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1.
New Starts
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It was hot. The January school holidays were always long and hot, especially if you lived in Coolongewong, a little town in mid-western New South Wales. However, the long holidays had not been boring, at least not for the four friends and their families. There had been plenty going on, what with Christmas, a wedding, holidays away and the coming excitement of starting high school.

The four friends were Matt, Nicky, Ben and Kris. They had just finished Year 6 at Coolongewong Primary School with Mr Mac. He was the absolute-legend teacher in their school and they had been lucky enough to have him as their teacher for the last two years.

‘I want to go to Scotland and meet Braveheart,’ announced Ben after a brief hallo when they met down by the river.

‘Who said you get first pick?’ asked Kris.

‘And who the heck is Braveheart?’ asked Nicky. She had never heard of him.

‘I know who he is,’ answered Kris. ‘I read about him in my book ‘A Pocket Guide to Great Events in World History’. He’s a Scottish dude who fought the English and won.’

Then Ben took over. ‘I saw the movie in the holidays,’ he explained. ‘His real name was William Wallace and he was a big-time Scottish hero who fought against the English and won a big battle.’

‘Didn’t Mel Gibson star in that movie?’ chipped in Matt.

‘Yeah, that’s right,’ answered Ben. ‘Did you see it, Matt?’

‘No, but I want to. Is it okay with you girls if we go there? I think I’d like that adventure.’

The girls nodded. After all, every adventure they went on was fun.

At the start of Year 5 they had discovered that, on the day of the new moon each month, they could go on the most amazing adventures back in time in Mr Mac’s magic classroom. They had discovered this quite by accident. By tripping on a creaky floorboard, crashing into the teacher’s desk and saying the magic words ‘History’s a Mystery’, they could go back in time and experience events in history as they were actually happening. 

‘What do you reckon was our best adventure last year, Matt?’ asked Kris.

‘Oh! That’s a hard one! They were all so good ... Let me think ...’

‘I can tell you mine,’ said Ben. Then, not waiting for anyone else to speak, he continued, ‘I liked the dinosaurs and the cavemen the best.’

‘Yeah, they were pretty good,’ agreed Matt. ‘But I think I enjoyed meeting Sir Edmund Hillary on Mt Everest and Ned Kelly. Oh, and the one with Davy Crockett and the bears.’

‘What about you, Nicky?’ Kris asked.

‘My favourites were probably the Eiffel Tower and meeting Charles Darwin,’ she answered. ‘How about you, Kris? What did you like best?’

‘Um ... maybe the Vikings and the Aztecs ... I don’t know. They were all so good.’

‘Isn’t it weird how we all liked different adventures?’ observed Matt.

‘Yeah, but that’s good,’ said Kris. ‘It just goes to show that between us we chose a good mix.’

The others agreed.

‘Well, it looks like we might be able to have a few more adventures this year, thanks to Mr Mac’s suggestion,’ said Nicky.

‘Yeah, if it works,’ added Ben.

Mr Mac had suggested they try to continue their adventures this year by coming back into his classroom after school on the day of the new moon (the only day the magic worked every month).  Even though they were now about to start high school in Orange, they could get off the bus after school and come straight into his deserted classroom.

This idea had pleased the four friends very much. No one, including Mr Mac, knew if this idea would work, but it was sure worth giving it a shot. The four friends would do practically anything to have the chance of more adventures back in time.

‘What about you, Matt? What’s your first choice for this year?’ Nicky asked.

‘My choice is a lot closer to home. I’d like to go back and see the opening of the Sydney Harbour Bridge.’

Ben looked at his friend and frowned. ‘Why?’

‘Because I think it would be good,’ answered Matt. ‘It’s an Australian icon and I figure it would be cool to be there when it was first opened.’

‘I agree,’ said Kris. ‘It sounds like a nice, safe adventure and one where we will learn a bit more about our own history. It’s a good idea, Matt.’

Nicky nodded too so Ben had to go along. However, he wasn’t really worried. All their adventures were good and they had just agreed to his Braveheart idea.

‘What’s your adventure to be, Kris?’ Ben asked.

