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      Part I

      WITH DEW ON MY BOOTS
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      Colin Thiele
Pencil drawing by Nora Heysen, 1967
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      To Start With

      
      I was born in November 1920, in the year following the Treaty of Versailles which officially ended the First World War. It
         was ‘the war to end all wars’. I was not yet nineteen when the Second World War began in 1939.
      

      
      In the two decades between these monstrous conflicts the life of rural Australia changed for ever. Before the First World
         War, farming in the community where I grew up — and everywhere else in the nation for that matter — was still a life of hard
         labour and horses. By the onset of the Second World War it had become a world of machines.
      

      
      It is astonishing to me now, as I look back from my present viewpoint in the twenty-first century, that such a momentous revolution
         could have happened so quickly. And it was not only a material change. It was a spiritual transformation as well.
      

      
      
      The aura of my early childhood was quite distinctive. The routine of daily labour in my own family and among our neighbours
         was stable, repetitive and predictable. There was a closeness to the soil about it, a sense of veneration for the good earth
         and all its fruitfulness. We gave thanks for it every night after the family Bible readings round the dinner table — the roots
         of an attitude that went back for a thousand years to the peasant husbandry of Europe.
      

      
      For us the whole routine of ploughing, sowing and reaping was still a hands-on procedure. Despite the invention of certain
         machines like strippers and stump-jump ploughs, most of the daily round on the farm depended on the strength of men’s muscles
         and the resilience of women’s backs.
      

      
      The early 1920s therefore remained essentially horse and buggy days. Teams of heavy draught horses, especially Clydesdales,
         pulled the ploughs and hauled away the harvest on wagons piled high with wheat sewn up in three-bushel bags. (Bulk handling
         in South Australia was still a world away.) At the railway sidings steam trains simmered and hissed, and finally clanked off
         to distant seaports with long lines of wheat-laden trucks in tow.
      

      
      In such a milieu it took a long time to get things done. The cultivation of a few acres a day was a notable achievement. The
         harvest in our district started in November or early December and might last until February or even March.
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      The stump-jump plough, an Australian invention,
enabled newly-cleared land to be farmed while some tree
stumps still remained. This
            one, made at Gawler, SA, was
similar to the one used on our farm.
      

      
      Out in the paddocks there was little shelter from the wind of winter or the heat of summer. Discomfort was endured, expected
         and accepted as an inevitable part of farming life. Yet within a couple of generations the whole harvest was being completed
         in a few days by a mechanical juggernaut with an air-conditioned cabin.
      

      
      
      Travel in my childhood was restricted. Horizons were limited. This tended to produce communities that were conservative, and
         even parochial, but they were also closely knit, caring and dependable. And if dogmatism and a sniff of centuries-old superstition
         remained, there was also deep religious conviction and unshakeable faith.
      

      
      Ours was not an unfortunate community for a child to grow up in. Freedom and security, adequate home-grown food, lively interaction
         with our peers, solid if sometimes stolid family life, friendship among neighbours — these we took for granted, while all
         the while the mechanisation of the world was going on around us and we were scarcely aware of it.
      

      
      Profound shifts in attitude accompanied the change. With the hand-held hoes and scythes of our forefathers, the earth was
         close and friendly, something to revere. The soil was under their boots and on their hands. With the advent of agricultural
         science and huge machines it became a ‘resource’ to analyse, modify and exploit.
      

      
      In the pages that follow I have tried to catch a little of the spirit of that world of the 1920s into which I was born, and
         from which I was evicted by the Great Depression of the 1930s.
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      Family Limbs

      
      My maternal grandfather, Johann Gottfried Wittwer, arrived at Port Adelaide as a sponsored immigrant on board the barque Victoria in 1858. He was twenty-two. He had been born in Grossblumberg, Brandenburg, but for some time he had been keen to get out
         of the place. He first worked in various parts of the Barossa Valley but later moved further out and owned farms in the Point
         Pass-Robertstown area. He married Emilie Maria Auguste Henschke in 1860.
      

      
      Although some of the land he took up was not overly productive, there was no doubt about his own fertility. He and Auguste
         had nine children before she died in May 1875, aged thirty-eight. This left him with a profound dilemma — the care of nine
         children ranging in age from two days to fourteen years — so he set off urgently to find another wife. The family story goes
         that he saw a woman crossing the road at Bethany one day. She was young and blue-eyed, and he prayed that she might be the new
         wife he was looking for. Obviously, his prayers were answered. They were married at the end of June 1875, seven weeks after
         Auguste’s death.
      

