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For Iggy




Author’s note


My relationship with the works of our two legendary pen men has been inherited. From my youngest years I listened to stories from my mother about the many bushmen she knew who could throw a line from Lawson, Paterson, Ogilvie and co. into general conversation. One of her favourite stories remains the memory of her father reciting ballads while mustering. And whenever asked about the whereabouts of someone, he had the standard response: ‘He’s gone to Queensland droving and we don’t know where he are.’1


When I was old enough, I too was ‘versed’, and by the time I was in early primary school I could cheerfully recite a swag of Paterson’s ballads. Lawson came to me a little later, after the popular actor Leonard Teale visited my home town for an evening recital of Australian ballads and short stories. I can still picture the wide-eyed Jim Bently clinging precariously to a drooping branch at the top of an imaginary twelve-foot sapling, trying to get a safe distance from an imaginary black retriever pup and an imaginary live gunpowder cartridge with a fuse ‘going a mile a minute’.2 In the few minutes it took for The Loaded Dog to be told, everything seemed so very real to me. The power of a Lawson short story.


At some point I shoved Lawson and Paterson aside, and didn’t think about them for many years. But recently, for no obvious reason, I picked up an anthology of Australian poetry from my bookshelf and flicked to a random page. Faces in the Street stared back at me. The impact was immediate:






They lie, the men who tell us for reasons of their own
That want is here a stranger, and that misery’s unknown3








As I read on, I frequently paused to ponder particular lines. But after finishing I thought less about ‘wan and weary faces’ and much more about Lawson, about whom I knew so little. Preliminary research intrigued me, deeper research hooked me.


In this book, I aim to re-live a period in Australian history that should never be forgotten. This is not an academic analysis of poetry and prose, nor an exhaustive biography. It is a narrative about two men who led very different lives yet their bond for storytelling drew them together in some unexpected ways. I hope it arouses enough curiosity for at least some readers to want to discover more for themselves.


Writing any type of historical non-fiction can be difficult – and frustrating! – because it can seem almost impossible to sift out what actually happened and what might have happened. And such is the case with Henry and Banjo. I have no doubt that there are stories in this book that are not correct, but nor are they incorrect. The passing of time, differing recollections, fading memories, personal agendas, and both honest and purposeful mistakes ensure that we will never know the whole truth about Henry Lawson and Andrew (‘Banjo’) Paterson. Furthermore, it is well known that both writers applied ‘licence’ to some of their factual works (including autobiographical pieces), which means that any writing about them must include an acceptable margin of error. We must also take into account the gaps in lives and events that simply haven’t been documented at all; these may be as minor as a mode of transport on a particular day, to details of a wedding.


I have made some assumptions based on research and educated guesswork. At times I have also adopted some licence when attributing thoughts to people, but I believe these thoughts to be realistic portrayals of characters and contexts. At times the language, when judged against our current enlightened views can shock. These men lived in different times and to be true to them, Australia’s not-so-enlightened views must be recounted.


Most of the dialogue in the text comes from respected sources, and these all have endnotes. Any other dialogue has been added by me; again though, I have not changed context, and such conversations may well have happened. The biggest assumptions I have made concern the time-and-place headlines that are used to jump from scene to scene; some of these are ‘ball park’ estimates, but again context has not been changed. Throughout the narrative I have been guided by facts and accepted facts, and at all times I have tried to paint a realistic picture of the times, the places and the people.


I have concentrated much of the narrative on the years prior to the early 1900s, the period before which Henry’s decline had a horrible sameness to it. This means that some of Banjo’s achievements are not mentioned in great detail. For those interested to know more about these moments, there are miles and miles of pages to choose from in most libraries. Again I stress that I hope this book will encourage readers to dig into more works and articles about Henry and Banjo and the times in which they lived. I am a firm believer that we must know where we have been to know where we are going. Such is the case with Henry and Banjo.


I should point out that Henry was referred to as Harry by many of his friends, including his wife Bertha. However, for consistency and to avoid any confusion, I have used only Henry.