‘I would like to go back and see the Great Wall of China being built.’ 
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The Four Friends by Lauren Perry 

Year 5 Student Jamberoo NSW

‘Yes! Way to go! That would be heaps cool!’ This adventure sounded much more like fun to Ben.

‘Okay, Kris,’ said Matt. ‘And Nicky, what about you?’

‘My choice is closer to home as well,’ Nicky answered. ‘I would like to see Cathy Freeman win her gold medal at the Sydney Olympics.’ 

Kris looked at her and frowned. ‘That’s not very far back in time. Do you think it will be possible?’ 

Nicky shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But I’d like to try.’

The others were not sure whether Nicky’s choice would be possible either as it was only a few years ago. However, they agreed to give it a try. 

‘Maybe you should think up a back-up just in case it doesn’t work,’ suggested Matt.

Nicky said she would, so the first four adventures of the year were set. After the four of them played a few games of Scissors, Paper and Rock it was decided that Ben’s adventure would be the first.

At the start of the summer holidays, Matt had gone to Brisbane with his mum and dad and his two younger sisters, Olivia and Megan. This was to visit his grandparents, something they always did at Christmas time. 

Kris had spent Christmas with her dad, his new wife Jo and their baby daughter, Amelie, in Sydney. Kris had always longed for a brother or sister and so loved having a baby sister at last. She and Jo were now good friends and Kris just adored Amelie, whom everyone called Milly. 

However, both Matt and Kris’ families had been back in Coolongewong in time for the big wedding. Nicky’s dad had married Ben’s mum. Paul and Linda had started seeing each other about a year ago and things had quickly developed between them. 

Nicky liked taking a little of the credit for this, as she believed she had planned the matchmaking. However, it probably would have happened anyway for Paul and Linda were really well suited and very much in love. 

Their marriage couldn’t have pleased Ben and Nicky more for they were best mates. Therefore, having their parents married and living together was just perfect. Now they were a real family.

When Matt and Kris had first arrived back in Coolongewong, the four friends had agreed to meet together down by the river. Matt and Kris had been the first to arrive and this had suited Kris as there had been something she wanted to say to Matt. 

She decided to do it as soon as she had Matt alone. They were sitting together in the long grass beside the river, comfortable in each other’s company, when Kris began. ‘Matt?’ she said.

Matt looked at her expectantly.

‘I’ve been doing a lot of thinking while I’ve been in Sydney, so I just have to say it. I really don’t want to be your actual girlfriend anymore.’

Matt’s face fell and he looked devastated. 

Kris went on, ‘But you’re my best friend and I want to keep it that way. I love spending time with you and talking to you about all sorts of things ... I just don’t feel I’m ready for anything more than that just yet.’

Matt nodded. After a while he said, ‘I kinda feel the same way, Kris. I like you more than any other girl I know. I can talk to you about all sorts of things. But I’m happy just to stay good friends too.’

With that difficult conversation out of the way, they started talking about something much easier: more ideas for adventures back in time. 

Ben and Nicky joined them soon after. 

-o0o-

Matt’s family, as well as Kris and her mum, Mrs Foster, had received invitations to the wedding. Mrs Foster was Paul’s boss out at the Wollendidgee National Park. The four friends’ parents all enjoyed each other’s company, so the wedding promised to be a great night. Ben was to be the best man and Nicky the bridesmaid, with both of them witnesses at the ceremony.

The afternoon of the wedding was hot and dry, just as expected. Paul and Linda exchanged their vows in a beautiful shady glen in the national park then everyone came back to Coolongewong for an informal barbeque. A pig had been slowly roasting on a spit all day and the aroma made everyone hungry. The party continued into the early hours of the morning. 

Part of the wedding plans had been for Ben to spend the two weeks following the wedding with Matt and his family, while Nicky stayed with Kris and her mum. This allowed the newlyweds to have a honeymoon. However, Paul and Linda had surprised Ben and Nicky on Christmas morning. 

Sealed in two envelopes under the tree were airline tickets for them both, dated one week later than Paul and Linda’s flights. This meant that Ben and Nicky would have one week with their friends, then a week with their parents on Lord Howe Island! They were thrilled!

