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I was feeling cold, very cold. I assumed I had rolled over and off my swag again. Opening my eyes, I saw only blackness; the fire must have gone out, I thought as I reached toward where I expected the top of my swag to be, hoping to retrieve my jacket and boots. My hands met nothing but empty air. I couldn’t feel my swag. I fumbled for my watch, but in the darkness, I couldn’t make out the time.

Turning around, I figured I might be facing away from the fire. But no, there was no glow at all. No dim embers, no flicker of dying flames. I groped around for my swag, my boots, my jacket, but they weren’t where they should have been. Then the reality struck me: there was no fire. No trace of warmth or light.

Confusion began to creep in. I crawled toward where I thought my son, Callum, had been sleeping in his swag. My hands swept across the ground, but I found nothing. No Callum. No swag. No fire pit. Just cold earth and an unsettling emptiness.

Standing up, I pivoted in a full circle, straining my eyes for any sign of light, for any hint of orientation. But all I could see was an endless black void. I took a cautious step forward, then another, before my foot caught on something, and I stumbled onto a tussock. Breathing heavily, I picked myself up, brushing off my jeans.

I tilted my head back, searching the sky for guidance, a star, the moon, anything. But the sky offered nothing. No stars pierced the inky darkness; it was as if the night had swallowed the heavens whole. A slight breeze whispered through the air, brushing against my shirt and chilling my skin. I realised then that I was only wearing a shirt, jeans, and socks, not nearly enough to keep the cold at bay.

The emptiness around me felt oppressive, disorienting. I had no idea where I was. Fear rooted me in place. I was too afraid to wander further, terrified of what I might stumble upon, or what might happen if I stumbled again. I sat down beside the tussock, trying to steady my breathing, trying to think. Where was I? How had I ended up here?

Earlier that day, Callum and I had come out to my parents’ old property near Ravenswood. We had come to scatter my mother’s ashes, honouring her last wish to return to the small farm she had loved so dearly. It was where she and my father had built their life, where they had raised me, their only son, on a modest patch of land they called ‘Valley Creek,’ about 25 kilometres from Ravenswood. The memories of that place were vivid in my mind: the creeks that snaked through the fields, the old wooden fences, the scent of eucalyptus in the breeze.

But now, none of that familiarity remained. The comforting landmarks of my childhood seemed lost in the abyss of night. I sat there, trying to piece together what had happened, but no answers came. Only questions and an ever-growing sense of unease.

I was raised on our farm and attended Ravenswood Primary School. Each morning, my mother would drive me the three kilometres, or 1.8 miles, as it was measured back then, to the Ayre-Ravenswood Road, where I would catch the school bus. Life on the farm was simple but full of hard work and routines. The fields, the creeks, and the open skies were the backdrop of my childhood, and I grew up surrounded by the rhythm of country life.

We lived at ‘Valley Creek’ until the day my father disappeared without a trace, fifty years ago. His absence left a void that never truly healed. Even as the years passed, questions lingered, and the mystery of his disappearance became a quiet shadow over our lives. My mother carried on, raising me alone, determined to preserve the life they had built together on the farm.

With my mother’s passing, I felt a strong pull to return to the place where it had all begun. I had sought permission from the current owner of our old property, John Talbot, to scatter my mother’s ashes around the old homestead and camp overnight with my son, Callum. John had been accommodating, telling me to treat the place as my own. He admitted that he hadn’t been out to the property in many years and wasn’t even sure if the old house was still standing.

Callum and I had set up camp approximately two kilometres north of the old house, near an abandoned mine on a rise overlooking the creek. It seemed like the perfect spot, quiet, remote, and close enough to the landmarks I remembered from my youth. We had arrived in the late afternoon, unpacked our gear, and spent the evening by the fire, sharing stories and staring up at the stars.

Now, sitting in the oppressive darkness, I struggled to piece together what had happened. Where was I? How had I ended up so far from our camp? I tried to recall the layout of the land. The old house should have been to the south, with the creek winding nearby. But in the impenetrable blackness, all sense of direction had vanished. I couldn’t even be sure where the camp we had made the day before was located.