To know these two men we must know about the Australia in which they lived. So, what was Australia like during the lives of Henry and Banjo? If we start in the decade of their births, the 1860s, we will find that people on the other side of the world knew little about this far-flung place, other than it seemed so unfathomably distant, as many as four or so months away in a ship. Embellishment, naivety, but also some truth, combined to describe a wild, lawless place full of murderous bushrangers, escaped convicts, dark-skinned savages and deadly creatures.


Slowly, the continent whose reputation was mostly weighed down by the convict’s restraint of ball and chain started to break free of common perceptions and, despite all the concerns, legitimate and otherwise, it began building the foundations for a land of opportunity.


At that time the world was in the midst of a phenomenon unknown to that point in history. After 200 years of slow growth, the global population exploded during the nineteenth century from about 900 million to 1.6 billion. This put people, primarily from the northern hemisphere, on the move. Some only trudged from home to factories and back again in the age of industrialisation. But others, aided by the growth of transport, packed that most optimistic of travelling companions – hope – and dared to believe that the risks of journeys into the unknown were overshadowed by prosperity and happiness at the destination.


Australia held such promise.


One of the most poignant moments in its development came in 1868 when the transportation of convicts ended after eighty years. By then, about 160 000 law-breakers had been sentenced and sent to Western Australia, New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania). But they didn’t dominate the population. Free settlers, mostly from Britain and Europe, and their Australian-born generations had pushed the population beyond 1.5 million. Gold prospectors, artisans, domestic servants, labourers, clergy, industrialists, merchants, tradesmen … all and more were trying to build successful lives in their new country. And while this was happening, Australia itself was working out what it was, and what it wanted to become. Just two striking examples that shaped this identity concerned immigration and land. One was the arrival of tens of thousands of Chinese to the goldfields; such was the level of hatred this caused, an anti-Asian attitude not only pierced the psyche of the time but was to lay the foundation for the White Australia policy at the turn of the century. Meanwhile, the land that was once solely the lifeblood of the Aborigines and their dreamings, had yielded to the push of white civilisation, which inevitably led to disputes over ownership. By about 1850, pastoralists occupied much of the richest country in the eastern corridors of New South Wales and Victoria. Some ran cattle, some ran sheep, and more than a few built their numbers up by helping themselves to neighbouring stock. Although this ‘duffing’ was illegal, it was a smaller concern for the authorities when compared with the ‘theft’ of land. With significant political clout the ‘squattocracy’ tried to resist or manipulate various government attempts to assert control. In the 1860s Victoria and New South Wales passed Selection Acts that allowed hopeful farmers to ‘select’ pieces of Crown land or portions of the pastoralists’ vast holdings and live on them, cultivate them and pay off their loans – about a pound or more an acre – over long-term agreements spanning years. The squatters, though, found ways to bend the rules, which led to them keeping much of the best country and water sources, and resigned selectors to areas that, at best, made working the land a punishing pursuit. However, the Acts did at least enable some pieces-of-dirt to be ‘unlocked’, and gave the new farmers the chance to strengthen their holds in the years ahead. Both successes and failures followed.


I mention only these two issues as a brief entree to what will follow in this book. Interestingly, many issues that will be mentioned are still relevant today. The cycle of life. Who knows if Henry and Banjo thought as much when they dipped their nibs into the ink bottle?


James Knight
July, 2015




Prologue


Stories.


They are in the crack of a whip that cuts through the dust, the nose-tickling sharpness of freshly sawn hardwood and the last lick of cocky’s joy – golden syrup – that sticks to the whiskers. They are in ‘Land-Ho’, ‘Bail Up’ and ‘Send Her Down, Huey’. They are in the loving flow of a hand over a horse’s shoulder, the creak of hulls, the clang of bells, ash in the eye, a bamboo pole and a pig-tail …


Stories. They are everywhere. Sometimes they are so obvious they need no narrator to guide their path.