During that first week when Paul and Linda were away, Mrs Foster and Mrs Roberts, who was Matt’s mum, took the four friends into Orange to buy their new uniforms for high school. The four also had plenty of free time back in Coolongewong to meet down at the river for swims or just to lie around chatting. Of course, the topic they chatted about most was their adventures back in time. 

The last couple of weeks of the holidays sped past. Ben and Nicky took off to Lord Howe Island and had a great time. Kris returned to Sydney for another week with Milly, and Matt kept himself amused fishing in the river while his friends were away. 

Matt always enjoyed his own company and spent a lot of the time daydreaming about events and people in history. He liked doing that. 

Soon it was time to start high school.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2.
Braveheart
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Looking very much like new Year 7’s, the four friends caught the bus to Orange High School together on their first day. Their uniforms were squeaky clean and their bags light. They were all excited at the prospect of high school but a little scared as well. Because the usual story of new kids getting their heads flushed down the toilets had gone around, they decided to stick together.

However, this tactic only worked until the classes were sorted. Luckily Matt and Kris found themselves in the same class, while Ben and Nicky were together in a different class. 

Their timetables looked too difficult to understand at first and the job of finding a new classroom at the end of every period was a challenge. They met some of their teachers and each one gave a list of books they would need to buy for that subject. It was all very confusing and overwhelming but sort of fun too. 

The four friends met together in the playground at recess and lunch to talk about their different experiences. Mostly it was good and they all felt positive about their first day.

Meanwhile back in Coolongewong, Matt’s younger sister, Olivia, found herself in Mr Mac’s Year 5 class. She was really pleased about this. Matt had come home with so many good stories over the last two years that she was thrilled to actually have Mr Mac as her teacher. Of course, she knew nothing about the magic classroom and the adventures back in time. Matt had been very careful never to mention these as Mr Mac had warned him that talking about it would cause the magic to stop.

Olivia, or Livy as most people called her, was sitting at a block of four desks with her good friend, Grace. While Grace was a little shy, Livy was a popular girl and good at making friends. There were two boys sitting with them, Will and Jack. The girls knew these boys of course, since they had been together ever since kinder, but this was the first time they actually were seated with them. Livy smiled. She was sure the four of them would work well together under Mr Mac’s watchful eye.

The first two weeks of the new school year flew by. Mr Mac’s class started the year learning about gold rushes around the world, and then looking at Australia’s gold rushes in more detail. A girl called Isabella had suggested this topic. On the first day, Mr Mac had done his usual History-thing by asking everyone to write down a topic that he or she wanted to learn more about. 

He would use these events as the basis for his History lessons during the year. He was a firm believer in teaching kids stuff they were interested in and he had set up a new time line and world map in his classroom. The class would fill this in with dates and places as the year progressed.

Meanwhile the four friends at high school had bought all the books and equipment they needed and settled into their new routine. However, they had been keeping a close check on the calendar and knew that tomorrow was the day of the new moon.

This would be their first chance to check out Mr Mac’s theory and discover whether they could still have their adventures back in time. 

When they jumped off the school bus the following afternoon, they could hardly contain their excitement. Though, at the same time, they were a little worried, all thinking the same thing. What if it didn’t work? They had spent so much time in the holidays wishing and hoping and planning for today. What if it didn’t happen? They knew they would be totally disappointed and sad. 

There was nothing else to do now but to try it ... and hope. 

They walked into their old classroom half expecting to see Mr Mac sitting at his desk but he wasn’t there. There was a note from him though and it read:

‘I’m in the library and will be back soon. Good luck!’

Good old Mr Mac. He hadn’t forgotten that today was the day.

They put their bags down then went through the routine they always followed to go back in time. Kris and Matt had accidentally discovered all this at the start of their first year in Mr Mac’s class. Matt, Nicky and Kris stood in the usual place by Mr Mac’s desk while Ben ran towards them, tripping on the creaky floorboard and crashing into them and the teacher’s desk. Only Ben and Matt said the magic words ‘History’s a Mystery’.