      
      Her name was Bertha Louisa Grossman, a remarkable woman who, at the age of twenty-three, took over the management of a household
         of nine children not her own (some say she wasn’t told about them before the wedding), in undeveloped frontier country with
         only the most primitive housing, little water, no amenities, and virtually no help — and simultaneously proceeded to have
         eight children of her own. She was my grandmother. Her fifth child, Amalie Anna, was my mother.
      

      
      The fecundity that was such a distinguishing characteristic of Johann continued unabated in his children. The eight survivors
         from his marriage with Auguste (one boy died when he was four) produced eighty-two children between them, but the eight from
         Bertha could manage only forty-six. Nevertheless, Johann must have seen the creation of one hundred and twenty-eight offspring
         in the next generation as a considerable achievement.
      

      
      In contrast, the line of my paternal grandfather was singularly unproductive. He was Johann August Thiele, who arrived at Port Adelaide from Hamburg on board
         the La Rochelle in September 1855. She apparently sank with all hands on the return voyage. My uncle Fred kept telling me that if this had happened on the outward journey none of us would ever have existed, a possibility that fascinated him. He was convinced that our lives were governed
         by strange and unpredictable forces over which we had no control.
      

      
      My grandfather took up land at Freeling, then at Baroota, and finally at Peep Hill, in the mallee, between Eudunda and Morgan.
         He died there of dysentery, from contaminated water in that waterless region, at the height of summer in February 1883, aged
         forty-four. He left a widow, who had been Meta Rochfuss, and six children — five sons and a daughter.
      

      
      In an era without social services they faced incredible hardships simply to survive, the older boys cutting firewood and carting
         it by wagon all the way to Kapunda for a few pence a ton. Fortunately, early in the 1900s part of the greater Anlaby run was
         thrown open to closer settlement, and all five Thiele brothers applied for blocks in the Hundred of Julia Creek. This was
         a much better area, with good soil and an assured rainfall in the higher country northwest of Eudunda.
      

      
      The applicants had to appear personally before Sir Jenkin Coles, who conducted the interviews with great authority, requiring
         each person to justify his application and show cause why one of the new farms should be allotted to him. Uncle Fred, always
         one to dramatise his stories, claimed to have overwhelmed Sir Jenkin with a single, devastating statement. When asked why he wanted to leave the
         mallee he said bluntly that it was a drought-stricken hell hole — ein verdammtes Land wo der Teufel aus Verzweiflung Brummfliegen fresst (a damned land where the devil in despair feeds on blowflies). After that it appears that the Thieles were allotted farms
         without further question.
      

      
      My father married my mother (Amalie Anna, fifth child of Gottfried Wittwer’s second wife) in September 1910. They had five
         children: two daughters and a son who were older than I was, and a daughter who was younger. A few days before I was due to
         be born my father harnessed up the buggy and drove my mother to Eudunda, where she could await the birth in the relative comfort
         of Mutter Knabe’s Nursing Home. There was no hospital in the district. The nursing home of those days was not an infirmary
         or old people’s home but rather a kind of midwifery hostel — historically a half-way stage between the era when all births
         took place at home with the help of a local mother or midwife, and the dedicated maternity hospital of the future.
      

      
      Although my father’s action was merely a precaution, he admitted that it could have precipitated more problems than it was
         meant to solve. The seven-mile buggy ride, over rough roads pock-marked with potholes and strewn with stones, over which the
         metal rims of the wheels lurched and clanged, could have shaken me up to such a degree that I might well have decided to emerge prematurely
         to see what was going on. If that had happened I don’t think my father would have handled the situation well. Lacking a hitching
         rail to restrain the horses, and without shelter for my mother at the side of the dusty road, my entry into the world would
         have been anything but peaceful. Luckily, the ride went safely, if not smoothly. Not long afterwards, so my mother said, Mutter
         Knabe had me tucked up in masses of swaddling, even though it wasn’t really needed in the warm mid-November weather.
      

      
      Had I been born a little later my mother would have had the benefit of up-to-date facilities. The foundation stone of the
         new Eudunda hospital was laid sixteen days after my birth, and the hospital itself was opened two years later.
      

      
      With five children, my father was easily the most reproductive of the five Thiele brothers. Ben, the eldest, had two daughters;
         Fred and August both remained bachelors; and Frank, the youngest, had a daughter and a son, but the son remained a bachelor.
         This meant that the continuation of the Thiele surname rested on my brother and me, but as my wife and I have two daughters
         the responsibility finally fell to my brother. He obligingly had two sons, but, characteristically, they both remained bachelors.
         This hearty distrust of marriage among the male Thieles therefore ensures the extinction of the name in our branch of the family tree.
      