The air was cold and carried a faint, metallic scent, perhaps from the old mine nearby. I shivered, trying to gather my thoughts. Fear and confusion gnawed at me, but I knew I had to stay calm. Somewhere out there was my son, and I needed to find him.

Had I been sleepwalking? The thought gnawed at me, but I had no idea. What I did know was that concern was beginning to take hold. The possibility of having to wait until daylight to find my way back to the camp and my son was unsettling. I raised my left arm slightly to check my watch again, but it wasn’t there. Panic flickered for a moment before reason took over, perhaps when I had fallen on the tussock, I had broken its band and lost it in the grass.

Just as I was about to give in to the rising sense of helplessness, a faint flicker caught my eye in the distance. I squinted, concentrating hard on the spot, willing the light to reappear. The longer I stared into the thick blackness, the more my eyes seemed to blur and run, making it difficult to be certain of what I had seen. But then, there it was again, a brief, wavering flicker. Hope sparked within me as I thought, perhaps that’s our campfire.

I scrambled to my feet, eager to get a better view of the light, but as soon as I stood, the flicker vanished. Frustrated, I sank back down onto the ground, and almost immediately, the flicker reappeared. It took a moment for me to piece together what was happening: when I stood, the tree branches must have obscured my view of the light.

I sat there, watching the distant flicker closely. It seemed to be dimming and brightening intermittently. At first, I thought the fire was dying out, but after a moment, I realised the flickering was being influenced by the breeze. Each time the breeze picked up, the flames danced higher, and as it waned, so did the light.

I tried to estimate the distance between myself and the flickering light. It wasn’t easy in the dark, but I guessed it might be a few hundred metres away. The light gave me a focal point, something to aim for. But the thought of walking blindly toward it, stumbling over tussocks or uneven ground in the pitch-black night, filled me with apprehension. What if I lost sight of it again? What if I strayed too far and missed the camp entirely?

Still, I knew I couldn’t sit here forever. Callum was out there, likely still asleep by the fire, unaware that I was missing. I had to get back to him. Taking a deep breath to steady my nerves, I prepared to move cautiously toward the flickering light, determined to find my way back to the camp.

The breeze was blowing from me towards the flickering light, so I decided to call out as loudly as I could, “CALLUM!” My voice echoed into the darkness, but no response came. I tried again, raising my voice even more, “CALLUM!” Several more attempts yielded nothing but silence. I felt a gnawing unease; I dared not walk toward the flickering light, knowing full well the dangers of this unfamiliar terrain. Open rock formations, jagged outcrops, and even old, abandoned mine shafts could easily lie in my path, hidden by the darkness.

Once more, I shouted his name, and just as my voice faded into the still night, I noticed a sudden white light appear in the distance. Its narrow beam began to sweep across the landscape, searching. Relief flooded through me. Though the light seemed far away, it gave me enough encouragement to call out again, louder and with renewed hope.

“CALLUM!” I shouted, standing up to get a better view. But as soon as I rose, the beam of light vanished. That’s when I realised something important: I was standing on higher ground, likely on the incline of the rise near the old mine. The camp and Callum must have been lower, and my elevated position had briefly blocked the light.

I sat back down quickly, waving my arms as I shouted his name again. This time, the beam of the LED torch caught my silhouette, and I saw it pause, then shift toward me.

“I can see you, Dad! Just stay there!” Callum’s voice rang out, clear and strong.

Relief washed over me, but his next words carried a mix of worry and exasperation. “What the fuck are you doing out here, Dad?” he asked as he drew closer.

Shielding my eyes from the bright LED light, I replied, “I have no idea, but I’m freezing cold. Let’s get back!”

I fell in step behind Callum, grateful for his presence and the guiding beam of his torch. The trek back felt longer than I expected, the uneven ground making each step deliberate and cautious. After what I estimated to be around fifteen to twenty minutes, we finally reached the camp, where the comforting glow of the fire greeted us.

Callum immediately set to work building up the fire, while I slipped on my jacket and sat down near the warmth. My socks were soaked from crossing a shallow section of the creek bed on our way back. I hadn’t noticed it at the time, but now, with the cold seeping into my feet, it was impossible to ignore.

