mechanisms of pumping water from source to receptacle.  Martin and he met on happy and fruitful terms and between them came up with a system for the guesthouse that involved high water tanks and a zinc-lined cistern in the roof and great boilers stoked with the endless wood from the felled forest and an intricately-linked mile of copper piping.  This gave clean, hot, filtered water to the bathrooms.  The water closets, however, were located outside and round the back.  One for men and one for women.  And a third, some distance away, for the family.  These were built over deep pits and thus had to be moved from time to time but they had cisterns with water piped to them from tanks built behind them and were thus a great novelty. Chamber pots of flowered porcelain were placed in every guest room and though these were rarely used, the emptying and cleaning of them fell to the two girls and the two women who worked at the guesthouse as general servants in its early years. It was a job they all loathed.

At the further end of the corridor, beyond the bathrooms, were two single rooms and these, too, opened to the verandas with wide doors that let in the breezes - and also moths - on summer nights if the oil lamps and candles were left alight.  Mosquitoes, at this elevation, were rare and not to be worried about.  Other wildlife entered the rooms at times - bats, possums, carpet pythons and birds - but these were accepted by guests as part of the mountain experience.  

The back of the guesthouse was all kitchen, scullery and laundry.  At first the family slept in the empty guest rooms but a cottage was built and a second, larger shed. Berthe, Martin, the two girls and the two youngest boys slept in the cottage while the older boys slept in one of the sheds.  Later, the cottage was enlarged into a house with four bedrooms and an indoor kitchen.  

“It was quite a little village we had created,” wrote Anna in that same article.  “There was the big house, which was really so much bigger than I had expected. And there were the smaller buildings.  We had lived so long in discomfort that it had become normal to us but now we had proper bedrooms and a wonderful kitchen filled with all the latest gadgets for creating marvellous meals where before, for three months or more, my mother had been cooking over an open fire and a spirit stove.  We had running water and a deep, clean well to pump it from.  We children used to heave together to wind the heavy pump handle.”

The children worked hard.  The two oldest boys were already doing a man’s labour throughout the building process and they were also responsible for fetching water and chopping wood. Freddy and Liza went down the mountain each morning to fetch fresh milk and then bring it three miles back up the steep track, a tough job for such youngsters.  Liza, at ten years old, was frightened of the forest though she did not admit this until years later, to Anna.  The Bachmann code, as promulgated by both parents, was never to admit to fear nor weariness but to endure and rejoice in that endurance.  Berthe was the very model of this. “I don’t think my mother was afraid of anything,” Anna was to write many years later, recording Berthe as replying, “Oh I was afraid alright.  Afraid of many things.  But I would not have wanted you children to see it. You needed to see me as fearless so you yourselves would be without fear.  Or at least learn to control it.”


***
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“Mother was always resolute and ever cheerful,” Anna recorded.  “Though sometimes she would go and have a little lie down in the afternoon and would tell us that she wasn’t really tired but just gathering her forces.” And what forces they were!  Little wonder she needed an occasional nap!  She was then still only thirty-eight years old, had born seven children in 15 years, run a grocery shop in Brisbane with her parents-in-law while her husband tried out a series of short-lived but enthusiastically-embraced occupations, travelled to the top of a jungle-sided mountain where other settlers were few, run a wilderness camp and taken on the practical ordering of a hostelry.  She was to do much more, in the next few years, and it’s a wonder to me now where the energy came from because certainly no woman of my generation has it.  We are a lesser breed. I look at the pictures which Anna has left me, in the grubby old albums, and see a round-faced, sturdy woman in a dark dress. I imagine it to have been black but it may be dark grey or brown. Hair in two plaits and wound on top of her head.  She had been a comely girl and you can still see it in this photo. Large, expressive eyes under fine brows that were formed naturally without plucking.  There was never a time for Berthe Bachmann when she could primp and pamper herself.  Yet the full lips hint of sensuality.  All those children were born out of a healthy libido, you just know it, looking at her.

I try to explain this to Sunny; wanting her to take pride in this doughty ancestor. Perhaps to be inspired, though this seems the forlornest of hopes.  The photograph is in surprisingly good condition and she gazes at it with that disdain shown so commonly on the faces of today’s young women to whom the word like is a conjunction rather than a feeling.  Berthe, I know, would have been incapable of such an expression. Her default was stoicism and the contentment of small things done well.  “So why are you so interested in her?” Sunny asks.  