      
      My father and all my uncles were always referred to by the anglicised versions of their names rather than the German ones
         they were baptised with. Johann Bernard was simply Ben, Carl Friedrich was Fred, Johann August was Augie or August, Carl Wilhelm
         (my father) was Bill, and Georg Franz was Frank. This was universal, irrespective of the person speaking to them, whether
         MP, bank manager, storekeeper or lumper on the wheat stacks. I sometimes wondered whether this was a consequence of the bitter
         passions of the First World War — an attempt to disguise their origins — but I am sure it was not. They used their anglicised
         names quite naturally among themselves and with us. ‘No, Bill, I wouldn’t do it like that’, or ‘Go and ask Uncle Frank about
         it’, were part of their daily conversation.
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      Trademark used by Aussie Pianos
and Organs, Melbourne, 1924.
      

      
      
      The children, of course, were as Australian as gum trees. We had absorbed the country through our boot soles, not only in
         our attitudes and our love of the place but in our rapport with what we called ‘real’ Australians: the shearers, lumpers,
         carters, fettlers and road workers we liked to watch and talk to whenever we had the chance. But it had taken three generations
         for children like us to become thoroughly ‘Australianised’ in this way.
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      The Place

      
      It was a world of wheat. In late spring the stalks stood fence-high, heads heavy with grain, in a green sea that flowed virtually
         from horizon to horizon. The wind swept across it in waves — long rollers that surged on over the undulating countryside until
         the land itself seemed to be heaving with them. We called them ‘wind waves’ — visible wind.
      

      
      As summer came on, the green of the crops changed subtly to gold and brown and the air began to smell of hay and harvest.
         The phalanx of wheat faltered and finally broke on the lower foothills. The hillsides and ridges beyond were still dark with
         scrub.
      

      
      The Hundred of Julia Creek lay twenty-five or thirty miles northeast of the Barossa Valley. The place had already achieved
         some notoriety as far back as 1875, when it had sent an official petition to the parliament in autumn, rich with picklings
         and bottlings. As children, we lived with the seasons. In January we ran barefoot over stubble paddocks and churned up roadways,
         the soles of our feet as tough as lizard skin, and the brown dust fluffing up between our toes. In June we clumped about in
         boots, muffled in heavy sweaters. On September mornings we walked through new grass that was diamond-bright with dew, our
         boots soaked in it, or broke the ice on roadside puddles on our way to school.
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      A hundred is an old English local land division term, still used in South Australia. Part of a county, a hundred is an area of at least
            one hundred square miles, not necessarily regular in shape.
      

      
      
      Sometimes the spring frost lay so thickly on the grass that it turned scattered bits of straw into magical lattices of ice.
         Pieces of old timber lying on the ground were embroidered with criss-cross patterns of sparkling crystals, and the air around
         them nipped our ears so sharply that they hurt. We chafed our cheeks until they were pink.
      

      
      On mornings like that our workhorses came snorting up to the farmyard troughs, feeling for the water with their velvet noses,
         only to reel back abashed at the sheet of solid ice that sealed it like a pane of glass. We used hammers to break it up.
      

      
      In autumn we crowded the kitchen, helping to cut, peel, mash, boil and stir in an endless hand-powered production-line designed
         to give us a year’s supply of pickles, preserves, jam and sour cucumbers. We squirrelled away long rows of jars, pots, earthenware
         vats and four-gallon tins in the cellar, as though the Seven Year Famine was about to descend on us. That, too, was an age-old legacy from Europe — the hoarding of food against the rigours
         of a barren winter, a latter-day salting down of meat.
      

      
      The people of our district were few in number and fixed in type. Collectively, they were the children of immigrants. The majority
         were German. Their fathers and mothers had fled Saxony, Silesia, Brandenburg and neighbouring German states in the middle
         of the nineteenth century to make the daunting voyage via Capetown or Rio de Janeiro to a landfall half a world away in South
         Australia. A few came from Hanover, Bavaria or Hamburg.
      

      
      Many of them had arrived in the 1850s and headed north from Adelaide to join those who had recently preceded them, but by
         then the more desirable areas like the Barossa had already been taken up, so they tended to be pushed further out. Some decided
         to quit South Australia altogether. In 1868, for example, a group set out from Ebenezer at the northern end of the Barossa
         Valley to make the long overland journey to New South Wales. This was ‘The Riverina Trek’, a cavalcade of fourteen covered
         wagons and two carts that eventually reached its destination and established a whole new community at Walla Walla, near Albury.
         Others went to various parts of western Victoria.
      