Strangely, I thought, my socks hadn’t been wet earlier when I was sitting by the tussock. The thought nagged at me, but I pushed it aside for the moment, grateful just to be back by the fire.

“Feeling better, Dad?” Callum asked, handing me a steaming cup of coffee. The warmth spread through my hands as I brought the cup to my lips.

“Yes, I’m feeling better,” I said, taking a sip, “but I’d feel much better if I could explain how I got out there in the first place.”

“Sleepwalking?” Callum suggested, his tone skeptical. He glanced around at the rocky, uneven terrain illuminated by the firelight. “I just don’t see how you could have gone that far. I mean, look at all the rocks and tussocks around here. You’d have fallen arse over tit before you even got past the campsite.”

I agreed with Callum and explained how I had just woken up to find myself where he had found me. I hadn’t walked from that spot after waking; as soon as I had stood up, I stumbled and fell over a tussock. I hadn’t moved much after that. Then, I remembered my watch, I had meant to ask Callum to help me look for it with his torch when he first found me, but in the relief of being ‘rescued,’ as it were, the thought had slipped my mind. Now, I told him about the lost watch and suggested we go back to search for it later in the morning.

“Shouldn’t be a problem, Dad. If we can drive over the creek, we can probably get close to where I found you. I don’t think it’s very far, really,” Callum said reassuringly.

As the sky began to lighten, we cooked a simple breakfast, sausages, a tin of tomatoes, and toast made from slices of bread we toasted over the fire embers. We sat in silence for a while, eating and waiting for the sun to rise fully. We decided to search for my watch before packing up and heading back home to Charters Towers.

Once the paddocks were bathed in morning light, we could see the landscape more clearly. Callum tried to gauge the direction he had taken earlier in the dark when he came to find me, but he admitted he had no real idea of which way he had gone. The only clue we had was the three sets of footprints in the damp soil, one set from when Callum had set out and two sets from our return journey to the camp.

“At least we have something to follow,” I said, trying to sound optimistic.

We traced our steps, following the trail through the paddocks. In the early morning calm, the terrain looked less menacing but still rugged. After walking for about two kilometres, we crossed an old fence line. Some of the wooden posts remained upright, though weathered and splintered by time. The wire that once stretched between them was long gone, leaving only hints of the barrier that had once divided the land.

“Can’t have been this far, Dad,” Callum said, pausing as we approached the dilapidated old mine buildings. “There’s no way we walked this far. It must be somewhere around here, but where would you even start looking?”

I had to agree. “Maybe if we had walked, ” I began, but Callum cut me off, his tone sharp with concern.

“What’s the difference, Dad? I think you’ve lost your watch, and honestly, I think you’re lucky that’s all you lost. You could have lost your life, wandering around here in the pitch black.”

I didn’t argue. He was right, the terrain was treacherous, and the risk had been real. We decided to head back the way we came, retracing our steps carefully. The morning sun was climbing higher, casting long shadows across the paddocks as we walked. Once we reached the camp, we packed up our gear and prepared to leave for home.

On the drive back to Charters Towers, Callum didn’t mention the watch again, and neither did I. But in my mind, I had already made up my mind to return first thing tomorrow morning to search for it. Something about the whole experience nagged at me, as if there was more to it than just a lost watch.

I also remembered my dream from the night before. In it, my father had been speaking to me. Over and over again, he kept repeating the same phrase: “What’s mine is yours.” That was the moment I had woken up, alone in the bush. The dream felt vivid, almost too real to dismiss as mere imagination. The thought lingered as we drove home, a strange mix of mystery and unease settling over me.
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Born in 1944, Albert was the second son of Charles ‘Charlie’ and Annie Hodge of Charters Towers in Far North Queensland. Charters Towers was a mining town of considerable sise, prosperous enough to be proclaimed a city in 1909 with a population of 30,000. The town had a rich history, shaped by the gold rush, and a strong sense of community among its residents.

Charlie was of Aboriginal descent, and Annie was a full ‘Gudjal’ woman, both proud of their heritage. Together, they owned and operated a garage on Mossman Street, which quickly became a well-regarded business in the area. Charlie, a skilled mechanic, employed two additional workers at the garage. Annie played an integral role, serving petrol and managing a small takeaway shop attached to the garage. She was assisted by a part-Aboriginal girl who helped with the daily operations.