“Because she was a remarkable person.  Because her genes are in us.  Because I think it’s important to know where we came from and who we came from and what we can learn from them.  That’s what history is and you have to understand the past in order to deal intelligently with the present so that you can plan for a ...for a future that’s worth the living.” 

“History’s fucked,” says Sunny, as far from sunshine as its possible to be without being underground.  “The future’s fucked. Everything’s fucked!”.  

“I know you like to think so.  Lucky for us that great grandmother Berthe didn’t feel that way.  Or grandmother Anna.  Or we wouldn’t be here”.  And before she can say that she wishes she wasn’t because, really, the very young are so predictable, I turn back to Anna’s notes.  And my own.  

***
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Anna, the child of eight, had been given one job which she liked very much.  Berthe had been determined to have flowers, both in the new building and without, around the grounds.  She had brought pelargonium cuttings – which she called geraniums – from her garden in Brisbane and cuttings from the gardens of friends and sent away to Victoria for bulbs and packets of seeds.  She knew she could grow the narcissi of Europe and have a golden spring the following year but for now, and for the summer, she would grow the bulbs of southern Africa which would, she thought, do well if the red basalt soil of the mountain could be coaxed by composting into a more nourishing tilth.  Anna was given the job, soon after their arrival, of tending the compost bins built by her father to Berthe’s instructions, for Berthe came from a long line of people who grew their food and their flowers.  Seed beds were built from cast off timber and filled with soil mixed with leaf mould from the forest and, later, with the rich compost from the bins.  Anna’s small fingers gently laid the seeds in their sifted beds and later transplanted the seedlings to a nursery bed.  She loved the bulbs especially and was to do so all her life, writing about them thus:

“Their fragrant names are sweet as Frangipanni and they keep their secrets so well until it is time to reveal all.  What store of beauty, perfume and soft sounds lie wrapped in the little brown blankets of the bulbs that sleep during summer, until they burst forth into splendid life in Spring!” 

This was the beginning of a passion.  And an understanding of the remorseless opportunism of nature.  Birds, bandicoots, bush turkeys and insects dug up and devoured the delicate baby plants.  Protective measures were learned and taken.  Disappointment had to be overcome and new beginnings made.  As it was, on the day that the guesthouse opened its doors to the first arrivals, at Christmas that year, the vases were filled with roses and dahlias brought up especially and at great cost from the coast.  

The flag of Queensland was hoisted on that day, by the front steps.  A flag barely known and rarely flown but important to Martin because it symbolised his finding of himself in this new land.  Or so he thought then, though he would not think it for long. And beside it, a signboard made from a massive piece of glowing red cedar, bearing the proud name The Excelsior.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER THREE  
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During the nineteen seventies we lived in a time of exceptional change and the young – I was young then - took most of the credit for this.  Not understanding that change is never brought about by youth but is always kick-started by the previous generation.  Thus we got all revved up about peace and love and we believed in it passionately and our voices were loud but it was our parents whose ideas had been gestating within us. And who gave us the platform to preach them.  Even if we didn’t know it.  Even if they didn’t know it.  Peace, love, equality, sexual liberation, an end to greed, a better way of living.  Goodbye Jesus, hello Buddha.  All the structure of rebellion was given to us as the gift of post-war affluence for our kind.  It was all there in literature and poetry, music and the slogans of dissent. Laid out by our progenitors who had earned their knowledge through suffering that we would never know at first hand. And all that science continuously transforming the way in which we saw and heard and felt the world.  We had education to encourage us to think.  We had cars to give us mobility. We had jobs if we wanted them and disposable income.  We had everything.  But we were born into fear.  

And Sunny is also of a fearful generation.  Children learn quickly to be fearful these days.  They are taught it in school and it’s enforced by their continuous exposure to information and alarm.  We feared another world war and the bloodiness of revolution everywhere, even as we applauded it.  My granddaughter fears stranger danger and environmental destruction and viruses and the mass extinction of her kind.  Her fear is paralysing.  She sees no future, no point in striving. She fears that she is unloved because she has been taught that love, like happiness, is her right.  She fears the doom of not having.