      
      Among the predominantly German settlers of our region there were a few families of Wends — or Sorbs, as they are also known — a minority group from a part of Germany known
         as Lusatia. Although of Slavic origin, the Wendish people were Lutherans, and so they were absorbed by the German majority,
         so much so that my mother was unaware that some of her best friends were of Wendish descent.
      

      
      Although German was still spoken extensively in the home, we used English when we were among our peers or roaming about in
         the wider world. I liked English. My mother claimed that I left home on my first day of school speaking nothing but German
         and returned that afternoon speaking nothing but English. Would that I could absorb new languages at such speed! However,
         although the transition could not have been quite so cliff-edged, I certainly enjoyed writing in English from an early age.
      

      
      The German that was spoken in the area was already impure, a hybrid language referred to jokingly as ‘Barossa Deutsch’. The
         two languages were sometimes melded innocently and hilariously by the older people. One of the classic examples was the answer
         to a question such as ‘Which do you prefer?’ In German this might simply have been ‘Es macht mich kein Unterschied aus’ (It makes no difference to me), but in hybrid English it was transformed astonishingly into ‘It makes me no undersheet out’.
      

      
      
      Old people also had trouble with pronunciation, meaning, and interpretation, examples of which I used in such books as Sun on the Stubble and The Seed’s Inheritance. The th and wh sounds were a constant problem. Hence this, that, then and there tended to become dis, dat, den and dere, and what became vot.
      

      
      Ethnic variety in the district was provided by a few Irish and English families. Despite the fact that the First World War
         (the Great War, as it was then known) had barely ended, and that feelings against the German communities in South Australia
         had been intense, it seems remarkable that everyone got on so well. I cannot recall any examples of bitterness, snide comment,
         or sneering denigration, either way.
      

      
      We liked the Irish. The men were irreverent quippers and humorists, the girls were lively colleens in bright dresses. Their
         voices sounded as mellow as honey to my ears, in contrast to the guttural rumblings of our German neighbours. The Irish, of
         course, were Catholic — some consistently devout, others at best half-hearted. The English were Anglican — and a little neglectful
         of it. On the other hand the Lutheran congregations were deeply religious and unwavering in their convictions — although it
         says much for my mother’s tolerance that she accepted my brother’s marriage to an Irish Catholic girl, saying that God in
         his compassion looked after people of all religious persuasions.
      

      
      
      It was a vigorous mix for a child to grow up in. Understandably, a good deal of my later writing grew out of it.
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      Horse Power

      
      The horse was king. Without it there could be no ploughing, no seeding, no harvest, no livelihood. Agricultural Australia still
         rested squarely on the massive shoulders of those big, gentle animals.
      

      
      The time of the tractor had not yet come — not quite. The monsters of the future were waiting in the wings, about to enter
         the world stage. Already, a few of their small forerunners had appeared here and there, huffing and chuffing noisily — and
         rather ineffectually. They lacked strength and traction, got bogged, broke down, or needed the heat of a blowlamp to get them
         going in the morning.
      

      
      Despite this, the possibilities they offered were immensely attractive. The equivalent of a whole team of horses, they could
         be kept in a small shed. They made no off-duty demands — no chaff or haystacks, no long stables, mangers or troughs of water, no urgent calls to the vet or the farrier, no lengthy harnessing or unharnessing in
         hot weather or cold. The farmer need only walk out of the house, check the fuel tank, and start the engine. He could be at
         work in a couple of minutes.
      

      
      On the other hand, ploughing and seeding with horses was slow and cumbersome. My father usually rose at four or four-thirty
         in the morning to fill the mangers so that the team could have a few hours’ good feeding before the day’s work. He then lit
         the fire in the kitchen, had breakfast, and sat there until daybreak. My mother was convinced that he got up earlier than
         he needed to, not so much for the sake of the horses but to consolidate his reputation as the earliest riser in the district.
         Our homestead was visible from two or three other houses near the little village of Julia, and therefore the glow of the lamp
         in our kitchen window, or the light of the lantern bobbing about in the yard outside, revealed clearly enough that someone
         in the Thiele household was up and about. My father rather basked in the appreciative or envious comments of our neighbours
         that eventually got back to him in roundabout ways. ‘Bill Thiele is always first up. You can see his light at four in the
         morning,’ they’d say. Or alternatively, ‘Come on, come on, you’re late. Bill Thiele has been up for an hour already.’
      

      
      My mother wasn’t impressed by that kind of competition. She herself was also an early riser and an incredibly hard worker, but she saw no sense in sitting in the kitchen waiting
         for daylight when she could spend at least part of that time comfortably in bed.
      