Yet, it often takes a particular type of person to find them. A person who carries the tools of his trade in a sharp mind and on the tip of his tongue: ‘Who?’ ‘What?’ ‘Where?’ ‘Why?’ ‘When?’ and ‘How?’ A person who takes interest in the mundane, and thinks nothing of doubling back in a thunderstorm or turning down a dark alley to satisfy his curiosity. The sting of rain on the face, an urchin huddled in a corner begging for threepence …


Stories. They are found by particular types, explorers who may seek an intimacy with their subjects and surrounds even though they might never actually meet them.


Among these particular types are those driven by the need to hunch over paper and curl their fingers around a pencil or a nib pen. To them, stories aren’t captives of graphite and ink, but spirits that can leap from the pages and possess minds – and souls – momentarily, periodically, permanently. These particular types live their stories. It is their duty – Or is it their honour? Or punishment? – to be obsessed by the words they may bleed, line after line, day after day, year after bleeding year. Their stories never die.


But first, they have to be born.




Part I


BEGINNINGS


1864–1881




Chapter 1


1864–68


FEBRUARY 1864


Narrambla, five miles north-east of Orange, New South Wales


Thirty-year-old Andrew Bogle Paterson rested his boot on a fence rail, and gazed out over the country. The stalks of harvested wheat fields blew back and forth in the breeze, creating the illusion of a gigantic blanket settling on the ground after being tossed in the air. A few hundred yards away, the creek bustled with news of the recent rain; throw a stick in the water and it would outrun a Cobb & Co coach. Elsewhere, magpies’ songs drifted from the gum trees, and a foal bucked away from its grazing mother.


It wasn’t so long ago that the area had been more heavily timbered, but years of clearing had opened up the valley. What a sight it must have been when the first field in the entire district was prepared for planting; an iron plough and eight bullocks, so it was said. Then came the wheat, cut by sickle, threshed by flail. The might of a man’s hand. Now, a steam-driven engine in the mill eased some aches and pains, although when the wind blew hard, the flour could trouble a sensitive chest much more than weary muscles ever stopped a day’s work.


It was a beautiful valley, hidden near the village of Orange. The Aborigines had called it Narrambla, from the Wiradjuri language, ‘a place of small hills’.1 So true; the rises and falls seemed like soft, shallow breaths being taken by the land itself. It was good land. Kind land. The sheep were fat.


A baby cried.


Andrew turned and looked towards the Narrambla home, small and cosy, a comfortable shelter surrounded by a garden where scents of jasmine and lavender were strong. A sweet start to a boy’s life.


But it would soon be much tougher. Tougher for the child. Tougher for the wife. And for the husband? The cruel country that was a hard day’s ride from Narrambla could leave a man with more chance of holding onto a fistful of red dust than money. Yet, it was where Andrew Paterson had chosen to live. He and his brother John had wanted a piece of dirt of their own ever since they’d left Lanarkshire with their sister Jessie. Now they had it. Buckinbah, 19 000 acres of remote scrub and hope that would forever be tormented by the seasons that would, in turn, torment the soul.


The crying stopped.


Andrew looked back to the fields rolling up and over the hills. It was so different from what he’d first known. Scotland. The cold, wet, dark misery of the Lanarkshire winter. It took only the bleat of a lamb to take his thoughts back there. Mud up to the ankles, ice on the stiles, stinking barns, and a cursed wheeze and cough that lasted from the first chill long into the spring. It was so easy to leave behind, although the voyage with John and Jessie had been wretched: too many days wishing for death, to escape a heaving gut and that damned acid at the back of the throat.2


When on the ship, Andrew knew only the Lord could have told him how contrary parts of the world could be. Since he’d arrived in Australia he’d seen it, felt it, for himself. Walking mobs of sheep and cattle in the stinging heat. Searching for shade. Flies on the back, mosquitoes in the ears at midnight. A scorched palm from picking up a bridle-bit left in the sun. Peeling skin. Spitting grit. Chunks of damper, billy tea and mutton.