(When everyone said the words together, they stayed away for the longest possible time. However, because this adventure was to witness a battle, they had decided not to be away for as long.) 

They all hoped that the magic would work.

It did! It worked! There was the familiar blinding flash and they found themselves standing at the edge of a forest on a slight rise. Below was an open field and a very narrow bridge crossing a river. On the other side of the river they could see a huge army of soldiers and cavalry. 

Ben jumped up in the air and shouted, ‘Yes!’ in a very loud voice. 

Immediately, men all around them began saying Shhh! and lots more began shaking their heads. 

Ben realised straightaway that he should not have shouted out loud. Everything was so quiet here. But it had been so exciting to know that the magic was still working, he had not been able to contain himself. He looked at his three friends and they were all grinning happily but Matt pressed his finger to his lips. Ben quietened down.  ‘Sorry!’ he whispered.

They looked around. The soldiers all around them held swords, axes, picks or some other sort of weapon. They looked ready for a fight and their faces were grim. Standing quietly amongst the trees, the other army waiting below on the bridge and on the other side of the river could not see them. Some soldiers were on horseback too. Everyone was waiting. 

Quite close to them was a man who appeared to be this army’s leader. Ben realised that if these were the Scottish soldiers then this leader just had to be William Wallace. It was exactly where he had planned to be on this adventure. 

As he was thinking all this, the leader rode around, speaking quietly to his men and urging them to stay patient and still. When he came close to the children, Ben recognised his accent and knew for sure that that they were standing, waiting, with the Scottish soldiers. But waiting for what?

Ben thought he knew. He had been reading up on William Wallace and had become quite a fan. The movie ‘Braveheart’ had been one of his Christmas presents and he had watched it three times during the holidays.  Then, by checking out more about Wallace on the internet, he had formed a fair idea of why this man was so important to Scottish history. He had also come to realise that some parts of the movie were not what had actually happened. 

However, Wallace had won a decided victory over the English at a place called Stirling Bridge and, from the drawings he had seen, where they were standing now looked exactly right to Ben. So, he guessed they were about to witness this famous battle.

Just then the leader motioned his horse over to where the four children were standing. He dismounted and spoke quietly to them. ‘When I give the word for the men to go forward and fight, I want you four to stay right here. A battlefield is no place for children. You can watch and learn from here. Dinna come any closer. Is that clearly understood?’

The four friends all nodded. 

Then one of the soldiers spoke: ‘Sir William, I think it’s nearly time to make our move.’
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As they watched, a number of the English cavalry finished crossing the bridge. It was so narrow that only two horsemen could cross it at the same time. A few hundred horsemen had now crossed to the side of the river where the Scottish force lay silently waiting. Thousands of English soldiers had also crossed over and more were about to follow.

William Wallace by Lachlan Barker 

Year 6 Student Bayview NT

‘Soon,’ William Wallace said. ‘Soon. Just let a few more come across.’

When Wallace judged that there were as many English soldiers on this side of the river as the Scots could easily defeat, he mounted his horse. His men were ready and impatient for the coming battle. 

Ben estimated that about a quarter of the English army was now on their side of the river. The total English army vastly outnumbered the Scots but Wallace had used the narrow bridge to give the Scots a great advantage. The soldiers on this side couldn’t expect much help from the rest of their army still waiting on the other side.

‘Now remember what I said.’ Wallace was looking straight at Ben. Ben nodded and the others did too.

Suddenly William Wallace gave the order to attack. The Scottish force swept down out of the wood, running across the open field with blood-curdling cries and taking the English soldiers totally by surprise. 

Ben knew that the English were not expecting the Scots to be this well organised and disciplined. They were expecting more of a rabble, one that could easily be defeated. However, the Scots were turning this battle into an English bloodbath, all due to the great leadership of William Wallace.

It was not pretty watching the battle take place, even from the safety of the hill. The four friends had seen many terrible things before on their adventures into the past but this was one of the worst. They could see and hear the clash of swords, the cries of murder and of pain, the screams of agony and the whinnying of injured horses. Bright spurts of red blood erupted time and again, as men lost their heads or were otherwise savagely and brutally murdered. 