Tragedy struck the Hodge family when Albert’s older brother, Samual, was run over by a truck in the driveway of the garage and succumbed to his injuries. Samual was only three years old at the time. Annie carried a deep sense of guilt, believing that caring for Albert, who was nearly two years old then, had distracted her and contributed to the accident. This loss left an indelible mark on the family, shaping their lives in ways both spoken and unspoken.

Albert grew up around the garage, absorbing the intricacies of machinery and repairs from an early age. At 15, he officially became an apprentice under his father, learning the trade that would define much of his life. By the late 1960s, Albert had become a competent mechanic, well-regarded in Charters Towers for his skill and dedication.

In 1969, a fateful encounter at the garage changed Albert’s life forever. Margaret, a young woman traveling with her father in a truck that had broken down, came to the garage seeking repairs. Albert assisted them, and during the time it took to fix the vehicle, he and Margaret struck up a conversation. There was an immediate connection between them.

Margaret worked as an articles clerk at the Charters Towers branch of the Commonwealth Bank, specialising in conveyancing. Her job involved meticulous attention to detail, and she was known for her professionalism and competence. Despite their different backgrounds, Albert and Margaret found common ground in their shared values of hard work and family.

Their relationship blossomed, leading to a courtship marked by frequent visits to the garage and shared meals at local cafes. Margaret’s father, initially cautious about Albert’s intentions, soon grew fond of him, appreciating his work ethic and respect for their family. It wasn’t long before Albert and Margaret began to envision a future together, one built on mutual respect and the promise of a life they could create as partners.

Albert and Margaret were married and soon took over operating the garage when Albert's parents retired to the seaside town of Cardwell that same year. Initially, they threw themselves into running the business, hoping to continue the family legacy. However, after just two years of working tirelessly in the seemingly ungrateful and demanding environment of the garage, both Albert and Margaret began to feel the strain. The long hours and the constant grind left them yearning for a different life, one where they could raise a family in a quieter, more fulfilling setting.

In a bold move, they decided to sell the garage and purchase a small property named Valley Creek, located 55 miles from Charters Towers, near the small mining town of Ravenswood. The property spanned 350 acres of mostly grazing land and was well-suited for cattle farming. With two creeks running through it, the land had a reliable water supply, which meant it could comfortably sustain about 105 head of cattle.

The farm was almost self-sufficient, with Albert and Margaret growing much of their own food and tending to the cattle. However, to supplement their income and ensure financial stability, Albert took a job at the local garage in Ravenswood. This additional income allowed Margaret to become a stay-at-home mother, dedicated to raising their growing family. It was during this time that I was born, the first child in what would become a close-knit family.

Of course, my memories of those early years at Valley Creek are scattered and incomplete. The haze of childhood leaves only fragments, images of the wide-open paddocks, the rustling of the creek, and the warmth of home. It wasn’t until I was around eight years old that I began to form clearer, more lasting memories. By then, I was old enough to start helping Dad around the farm. I loved being part of the daily routines, especially when it involved working with the cattle.

One of my proudest moments as a child was when I got my own trail bike, a Yamaha YH50. It was a small, sturdy machine that gave me a sense of freedom and responsibility. I would ride it across the paddocks, helping Dad move the cattle from one paddock to another. The bike became an essential tool for me on the farm and a source of countless adventures. Those early days of riding through the rugged landscape, feeling the wind on my face, and working alongside my father were some of the happiest moments of my childhood.

There was an old gold mine called ‘The Pride of Earth’ located at the northernmost part of our property boundary. The mine, long abandoned, still consisted of several crumbling buildings and remnants of machinery. I was strictly forbidden to go near the mine, with one exception, the closest hut near the decaying fence where an elderly couple, Vic and Viv, lived. They were kind-hearted and resourceful, and over time, they became familiar figures in our lives.