      
      At daybreak it was time to harness up — collar and hames fitted to each horse, shoulders checked for chafing or soreness,
         and legs for lameness or loose shoes. Then it was off to the paddock to be hitched up to the plough, cultivator, drill, harrows
         or whatever. Luckily, my brother was six years older than I was, and so most of the extra work fell to him. Even so, from
         about the age of eleven I couldn’t always escape.
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      It was a miserable job. If the ground was icy, the steel chains were so cold that they numbed our hands. Alternatively, the
         winter wind chilled our bones, or the rain dripped from our faces and saturated our great-coats.
      

      
      The horses, great, good-natured animals that they were, inadvertently made things even more painful for us by bringing their
         enormous hoofs down on our toes. They couldn’t help their size and weight, and they weren’t to know exactly where to put their
         feet when we asked them to move. But patience and tolerance couldn’t ease the pain of blackened toenails or soften our cries.
      

      
      Out on the land, my father preferred to work his team eight abreast rather than four-by-four in tandem. This had the advantage
         of simplicity, but it needed a heavy array of swingles, and it posed an overwhelming danger for the novice. As he approached
         the end of the paddock he had to judge his position accurately and begin the turn in good time well before he reached the
         fence. The reason was obvious. Eight horses side by side took up a lot of space laterally, and they needed an enormous amount
         of room to make a turn of one hundred and eighty degrees. If the turn were delayed by just a few yards the horses on the outside
         of the line, hurrying to keep up with their fellows, suddenly found they had nowhere to go — except into the fence. The result
         was unspeakable: a tumult of animals rearing over one another and a tangled mass of swingles, chains and bursting fence-wire
         that took half an hour to rectify. A new-chum soon learned that it was wiser to begin the turn twenty yards too soon than
         one yard too late.
      

      
      The straightness of your ploughing was a measure of your skill — or ineptitude. And because each furrow was so highly visible
         in the red-brown soil, it allowed every Tom, Dick and Harry to scrutinise and judge. ‘Nice bull-piss furrow you‘ve got there,’
         they’d say with a sardonic grin. ‘Who was the bloke on the reins?’ My brother, who was somewhat cavalier in his approach to ploughing, once dozed off while he was at it. By the time he woke up,
         the team had veered away and the plough had carved a great scar across the unploughed part of the paddock. Afraid of my father’s
         wrath and the district’s ridicule, he had to work furiously for the rest of the day to plough out the evidence before anyone
         else saw it.
      

      
      With the seed drill, unhappily, there was no way of disguising your shame if you meandered off course, because as soon as
         the seed germinated every furrow was picked out in myriad green wicks. They revealed every deviation with awful clarity —
         even the places where you doubled back and oversowed the original rows to try to obliterate your blunder.
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      The combine drill and spring-tine cultivator was another
Australian invention. It was used for seed-sowing, fertilising
and
            cultivating land. H.V. McKay’s cultivator could
drill 8 to 24 rows at a time, to a width of up to 14 feet,
with 7 inches between
            rows.
      

      
      
      In spite of the hazards in handling large teams, they were a joy to watch in the hands of experts. Eight or ten great Clydesdales
         moving across the fallow in line abreast, their heads nodding, shoulders straining, hoofs thudding, made a magnificent spectacle.
         Against a sky of broken winter cloud and a landscape of dun earth, they were fit subjects for poets and painters.
      

      
      Equally beautiful were the flocks of birds that trailed the ploughs and cultivators, rising and falling behind the emerging
         furrows in clouds, like agitated confetti or ragged scraps of paper. My father accepted them if he thought they were cleaning
         up grubs and pests, but he was less tolerant of those that followed the seed drill — they were simply freeloaders waiting
         to gobble up the grain as soon as it hit the ground.
      

      
      Horses were valuable. Obviously. When they were sold they usually brought high prices. Rather than pay a small fortune at
         the stock market, many farmers therefore tried to breed foals of their own. Enter the itinerant stallions — the travelling
         entires — and their human handlers. They visited us every few months as part of an extended round that went beyond our immediate
         district into the mid-north of the state. We always knew when they were approaching down the track from the main road. There
         was animal pandemonium — dogs barking, our own horses whinnying and careering about with wide eyes, the stallion trumpeting magnificently in the distance.
      

      
      Out on the open road the handler normally rode a small stock-horse and held the stallion on a lead, rather like Sancho Panza
         riding ahead of his master — not that there was ever a Don Quixote astride the stallion. But as soon as he neared our house
         he dismounted and held the stallion firmly by the halter to prevent him breaking away in his exuberance.
      