Many more English fell than Scots. After what seemed like ages but was probably only about twenty minutes of frenzied fighting, the children watched as a couple of the English horsemen turned from the battle and tried to ride back across the bridge. Perhaps this was to speak with their commander about what should happen next or perhaps it was because they were simply running away before they were killed. In any case, it caused confusion on the bridge and added extra weight. 

Suddenly the wooden bridge gave way and collapsed! The timbers splintered and hundreds of foot soldiers and the two horses with their riders tumbled into the water below.  Not many came to the surface again for their heavy armour prevented it. 

Once the bridge was gone, the Scots turned their full attention to the remnants of the English army still fighting on their side of the river. No more reinforcements would be coming over to join the battle. The bloodbath was nearly over. 

Ben knew from his reading, that the Battle of Stirling Bridge had killed over five thousand English with not nearly as many casualties on the Scottish side.

Soon it was over. The children watched as the remainder of the English army on the far side of the river turned around and headed south, back towards the English border. They had been outwitted and defeated despite their huge advantage in numbers. 

To the Scots, William Wallace was now a hero. His men cheered him loudly as he trotted around the battlefield on his horse. While his soldiers busily plundered the weapons, armour and other treasures from their dead enemies, Wallace continued moving around, thanking his men for their support and speaking kindly to his wounded and praising them for their bravery.

The children watched him until another blinding flash brought them suddenly back into their old classroom once more.

‘How good was that!’ exclaimed Ben as he turned to face the others with his eyes shining. 

‘Not so great,’ said Matt weakly and the girls agreed.

‘I think we’ve had more than enough of bloody battles and wars,’ said Kris. ‘I don’t know about you but I feel a bit sick. All that killing is just awful.’

‘Yeah,’ said Nicky. ‘It’s okay when it’s a movie and you know it’s not for real but when you’re actually there ...’

The others nodded. 

Ben could see their point. He really felt the same, deep down.
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The Battle of Stirling Bridge by Joshua Teodoro 

Year 6 Student, Mt Warrigal NSW

‘Yeah, you’re right,’ he said. ‘I’ve had enough of killing too. But it is very exciting to know that we can still go on lots more adventures together.’

‘You’re right there,’ said Matt. ‘But I think we all need to go on a few adventures that don’t have any blood in them.’

The girls agreed.

‘Well, two of the three others we have planned should be okay,’ said Kris. ‘The bridge opening and the Sydney Olympics should be bloodless. I don’t know about my adventure to see the Great Wall of China.’

‘It should be all right too,’ said Matt. ‘After all, we’re only going to watch it being built.’ 

Just then Mr Mac stuck his head around the door. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘How are my four adventurers?’

The friends were all pleased to see him and happily answered his questions about their new school and their new teachers. After a pause in the conversation, Mr Mac pointed to his desk and said, ‘So how did it go?’ 

‘It’s still happening, sir,’ said Matt, and the others nodded.

‘Good, good,’ Mr Mac said. ‘But don’t tell me any more unless you want to. I wouldn’t want the magic to stop.’

‘No, it’s cool, sir,’ said Ben. ‘I don’t think the magic will stop if we tell you about it.  We just went back to see William Wallace defeat the English at Stirling Bridge.’

‘Wow,’ said Mr Mac. ‘And whose idea was that?’

‘Mine, sir,’ answered Ben. ‘I watched ‘Braveheart’ in the holidays and thought it would be good to go and see the real battle.’

‘And was it?’ asked Mr Mac.

‘Not so good, sir,’ Ben replied. ‘None of us really need to see any more blood for a long, long time.’ 

The others nodded.

‘That’s right, Ben,’ said Mr Mac. ‘History’s not nearly so nice in reality is it? But then people need to understand that so they won’t go making the same mistakes all over again.’ 

‘Yes, but that is exactly what does happen, sir,’ Matt chipped in. ‘People do seem to make the same mistakes over and over again, don’t they?’

‘Sadly, yes,’ Mr Mac said. ‘But maybe there’s hope for our world with young people like you growing up. Anyway, you had better get yourselves off home. I’ll see you again next month, will I?’