Mum often bought loaves of bread and other essentials for Vic and Viv when she went shopping in Ravenswood or, occasionally, Charters Towers. It became my job to deliver these items, which I carried in my nylon school backpack. On some occasions, I had the added thrill of driving Dad’s series one short-wheelbase Land Rover down the rough, bumpy track to their hut. I’d pick them up and bring them home, where Mum would take them into town for doctor’s appointments and other errands. Mum refused to drive her Holden Kingswood down to the mining site, as the terrain was too rough for her liking.

Vic and Viv had once worked at the mine during its heyday, back when it was bustling with activity. They managed the camp’s canteen, providing meals and supplies to the two dozen or so miners employed there. “It was easy work and very good money,” they would often reminisce, “plus, we were supplied with food and accommodation.” Those prosperous days had long since passed, but Vic and Viv remained on the site as caretakers. Despite the mine's closure, the mining company continued to supply them with electricity for their hut, maintaining a faint hope that the mine might one day reopen.

On some weekends, I had the privilege of accompanying Dad and Vic on little expeditions to the old mine. Vic would lead us to what he called “secret shafts” or “drifts,” hidden spots he had discovered during his years at the mine. We would dig in these areas, occasionally uncovering tiny gold nuggets. After a successful outing, we would return to Vic and Viv’s hut, where Vic would carefully weigh the gold using a set of intricate silver and brass scales. The scales were housed in a polished timber cabinet with a glass door that swung open to reveal the delicate instrument inside. Vic explained that the gold was always weighed inside the cabinet to prevent even the slightest breeze from affecting the precision of the measurement.

Vic possessed an impressive depth of knowledge about mining and the surrounding district. He had begun working in mines when he was just 15 years old. Interestingly, the year he started was the same year that Charters Towers was officially proclaimed a city.

Listening to his stories was like stepping back in time, and through his vivid recollections, I gained a deeper appreciation for the history and hardships of the mining life.

Although he had a passion for the mining industry and a deep respect for the skills it required, Vic often expressed a conflicting sense of guilt and sadness about its long-term effects on the land. He believed that while mining provided wealth and opportunity, it came at a steep cost to nature’s balance. “It’s a cruel blow to the land,” he would say solemnly. “People take from it, its minerals, its riches, but they don’t repair the damage they leave behind.”

For Vic, mining wasn’t just a livelihood; it was a poignant reminder of human greed. He often lamented that the industry was driven solely by profit. Unlike cattle grazing or crop growing, where there was a reciprocal relationship with the land, where you nurtured the soil and it, in turn, provided sustenance, mining, in his view, was purely extractive. “No!” Vic would declare with a note of bitterness in his voice, “They just dig it out of the ground and leave a gaping hole. It’s strange they’re not made to at least fill in the hole and clean up the mess they’ve made.”

His words carried a sense of helpless frustration. “Once the miners have had their use of the land, it’s no good for anything else. The ground is poisoned, and nothing will grow. You can’t even graze cattle for fear they’ll fall into a vent or some forgotten mine shaft.” Vic would then point out the grim evidence: “Just take a look at the number of dead wildlife lying at the bottom of those vertical shafts. Birds, kangaroos, even the odd feral pig, all of them drawn in by curiosity or thirst and ending up trapped forever in those dark pits.”

Despite his grievances, Vic still couldn’t entirely turn his back on mining. It had shaped his life and livelihood, and in his youth, it had been a source of pride. But as he grew older, he came to see the industry’s darker side, the scars it left on the land and the way it altered ecosystems, often beyond repair. His reflections on the industry were a blend of personal experience, disillusionment, and a profound respect for the land that had once been teeming with life.

remember one particular weekend vividly. It seemed as though we had struck it lucky, finding quite a lot of those tiny gold nuggets scattered throughout the old mine shafts. By the time we were done for the day, Vic carefully weighed the nuggets using his special scales. When he tallied up the weight and added it to our previous weekend's findings, the total came to over three ounces. Vic and my father were elated as Vic announced the total value to be around $2,300.00. At the time, gold was selling for approximately $800.00 per ounce, a small fortune for what felt like an afternoon of adventure.