      
      The handler seemed to like our place, perhaps because my mother fed him so well. He always arranged his itinerary so that
         he arrived in mid-afternoon and stayed the night. This allowed the stallion to try to service the appropriate mare later that
         day and again the next morning, a procedure which my brother called a ‘double-banger’, likely to produce success.
      

      
      The handler was a small, wiry man, sharp-featured and silver-tongued, who was regarded with mingled suspicion and admiration
         by his clients. My father saw that everything was ready for him: a clean stable and feed bin, and all the chaff, oats, bran,
         pollard and molasses that the stallion might need to keep up his energy. In addition, the handler usually asked for a dozen
         eggs. As soon as things had settled down in the stable he deftly sliced the top off each egg with his pocket knife and, on
         the basis of ‘one for you and one for me’, emptied the contents by turn on to the feed in the stallion’s bin and into his own mouth. When I questioned Uncle
         Frank about this strange behaviour he said that the handler had to keep up his own strength no less than the stallion’s. I
         was too young to know that the fathers of the district tended to keep their daughters out of sight whenever the handler was
         about.
      

      
      With such goings on there was little need for elaborate sex education. We grew up surrounded by the natural processes of copulation,
         gestation and birth — as we also grew up with ageing, sickness and death. Every day saw the creatures of farmyard and hillside
         going about the business of reproduction as naturally as they went about the business of eating and drinking. The bulls and
         cows, boars and sows, gobblers and turkey hens, roosters and fowls, dogs and bitches, bucks and does, foxes and vixen and
         the birds of the fields were our instructors. From an early age we knew that human beings reproduced in the same way. We knew
         why cows were being led to the bull yard at certain times, and why our mother kept a record of the dates, always hoping to
         arrange the birth of the calves to coincide with the onset of lush, green grass. Moreover, we knew what was meant when someone
         expressed disgust at the bull’s performance and said that he was nothing but ‘a useless dry blower’. And so, inevitably, we
         knew that when the handler brought his splendid stallion to our mares it was simply part of the same age-old process.
      

      
      The stallion provided entertainment as well as instruction, because we sat on the railings and fence-posts to watch the performance.
         There was a sense of drama about it. The handler acted as entrepreneur, holding the mare, encouraging the stallion, darting
         about, always in danger of being run down in the excitement. His involvement was understandable, for his income depended heavily
         on the entire’s success. It was very much a matter of payment by results.
      

      
      At night the handler bedded down in the stable. He was never far from his charge. I was detailed to carry the evening meal
         down to him — a heavily-laden tray prepared by my mother — and then I sat beside him in the lamplight while he ate. In that
         way I learned something about him and was given the benefit of his wisdom. He had been a sailor once, long ago, but had fled
         the sea and taken up a different kind of voyaging, on horseback over the heaving undulations of the South Australian landscape.
         In the midst of an endless line of stories and philosophies he gave me one opinion — which he would have called advice — that
         stayed with me for the rest of my life.
      

      
      ‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’ he asked me one night.

      
      ‘Don’t know,’ I answered.

      
      
      ‘No matter. Still plenty of time.’ He thought for a second or two. ‘Tell you one thing, though. Whatever you do, don’t let
         barnacles grow on your liver. Can’t stand people like that.’
      

      
      I was utterly bemused. ‘Don’t let what …?’

      
      ‘Barnacles. On your liver. B.O.L.’

      
      It took some time, and several more visits, before I fully understood his meaning. He liked people who were bright, energetic
         and innovative: positive people. He detested Jeremiahs: gloomy, mentally-constipated gripers and whingers who had a jaundiced
         view of life. They were the ones who had barnacles on their livers: B.O.L.
      

      
      The expression could well have been the forerunner of the later widespread condition of S.O.L., with which most people in
         authority seemed to be afflicted — at least in the eyes of their subordinates. Sergeants and drill instructors in the armed
         forces were especially prone to it during the Second World War. In a roundabout way, therefore, horses may have been responsible
         for teaching me more about life than I realised.
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      School

      
      If learning was what we did in school, and education was what went on outside, we were doubly fortunate.
      

      
      I started going to school in 1925, at the age of four, partly to help keep up the numbers. My school was the Julia Primary
         School, and my teacher that year was Miss Laura Pain, who was paid a pittance for teaching me and a handful of other children.
      