***
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Five generations back, Anna was taught by example not to fear the world but to embrace it.  Though the mountain home she loved could be dangerous to children and she would have needed to develop wariness and fortitude to survive it.  There were venomous brown snakes and red-bellied blacks and tiger snakes among the rocks on the slower slopes.  There were the creeks that diminished to shallow pools in the dry season but ran with sudden gushing violence in the summer deluges.  There were sheer cliffs cunningly concealed in the dense vegetation.  There were the bites of leeches and scrub ticks that could become infected.  Dingoes, too, that never ventured deep into the rainforest and kept well clear of humans but might just be hungry enough to attack a calf or a chicken – or a small child.  And there was always the chance of getting lost; perhaps in rain and mist and so deep into a gorge that your cries would never be heard.

And still, for the Bachmann children, the mountain was a playground and there they roamed at will and, as their father had hoped, learned much by doing so.  

The Excelsior was a success from the start, perhaps reflecting a greater confidence and affluence that had come to Queensland as it recovered from the bank crash of 1890, the resultant lowering of demand for wool, its main export, and the destructive floods of 1893. Guests cheerfully made the long and difficult journey, by train and wagon and horseback and some men – and women too, in their long skirts – walked the last four miles up the track, which was being gradually widened.  They came for the mountain air and the groves of native palms and the splendidly-buttressed trees and the waterfalls. They came for the understated comfort of the rooms and the adventure of wilderness to be explored but with a soft bed and warm food at nightfall.  Berthe’s menus were simple but well-cooked.  Roast beef and pork, an occasional joint of lamb, fish and seafood brought up from the coast. Thick soups and consommés in summer and vegetables home grown fresh, or canned, or stored dry in sacks.  Breakfast was bacon from the Marwedels’ pigs and smoked in their shed, with eggs collected daily by the children from the hens that picked the weeds from the paddock by day and were shut in tight at night. Fresh fruit came from a couple of established small crop farms on the mountain and from larger orchards in the valleys below.  And, in time, from The Excelsior’s own orchard which bore citrus, bananas and avocados. Lunch was usually soup and a salad or a picnic outside of sandwiches and cheese.  Morning and afternoon teas were lavish with cakes and pastries.  Dinner was always a five-course meal – soup, fish, meat, savoury, pudding.  There were blancmanges and jellies and great steamed puddings and fruit tarts and trifles and compotes and home-made ice cream – for which The Excelsior became famous.  All bread was made in the guesthouse kitchen.  Cream and butter came from the house cows which all the family learned to milk and which were herded home by the children at night after grazing the sparse native grasses. Unusually for the time, vegetarian meals were also offered.

The food, wrote a visiting travel writer, is everything and more than one would expect from a country hotel.  Everything is so fresh and pure.  Five substantial meals a day so that we felt that we must put on our boots and tramp it off in order to be ready for the sumptuous repast at night.  How they manage to keep it all so fresh and cool is in itself an amazement but mein host, the charming Mr. Bachmann, explained to me the novelty of his self-designed cellar, deep beneath the building, where the milk and cream and newmade jellies are kept cool for long periods...”  This same writer recorded that though there were no fires in the bedrooms, there was a large fire in the guest sitting room and that the heat from this was ducted into the dining room.  Also that in winter every guest had a large stone hot water bottle put between the starched sheets.  The Excelsior proved to be a cool escape for summer visitors and a warm retreat in winter, cosy in a way that the sun browned plains below could never be to those who carried the world’s north in their blood.  

Some of them made long stays for which the charge per person was five pounds a month.  The daily rate was six shillings a day, a week was thirty shillings.  This was during the summer months, in winter the rate dropped to twenty-five shillings a week, with lower rates for children.  Advertisements capitalised on the guesthouse’s two thousand foot elevation and contained a photograph of the building, plus information on railway times and fares.  Guests were informed that a buggy would collect them from the nearest station.

By the time the year turned the guesthouse was operating at its full potential and the early problems of supply and demand had been smoothed away under Berthe’s hard, plump hands.  She had two local women to help with the washing and ironing and cleaning and cooking.  Martin played the host and maitre d’ with relish and had local men to lend a hand when hard, physical work had to be done. Joe and Liza, smart in black and with white aprons, waited on the tables and within two years Anna joined them. There were two big tables, locally made and seating ten each and when the house was full there would be eighteen adults sitting down for dinner, with sometimes additional guests from the local community who could entertain the visitors with word pictures of how it was to live and work in such a place.  