My father was particularly thrilled. I noticed a spark in his eyes that day, and in hindsight, I believe that was the moment he caught what Vic jokingly referred to as ‘Gold Fever.’ It wasn’t just about the money, it was the thrill of discovery, the possibility of unearthing something precious hidden beneath the earth. The excitement was palpable, and even as a child, I could sense that something had shifted in my father.

Not long after, I found myself sitting in the back seat of our old Land Rover, riding along the bumpy dirt road to Charters Towers with Vic and my father. The mood was light and hopeful as we made our way to a trusted gold dealer in town, someone Vic knew could offer a fair price for the haul. Vic was a cautious man, and as we drove, he took the opportunity to warn my father. “Don’t tell anyone where you’re getting the gold from,” he advised firmly. “There are plenty of folks who’d love to know, and not all of them are trustworthy.”

He paused for a moment, then added with a serious tone, “And watch out for Kevin Lachlan, you know, that copper from Ravenswood. He’s always sniffing around the mine, acting like he’s just being friendly, but I reckon he’s looking for something. If he finds out you’re pulling gold from those old drifts, he’ll be all over you.”

Vic’s words hung in the air, and even as a kid, I felt a shiver of unease. The idea that someone might try to take what we had found or that we could somehow get into trouble made the whole adventure feel a little more dangerous, a little more real. But my father just nodded, his excitement undiminished. For him, it was all part of the thrill, the promise of hidden riches, the risk, the secrecy, and perhaps, even the idea that he was doing something a little rebellious made it all the more exciting.

That day in Charters Towers, we sold the gold, and my father walked away with a decent sum of money in his pocket. But more than that, he carried with him the dream of finding more, more gold, more adventure, and perhaps, more of that indescribable joy that comes with turning the earth over and discovering something truly valuable beneath.

My father had asked Vic, “Why had the mining company or the miners themselves not taken the gold that we are finding quite easily?”

Vic paused for a moment, carefully considering how best to explain. “For a start, the miners are not permitted to take any of the gold for their personal gain. If they did, and they were caught, they would be charged with theft and face a long time in prison,” Vic explained. He continued, his voice taking on a tone of experience. “Secondly, it all depends on the price of gold compared to the cost of removing it from the mine. The tailings and mullock piles we’re fossicking through take many more man hours to extract the gold than the bulk materials that go through the stampers and separators.”

He shifted a bit, clearly intent on clarifying further. “It’s not until the price of gold rises to a level that makes it viable to extract again from these heaps. And that’s something you can only predict over time. Plus,” Vic added with a wink, “I know which mullock heaps are the ‘good production day’ heaps and which ones are the ‘poor production day’ heaps. It makes a big difference when you're out there looking for gold.”

The way Vic spoke made my father nod, but there was still curiosity in his eyes. Vic, however, wasn’t done yet. He leaned forward slightly, as if imparting a secret. “You see, I’ve also told you not to mention where we’re getting the gold from. It’s important. If you ever get asked, tell them it came from one of the abandoned mines that lay to the west of the ‘Pride of Earth’.”

My father frowned at this, but Vic was insistent. “There is, somewhere out there, amidst all those old mines to the west, one called ‘Fillpot.’ It’s a legend, really. Many of the miners from ‘Pride of Earth’ would head out there on their days off, hoping to find it, but they never did. It was said to be an extremely good, payable mine! But I’ve looked, and looked, and I’ve even checked the mining register at Charters Towers, and there’s no trace of it, nothing listed under that name anywhere.”

There was a pause, the weight of the mystery hanging in the air. Vic’s face darkened for a moment, as though remembering lost hopes. Then, as if determined to move on, he grinned again, shaking his head. “Sometimes, it’s like chasing a ghost.”

I had just celebrated my tenth birthday, and my mom was preparing to take Vic and Viv to Charters Towers. Vic had fallen ill, and living in a hut deep in the bush had become too difficult for them. They had bought a small unit in the heart of the town to make life easier. This move had been made possible, as Vic explained, thanks to the gold prospecting he had done with my dad. In the short time they had been working together, Vic’s share of the gold had earned him a remarkable seven thousand dollars.

As they packed up their things to leave the old mine site, Vic handed my father the gold scales, saying that he no longer had any use for them. The gesture felt final, like a chapter had closed.