      
      The school was a square, limestone room with brick facings at the windows and door. It measured exactly twenty-four feet by
         twenty-four feet and it had a lean-to shelter shed on one side which we used at lunchtime on wet days, and which was useful
         for courting couples who wanted to do a bit of groping and heavy breathing in the dark after socials. (It was part of our
         education to sometimes surprise them.) There were more than eight hundred of these little schools in South Australia at that time, dotted about the sparsely settled countryside.
      

      
      In school I sat in an enormous old desk, about eight feet long, with several other boys and girls. It was almost impossible
         for anyone in the centre of the row to get out without causing a major disturbance. If the teacher needed a monitor to clean
         the blackboard or carry out some other task, she was virtually compelled to choose someone from the end of the row if she
         wanted to avoid the confusion of jostling bodies, clod-hopping boots and dislodged pencil-cases. It was even worse on bitterly
         cold days in winter, when boys and girls urgently needed the lavatory during lesson time. Invariably they wet their pants
         before they were able to extricate themselves.
      

      [image: image]

      
      A typical South Australian one-teacher school, drawn by Lyn Wood for my book Emma Keppler.
      

      
      
      The school was surrounded by a big yard without paving, gutters or kerbing of any kind. Most of it was still in its pristine
         state, with stones for us to pile up, runnels to dam with mud in winter, and trees to climb and fall out of.
      

      
      A school of that kind was really a family. The big children looked after the little ones, just as they did at home. They helped them with their sums, found their lost
         pencils, shared sandwiches with them at lunchtime, and led the kindergarten babies down to the ‘dunny’ to see that they didn’t
         fall through the hole into the pit below. For never in our lifetimes were the lavatories meant to live up to their names.
         There was no water within cooee of them. More properly they were called ‘earth closets’ by the Education Department — stern
         little buildings made of galvanised iron that stood boldly and barely at the far end of the yard, with a beaten track leading
         through the grass to the door, and a pasted sheet of instructions inside telling the teacher what to do about earth, ashes
         and disinfectant.
      

      
      The ‘dunnies’, as they were universally called, consisted of a single structure divided into two sections, one for the boys
         and one for the girls, separated by a six-foot high partition, over which some of the bigger boys with inflated egos and bladders sometimes tried to arch a stream. I could never quite work out what they were trying
         to prove.
      

      
      In the schoolroom the teacher worked hard, moving from grade to grade, group to group. She was not as well educated as she
         might have been, but she genuinely tried to civilise us. I especially liked wet days in winter when only three or four of
         us managed to make it to school. When we arrived she told us to take off our sodden boots, socks and shirts and hang them
         beside the log fire to dry. Then, in a fine spirit of independence, she announced that there was no point in having normal
         lessons because everything would have to be repeated in a day or two when the other children returned. Instead, she sat us
         down in front of the fire and proceeded to read to us all day long in a clear, gentle voice, like a mother or nanny with her
         own little brood.
      

      
      As there were fewer than twenty-five books in the school library, in a box fixed against the wall, she had to use books from
         her own personal collection, which she carried about with her in an old suitcase. Treasure Island came to us in that way, as did Kidnapped, The Swiss Family Robinson, Sinbad the Sailor, the stories of R. M. Ballantyne, the Greek legends, and the Arabian Nights (somewhat bowdlerised, I later realised).
      

      
      And so, for a few incredible hours, with the rain beating against the windows and the fire glowing warmly before us, we were transported magically from the sodden farms of
         Julia Creek to the treasures of Aladdin’s cave, the exotic scents of the East and the great roc birds of mythology. I always went to school on wet days!
      

      
      We liked, even loved, such a teacher, and we felt sorry for her whenever the school inspector arrived. The rigid State curriculum
         was expected to be taught repetitively. We learned by rote. The teacher’s competence, and our own, was tested on that basis,
         which tended to turn the inspector into a carper and nitpicker — or so we thought. We knew that the teacher was frightened
         when he arrived. We could sense it, feel it in the air, like rabbits sensing the approach of a fox or a ferret, and we became
         very concerned for her, very protective, even though we were frightened witless ourselves. To us the inspector was a kind
         of Mephistopheles, with a heart of evil and eyes like blowlamps. In actual fact many of the inspectors were rather pleasant
         old gentlemen in serge suits, with watch-chains draped across their waistcoats, but we weren’t prepared to concede that.
      

      
      At school we looped ourselves over our copybooks, tongues curled out over our upper lips, tense with concentration. Neatness,
         cleanliness, tidiness and formality ruled our lives. There were spelling tests every morning, with corrections three times, five times, ten times, twenty times each, according to the number of errors with which
         we had disgraced ourselves; mental arithmetic questions at high speed, our hands darting up and our tongues barking out the
         answers; sums of inordinate length about backyards with paths of ludicrous width and thickness that had to be covered with
         concrete at insane prices (‘two feet eleven and three quarters of an inch wide, by three and five eighths of an inch thick, covered with concrete at one
            pound nineteen shillings and eleven pence farthing a cubic yard …’).
      