Andrew and John had worked the interior of New South Wales together. The Riverina and Central West, vast classrooms for young men who knew so little about so much in the world. How long ago was Scotland? Ten, twelve years? It didn’t matter. All three siblings were now married: Jessie to a doctor, and John, in one of those twists that fate amused itself with, had married a Barton, the sister of Andrew’s wife.


If only the twists had stopped there …


Robert Barton of Boree Nyrang had given away his daughter, Rose, to Andrew Paterson in a simple homestead ceremony only nine months ago. He’d once been a sea captain in the East India Company with some wealthy family connections in wine-growing France, but Andrew knew him only as a bush pioneer. The hardships showed: the lines on his face, a back as stiff as a pick handle and a painful limp that he’d had since he’d fractured his leg in a horse fall when he was much younger. And then came his heart; what a hateful contradiction for a giving man. It took days for the news of his death to reach Boree Nyrang. Found in his room at the Australian Club while on a business trip to Sydney five months after Rose and Andrew’s wedding. The family was still in mourning.


Death and life. A father lost. A father born. What were Andrew’s responsibilities now that he had a child? If he were to teach his boy anything, it would be by example: work hard, work harder. It was all he had done during his time in Australia. He and John could have chosen to go south to the gumsuckers’3 colony and stake a claim on the goldfields. How the Cornish folk must have raised an ale after they found the monster nugget that time in Ballarat. Those in the know said it was the size of a horse’s head, about 200 pounds in weight. They called it ‘The Welcome Nugget’; neither rich nor poor man would ever dispute that.4


No matter how enticing the goldfields may have been, the brothers never strayed from wanting soil under their boots, not above them. They were the sons of a military man, and upheld the honour of the family name. Swinging a pick in the hope of striking a reef that mightn’t exist was not necessarily the act of a desperate man, but surely a man who’d searched hard for reason would know there were better ways to make a living than in a warren of windlasses, tents and open sewers.


The crunch of footsteps interrupted Andrew’s thoughts.


‘So, is the lad going to be named after his father?’ asked Arthur Templer.


‘We will see,’ said Andrew quietly.


‘There’s a power in the names one chooses. Did you know I was involved in the naming of Orange?’


‘How?’


‘The area used to be called Blackman’s Swamp. When the governor visited, I suggested to him we needed something better. He saw the wattles in full bloom and said: “Call it Orange.” One day it may grow into a grand city, the pride of the colony … You never know, one day your boy may grow into a grand man, the pride of Orange and beyond. That’s the beauty of becoming the father of a son. Today is the day you begin to wonder. And I doubt you will ever stop wondering.’5


Arthur Templer walked away, and had soon disappeared inside his mill. Andrew watched every step of his uncle, the husband of his mother’s sister, and the owner of Narrambla who was a giant of the district, both in stature – he was tall, strong and athletic – and in reputation. Many years ago he’d stood his ground against two robbers who bailed up the Bathurst mail coach. As the family story went, Arthur grabbed one, chased down the other, and ensured the miserable bones a view from the cell. He’d also shouted off trespassing prospectors who dared to cross his land as they headed to nearby Ophir in the ’51 gold rush,6 and already once bankrupt, he was no stranger to knuckling up against the bank. Mention the name Templer, and everyone around Orange knew of a man who would only take a backward step to dodge a kicking horse.


However, hidden behind his courage and cantankerousness was generosity; when word had come from Buckinbah that the expecting Rose Paterson wanted to be close to a doctor, Arthur opened his doors. Soon enough Andrew and his wife arrived, relieved that the fifty-mile journey hadn’t prematurely bumped the birth from a bed to a sulky. Thankfully, hot water, towels, the level head of Arthur’s wife, Rose Templer, and the strength of a young mother-to-be guided baby Paterson into the world.