Anna always believed that hers had been a perfect childhood.  Despite the chores that would have daunted a modern child – the housework, the feeding of many pets, the fetching and carrying, the care of livestock and younger children.  “We had so much freedom...you can’t imagine it!  We wandered where we liked and there was always so much to see and do.  Something new every day!”  

There was also music, art and books for both Martin and Berthe were determined that their children would be educated well beyond the expectations of the small bush schools.  Joe was already of official school-leaving age and showed no inclination to go further; he enjoyed farming and all handy things and took charge of the stock and the raising of vegetables. Freddy had become too headstrong to be schooled but he loved horses and, later, motors, and could do anything with both.  He had already learned to read and write and calculate at his Brisbane state school and considered this enough to get by in life.  And whereas Joe could fix a broken pump, Freddy could carve, like his father.  With The Excelsior running smoothly Berthe gathered her other children and taught them at home.  The girls knew their letters and numbers before coming to the mountain and though they had not received any formal schooling for months the need to constantly apply basic mathematics to their labours and the long evenings in which reading was the only entertainment, strongly encouraged by exhausted parents, gave them considerable precocity.  They would read anything; old newspapers and magazines, atlases, history, fairy tales and the children’s novels given to them as presents on birthdays and at Christmas.  

Liza liked happy stories.  She liked Little Women and Black Beauty and Seven Little Australians but could not bear it when any character died.  Fairy stories of any kind delighted her but she hated the dark German folk tales that came from her mother’s family.  The illustrations gave her nightmares.  Anna rather liked them, except when she was out after dark with her brothers looking for straying cattle and the forest that she loved by day seemed suddenly eerie and goblin faces appeared in the shadows.  Anna and Freddy also loved the works of Robert Louis Stevenson and R.M. Ballantyne. Adventure beguiled their few lazy hours and they longed for it to come to them.  They wrote stories of their own in which they were the heroes. These were enlivened by illustrations for both girls were skilled at sketching and painting and for Anna this proved to be a lifelong hobby. All the children were musical and those who were not formally taught by Berthe, a good but unimaginative pianist, learned to play by themselves.  Liza showed her talent early, she played both piano and violin so well that her parents spoke cautiously of a future career.  Even little Steve was taught the recorder and the baby, Harry, played with percussion instruments and banged away happily when the rest of them performed.  

“We will have a family orchestra!” cried Martin, demonstrating that while he could play the classical violin quite beautifully he could also play a lively fiddle for dances that were got up for the guests.  And so they did, in time, though Martin would never be part of it.

Berthe taught her daughters the practical skills of cooking, sewing and knitting.  Anna learned these things but knew that her real calling was with raising flowers.  She planted violets and pansies, petunias and roses which bloomed splendidly but succumbed to fungal diseases in the humid summer.  Lilies of all kinds she loved, and every sort of bulb.  Visitors marvelled at the skills of this child who was so fine of bone and feature, with honey-gold hair tamed into plaits, who could talk to them with adult gravity about the plants she raised.  The family took such skill and dedication for granted; being all so similarly gifted in making the best of themselves, without knowing that they did so.

This very first period on the mountain was marred by a single tragedy.  One of the men who had built the guesthouse was struck by lightning and killed while fixing up a fence.  This happened only a few weeks after The Excelsior had opened its doors, in one of the powerful storms that came usually in spring but could occur at any time, with little warning except a thickening and quieting of the air.  The man was married, with several children, and lived on a failing farm in a nearby valley.  His corpse, horribly singed or so Freddy told his sisters, had to be carried down the mountain by his workmates and Martin.  The children saw it pass and though saddened by the thought of his fatherless family were also fascinated.  Death!  No longer being!  One minute here and going about the day and then...gone in a flash.  What did it mean?  Being raised without religion, none of them had any idea of an existence beyond the world in which they lived. So they didn’t think of their friend – for he had been always good-humoured with them and told good jokes – as being in a better place.  The mystery of it crushed their spirits for a while.  