With Vic and Viv gone, I found myself free to roam the area around the old mine without fear of their watchful eyes. No more would I be told, “Don’t go over there,” or “Stay away from that area,” or face the threat of them running off to tell my parents. It was liberating. I could explore at will, and I eagerly took advantage of this newfound freedom.

On one of my many excursions, I ventured into the so-called “forbidden” mine areas, places Vic and Viv had always cautioned me against. There, I stumbled upon a shed that, at first glance, seemed like just another abandoned structure filled with old, forgotten things. But as I looked around, I soon realised that it was more significant than I had initially thought. I had unknowingly found what is now referred to as the ‘magazine’, the storage place for explosives and detonators.

The shed was cluttered with debris, old boxes, and rusted tools, but it seemed to have been largely untouched for years. Amidst the discarded items, I found something that piqued my curiosity: an old instruction manual. The cover indicated that it had been printed by Noble, a name I had vaguely heard associated with mining equipment. As I flipped through the pages, I realised that this manual was far from ordinary. It contained detailed instructions on how to mix prilled Ammonium Nitrate with Diesel, an explosive mixture commonly used in mining. The manual went on to explain how to place this mixture into the distinctive ‘spaghetti’ poly bags, which I had seen around the site in various stages of use.

The next section of the manual was even more intricate, detailing how to attach and crimp a Noble detonator to a Noble fuse. The procedure for inserting this into the filled spaghetti bag was painstakingly described, and the final step involved closing the bag with a wire tie, number 1109, and using a special tier tool, number 1110, to secure it.

I stood there for a while, the gravity of what I had just found sinking in. I had uncovered something much more dangerous and mysterious than I had anticipated. The manual, clearly designed for professionals, laid out the method for creating explosives that were likely used in mining operations. I had no real understanding of how to use it, but I knew that what I had found was important, and that it was no longer just an ordinary shed. It had a much darker purpose than I had first realised.

I quickly tucked the manual into my jacket, not sure exactly what to do with it, but a sense of urgency gripping me. It was clear that this was something that no one had intended for me to discover.

After seeing some of the items detailed in the Noble manual, I was able to identify many of them scattered amongst the rubbish in the shed, the magazine. As I dug through the mess, the pieces of equipment and materials described in the manual began to take shape in the cluttered space around me. The more I sifted through the debris, the more I realised just how much of it was connected to the explosives used in mining operations. It felt like I had uncovered a hidden world, one that had been left abandoned and forgotten, but still steeped in danger.

As I continued my search, I came across several small objects that caught my attention. Among the debris, I found many small, stick-like items, about seven inches long. They were purple in colour, with a distinct one-inch end piece that was a pale brown. At first, I thought they were sticks of dynamite, and my heart skipped a beat at the thought of having found something so dangerous. I knew that dynamite was commonly used in mining to blast through rock, and seeing these items sent a thrill of fear and curiosity through me.

But as I inspected them more closely, a sense of disappointment began to settle in. I realised that these were not sticks of dynamite, but rather fuse igniters. The knowledge came from a set of instructions I had come across earlier in the shed. The manual had explained how to correctly light the Noble ‘brown’ fuse using the Noble ‘brown’ igniter. At the time, I hadn’t fully understood what that meant, but now it was clear. These purple sticks were not explosives themselves, but the devices used to set off the fuses that, in turn, triggered the explosions.

Though I had found several purple igniters, I also came across a few brown ones that were beginning to change colour. Some of the brown ones were starting to turn purple, the effects of age and perhaps exposure to the elements. It was strange to think that these small objects, seemingly so innocuous, played such an important role in the detonation process. They were essential components in triggering powerful blasts of dynamite or other explosives used in the mines.

Even though I was no longer as excited by the discovery as I had been at first, the sight of the igniters still sent a chill down my spine. I understood now that this place, this abandoned magazine, was far more dangerous than I had initially thought. It was filled with remnants of explosives and the tools used to handle them, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of awe at the power these items once held.