      
      There were history and geography tests about kings and queens, warriors and voyages, the names of mountains, rivers and cities,
         and dates of battles and revolutions; geometrical conundrums involving the mysteries of furlongs, rods, poles and perches;
         and pastel drawings of bananas (not to be rubbed with grubby fingers) and pencil sketches of flowerpots, tea cosies, milk
         jugs and sprigs of peppercorn.
      

      
      I particularly enjoyed ‘composition’ lessons, where we had to write a page or two of our best prose at the teacher’s direction.
         The topics rarely encouraged flights of fancy — KINDNESS, GOOD HEALTH, POLITENESS, HELPING OTHERS — but now and then we were
         given a free choice, when we could write whatever we liked. For me these sessions became experiments in my own story-writing,
         a kind of voluntary apprenticeship.
      

      
      
      We were encouraged to enter schoolwork in the local Shows, especially at Eudunda and Kapunda. There were prizes of sixpence,
         and sometimes even a shilling, for the best entries in various sections — handwriting, stories, mapping, drawing, and so on
         — and blue, red and white cards or ribbons for those judged to be first, second and third. I always entered a ‘composition’,
         spending days beforehand copying it out with excruciating care on to the sheets of lined foolscap that were provided. As there
         was never enough space in the agricultural pavilion to display everything adequately, the schoolwork was usually squeezed
         in somewhere between the bacon and the melons, or hung on a background board flanked by jams, pickles and preserves.
      

      
      Nevertheless, it was no small thing to have one’s work exhibited at all, and a source of pride to have a blue card pinned
         to it. The fact that nobody ever read the story was irrelevant. The sight of the blue card was enough to advertise its success
         in exactly the same way that a blue ribbon identified Alfred Pfitzner’s prize bull or Hermann Schmidt’s grand-champion Jersey
         cow. In terms of status, the bull, the cow and the story were all up there together.
      

      
      Now and then the teacher taught us something profound, quite by accident. One February, for example, shortly after the start
         of the school year, a new teacher asked us to bring a sprig of mallee leaves into class for the drawing lesson next day. It is a story I have told before because it made such an indelible impression on me. We always
         did what the teacher told us — it was unthinkable that we should ever disobey her — yet the demand for mallee leaves shocked
         and astonished us. I could pinpoint every tree and sapling within ten miles of the school and I knew that there was no mallee
         within reasonable distance. Our farm ran along the last eastern scarp of the Mt Lofty Ranges. From our boundary fence we could
         look down the long fall of the hills to the plains below that stretched far away towards the River Murray. I judged that the
         nearest mallee leaves were on a weary-looking tree at the bottom of the ranges near the small settlement of Point Pass. Our
         area, on the high ground above, was gum country.
      

      
      As soon as we were dismissed that afternoon we held an emergency meeting in the schoolyard, and I was deputed to try to get
         sprigs for everyone. The homes of the others were even further from mallee leaves than mine was.
      

      
      That night I told my father and mother that I had to get up early the next morning to get some mallee leaves for the teacher.
         They were as puzzled as I was and wanted to know what was so special about mallee; why not draw the leaves of redgum, bluegill,
         sugargum, stringybark, or any other tree? My father had a jaundiced view of mallee anyway, from the harrowing years of his
         boyhood when he and his brothers had to cut it endlessly with axes to prevent themselves from starving to death. He certainly
         didn’t want any member of his family wasting time drawing pictures of it. I shrugged. That was what the teacher wanted and
         so that was what she was going to get.
      



OEBPS/images/Art_P9.jpg
THE GAWLER IMPLEMENT
MANUFACTURING COMPANY, LIMITED,

AGRICULTURAL ENGINEERS.

Registared Ofico—GAWLER, S.A.

Purchasers of tho Agricultural Busiuoss of the lato Jamos Mactia
and Oo., Limited






OEBPS/images/Art_P29.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P19.jpg
T Thile

HORTE






OEBPS/images/Art_P16.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P27.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P6.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P36.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780734414311.jpg
~
CoLin THIELE






OEBPS/images/Art_P1.jpg
Wita DEw
oN My BooTs

& othoer oo fornts

Corinn THIELE





OEBPS/template.xpgt
 

   
		 
			 
		
		
     
			 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
        
    

  