The Excelsior attracted not only those guests who sought the beauty of the rainforest, but also those who wished to understand it better.  These included natural historians of all kinds who came with scopes and guides to closely observe its birds and small macropods and insects and mosses and ferns in those still uncut areas where the timber men had not gone.  Such places were the steeper slopes and gorges that lay below the plateau and these required guides.  Quiet, reliable Joe and bold Freddy made a useful and youthful duo, ready to drop what other things they were doing and, at Martin’s bidding, escort the gentlemen of science to where their particular interests could be served.  Anna sometimes went with them, helping to carry the packed lunches and water bottles.  Her eyes were quick to perceive the hidden things and seasonal phenomena.  She could find birds’ nests and tiny green-hooded ground orchids and knew when the glow worms would turn on their cruel blue lights to lure their prey.  She moved more deftly and silently than her brothers and became the pet of the unsentimental professors from whom she, in turn, absorbed a precocious knowledge.  

In this desire to know and understand the natural world she resembled her father, though Martin’s restless questing took a very different turn.  He had a prodigious mental energy to match his several artistic skills but it never stayed fixed for long on any one thing.  And yet he clearly hungered for this; to find some creed or practice to which he could commit his life.  The building and establishment of The Excelsior had absorbed all his effort for a long period time and at the end of it he was exhausted, both mentally and physically. And, very quickly, he was bored.  He loved or at least valued his children.  He seemed to love his wife.  The guests found him to be a fine host who could converse on almost any subject.  But now they, too, had begun to bore him.  Except for those who came to the mountain at his especial invitation because they professed a new belief which he thought made sense of a world that always seemed a little too chaotic and uncomfortable.  Before leaving Brisbane, Martin and Berthe had attended two meetings of the newly-established Queensland branch of the Theosophical Society and they liked what they heard.  Martin was drawn to the spiritual side because he believed he had found in herself an awareness of an unknown power, or force, that must exist in a universe very different from that of his staid Calvinist parents.  He felt things.  Sometimes he almost thought he saw things.  And believed that his daughter, Anna, was similarly gifted or tormented.  He was drawn also to what was claimed to be a science-based philosophy that encouraged the study of a different reality. He believed in the doctrine of powers lying dormant in Humankind that had rarely been accessed and then only by the chosen few.  He did not believe in any god or prophet but rather that a person might have a certain godness within, if only it could be recognised and accessed.  And he believed passionately in the intelligent evolution of all existence.  

Anna was summoned to the guest parlour one day to find both parents having tea with four newly arrived guests; a man and three women.  “Mrs. Kurcher,” said her mother.  “Mr and Mrs. Scott-Dunn.  Miss Pottinger.  My younger daughter, Anna.”  Mrs. Kurcher, a large, handsome woman in twilled bombazine and a lace jabot, rose quickly and embraced Anna before she could draw back.  “And this is the little dreamer?” she cried, bending down to kiss her prisoner on both cheeks.  “This is our little fay?”  The Bachmanns were not a demonstrative family.  Love was taken for granted.  Kisses and cuddles rarely bestowed.  Anna struggled a little because Mrs. Kurcher’s jabot was held firm by a large silver pin in the shape of a bird and it pressed painfully into her cheek.  “You have two lovely daughters.”  Mrs Kurcher let Anna loose and turned to Martin.  “But this, I just KNOW, is the one with the ... well, I don’t call it a gift you know...a gift would indicate a giver.  Let us say an enlightened soul.”

And then Anna saw that her sister also was in the room, sitting primly at her mother’s side and wearing her best dress. The younger children had been stowed somewhere, probably under the eye of the farmer’s wife from across the paddocks who came in to help each day.  This was a room for grown-ups and Anna felt the importance of it.  She and Liza had already become accustomed to meeting new people as the guests came and went like so many doors opening and closing.  They were encouraged to entertain and converse with them all and were not in the least shy.  Martin considered shyness to be ill-mannered and overly self-conscious.  Berthe was just content to have her bright, chattering daughters enchant the visitors while she herself concentrated on providing the best of food and comfort. She had never been on a ship in her life but she knew that it was much the same as keeping a hostelry – everything must be kept scrubbed and shining and well-provisioned; trim of sail and tight of planking so that every voyage could be safely accomplished.  She had become efficient as the new engines that were taking over the mobility of the world, but in doing so appeared to have lost her womanhood.  Nobody thought of her as having loves or hates or preferences beyond whether roast lamb or pork chops should be served for dinner that night. Nobody thought she might feel.
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