It was most probably because my father had been driving by the magazine on that afternoon when he had seen my trail bike parked outside and had decided to stop that I am either still alive today or have the full use of all my limbs. I had no idea he was coming. I was busy, lost in my own world, focused entirely on what I was doing, completely unaware that I was about to make a mistake that could have cost me dearly.

I had been trying to crimp a detonator to a fuse, a process I had seen described in the manual I found earlier. The steps had seemed straightforward enough in the instructions, but I was handling the materials with a sense of reckless curiosity rather than caution. I didn't fully understand the implications of what I was doing. I had only been a child, and the power and danger of explosives were concepts that were still beyond my comprehension. In my mind, I was simply experimenting, trying to recreate what I had read, not realising just how dangerous the situation really was.

Then, out of nowhere, I heard the sound of footsteps approaching. I looked up in shock to see my father standing in the doorway of the shed, his face a mask of disbelief and alarm. The sight of him, standing there, seemed to freeze time. My heart skipped a beat, and a wave of panic washed over me as I realised the full extent of what I had been doing.

My father didn't say anything at first. He just stood there, staring at me, his eyes wide with a mix of fear and anger. I could see the worry on his face as he quickly assessed the situation, probably realising how close I had come to doing something irreversible. The moment seemed to stretch on forever, but then, without warning, he strode forward, grabbed my hands, and carefully pried the detonator and fuse from my grip. His voice, though calm, was filled with authority when he spoke.

“Fucking little idiot! You could have killed yourself, or worse," he said, his words cutting through the shock I was still feeling. "What the fuck were you thinking, boy?"

I couldn't answer him. I was too terrified, too ashamed of my reckless behaviour. I had been so caught up in the thrill of discovery, in the rush of finding something so powerful and mysterious, that I had lost sight of how dangerous it really was. But my father’s anger wasn’t just at the danger I had put myself in, it was at the fact that I had been messing with something that should have been left alone, he believed that I would have more sense than that. It was the first time that my father had used words like that towards me.

That moment, that brief encounter in the shed, became a turning point in my life. I could see it in my father’s eyes, the unspoken fear of what might have happened if he hadn’t come along when he did. After that, he didn’t just warn me about the dangers of the mine site; he made it clear that I was never to go near that area again unless I was with him. It was a rule, one that I never dared to break.

Amongst the many things I received for my birthday, one gift stood out: a new school bag. It wasn’t the type of bag I had hoped for, and I remember the disappointment I felt as I unwrapped it. The bag was a leather satchel, with a leather, adjustable strap. It was designed in such a way that the strap could also be threaded through slots in the back of the satchel, transforming it into a haversack-type bag. To be honest, I hated it. It felt stiff, bulky, and far less practical than the nylon backpack I had been using for school. The nylon backpack was light, had multiple compartments, and seemed far more suited to the demands of a school day. But the satchel felt old-fashioned, uncomfortable, and heavy.

Dad, however, was thrilled with it. He seemed to think it was the perfect gift, and before I could voice my dislike, he was already making plans. “I’ll take it for prospecting,” he said, clearly pleased with himself. “I can use this in conjunction with the backpack I already wear, and it’ll work great for carrying tools and other things I need when I’m out in the bush.” I could see he was already envisioning how he would use it, and to him, the practical value of the bag outweighed its looks or comfort.

Despite Dad’s enthusiasm, my frustration with the gift lingered. I could tell he was genuinely pleased with the satchel, but I simply couldn’t bring myself to embrace it. It was a far cry from the modern, functional bag I had grown accustomed to, and the thought of carrying it to school made me groan inwardly.

Meanwhile, Dad’s weekend prospecting excursions continued unabated. He was still very much invested in searching for gold, often disappearing for hours on end to explore new sites and sift through the mullock heaps. At first, I would join him on these outings, tagging along with him as he scoured the bush for signs of precious metal. I had enjoyed the adventure, the thrill of discovering something new, and the excitement of being a part of his world. But over time, I began to lose interest. The novelty of prospecting wore off, and I found myself growing increasingly bored. The long hours spent hiking through rough terrain and combing through piles of dirt felt repetitive and tiresome. Eventually, I stopped accompanying him, choosing instead to spend my weekends doing other things, anything but trudging through the bush with my father in search of gold.
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