‘Of course,’ they all chorused, then waved goodbye to their favourite teacher and set off for home. 
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3.
The Coathanger Opens
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February was gone and March was speeding by. Homework and sporting commitments kept the four friends busy. This meant that their times together down at the river were not quite as frequent. 

They had all competed in the school swimming carnival, and then gone on to zone together. They were all playing cricket as well. The high school had entered a knockout competition in girls’ cricket and the coach had selected both Nicky and Kris in the team. Nicky was no surprise as she was excellent at all sports but Kris was pleased at making the cut. She didn’t think she was that good. They had already played two matches and were due to play the next one in a couple of weeks’ time.

Meanwhile back in Coolongewong, Mr Mac’s classroom was a prehistoric landscape. They were studying dinosaurs and Mr Mac had given Livy, Grace, Jack and Will the job of constructing a cardboard scale-model of a Tyrannosaurus Rex. Will was very artistic, so he had found and exactly copied a picture of one onto a sheet of cardboard. Jack talked the others into making it into a 3D model, so Will designed more pieces and Grace and Livy had the job of filling up the insides with scrunched-up newspaper, after Jack had stuck the cardboard pieces together with masking tape. Then they all painted it. When it was finished, they had to admit it was a fairly good team effort.

The day of the new moon fell in the middle of March. Matt had reminded the others that it was coming up but there had been no need. It was the highlight of their month and they all knew exactly which day was the day. Arriving back in Coolongewong on the school bus, the four friends excitably made their way towards Mr Mac’s classroom. As they walked, Matt gave the others some info he had found out about the bridge. 

‘Did you guys know that, when it opened, the Sydney Harbour Bridge actually was not the longest single-arch bridge in the world, even though we were told at school that it was?’ he asked the others.

‘No,’ said Kris. ‘When did you find that out?’ 

‘Oh! I was doing a bit of reading. The longest bridge was opened in America the year before the Harbour Bridge, and it was 70cm longer,’ he said.

‘Only that much?’ said Ben, holding his arms apart.

‘Yep,’ said Matt. ‘Weird, isn’t it?’

‘What’s it called?’ asked Nicky.

‘Um...I can’t remember...think it started with a ‘B’,’ said Matt, thinking hard. ‘Some French name I think.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Nicky. ‘It’s not important.’

No, I’ll remember it in a sec,’ said Matt.

The others waited.

Finally, he said, ‘It was Bayonne...the Bayonne Bridge, but I can’t remember where in the States it is.’

‘Don’t worry!’ repeated Ben. Matt could be such a nerd!

‘But the Sydney Harbour Bridge is still the world’s largest steel-arch bridge,’ Matt added as an afterthought.

The others shook their heads, raised their eyes to each other and smiled again. They really liked Matt but he was a bit geeky at times.

‘Come on, let’s get on with our adventure,’ said Ben and the girls agreed.

Mr Mac was not in his classroom. They dropped their bags in the corner. Matt ran at the other three and Matt and Kris said the magic words ‘History’s a Mystery’. The usual flash of light followed.

Immediately they were sitting in an old-fashioned bus moving along a street in a city. All the cars and buses they could see out the windows looked just as old. There were no high-rise buildings and all the shopfronts were old-fashioned as well. Looking down at their clothes, they realised they were wearing some sort of old school uniform, though Ben and Kris were in different colours to Matt and Nicky. The girls were wearing box-pleated tunics and the boys were in short pants of some heavy material and long socks.

After a while an adult told them to get off the bus. He must have been a teacher because plenty of kids their age left the bus at the same time and they all joined many more students who were already standing on the footpath. Teachers walked around giving each one a little Australian flag to wave and soon they all began walking along the street. People cheered as they passed. Everyone was in a happy, holiday sort of mood. All the children made a colourful procession, waving their flags as they walked along. 

Matt said quietly to Nicky, ‘I guess we’re in Sydney, marching towards to Harbour Bridge.’

Nicky nodded, Ben and Kris too. They heard what Matt had said.

Of course, Matt was right and they soon could see the enormous steel bridge up ahead.
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