As he watched the wheat stalks bend with the breeze, Andrew realised his uncle was right. He had indeed begun to wonder. On this day, Wednesday, 17 February 1864, a boy was taking his very first breaths. Before long, if the good Lord wanted him to survive he would learn that drought was a wound that couldn’t be healed with a single cloudburst; that sheep were restless when the dingoes prowled; that a woman could sweep a floor clean in the morning, and write her name in the dust by nightfall; that a man who handled fleeces could have the strongest grip yet the softest skin; that a good bullocky never gave his beasts rhyming names because the beggars could get confused … so much to learn. About horses, saddles, roads, swollen rivers, yokes, mustering, bushrangers, inn-keepers, the smell of a fly-blown ram … so much. All and more made Andrew wonder what lay ahead for his son.


His son, Andrew Barton Paterson.


JUNE 1867


Grenfell, New South Wales


Thirty-five-year-old Niels Larsen scuffed his muddied boots against a rock, and gazed out over tents, hessian humpies and bark-and-brush huts that sprawled from the flats to O’Brien’s Hill one mile to the north. Silhouettes of wattle trees stood watch, eerie overseers of the campfire-blue dawn. Further away mist hung shyly over the gullies. A mastiff growled at a rumbling water cart – robbery at 2/6 per bucket – and triggered an eruption of barks all the way up the slope. Untrained fingers plucked at a violin’s strings, a horse snorted, a whip cracked, the scent of tobacco grew stronger. Monday, the first day of the working work. The crushing headaches of many from the night before had to be forgotten, overtaken by the need to earn a shilling or, with luck, something larger to buy better than a cut of maggot-infested beef.


To gamble with the earth. Six days a week. Dig to earn a living. Keep digging until the body and will were broken, and the only possession one had left was oneself. Niels had known both.


Twelve years!


Tolv!7


Was it really that long he’d been in the colonies?


As a young man he’d walked the flourishing streets of Arendal Port, keeping in step with the beats of the shipbuilders’ and carpenters’ hammers. He was from that proud nautical land where a man’s solid footing in life was so often built on sea legs. Norway. The Arctic winds stirred him from summer to winter; cool on the face in July, an invigorating slap to the senses in December. He was a sailor, a master of navigation who needed no sextant to know where he was heading: marriage, a family, a good job.


But then …


Curse his brother. What loving sibling would be so cruel as to steal the heart of his own brother’s betrothed?


And that’s when the fever struck. Niels had heard the stories, seen it in dreamy eyes. People packing up their lives and going beyond the horizon to places that seemed more real in the imagination than on the map. California, Kansas, British Columbia … A free-for-all. Search alluvial drifts or swing a pick into the ground one day, then the next, stroll out of the bank with no room to put your hands in your pockets. A rich man’s life. It could be easy. Or so they said.


Niels lit his pipe and began his short walk to The Result, the claim he had with Charles, John and Wilhelm. A forty-foot frontage and a pitiful half-ounce of gold per ton of dirt. This was not what he had left home for. He should have been strong enough to have upheld his original plan of going to America. What had possessed him to jump ship at Melbourne?


The talk. The excitement. Follow the trails of free men who didn’t trudge in the echoes of a judge’s gavel.


Why?


To gamble with the earth. The goldfields of Victoria, then New South Wales. Days, weeks, months and more in humpies and tents along roads that drew people to the diggings like ants to a nest. Potatoes, meat, a swig of tea. The stink of horse manure and flies in the mouth. Hands with cuts that never healed. The need to stand your ground when beer fuelled a swinging fist. And for what?


Helvete.8


But that was when he was in one of his foul moods. On other days Niels woke up and felt a change of fortune just a few hefty strikes away. The hard work would be worth it. After all, a man couldn’t pick up gold without bending his back, could he?


What must that shepherd, O’Brien, have thought when he gathered a stone, by chance not purpose, and noticed the glint that sent him searching for more? What luck – or was it God’s will? – that he found a reef, rushed off to Lambing Flat to register his claim, and was now a happy man.9


But what hope did Niels truly have? He was just one of thousands who heard the news, packed up every ounce of their belongings and energy, and headed to the Weddin Mountain diggings. From Lambing Flat, Forbes, Cowra, Currajong (Parkes), Bathurst, Mudgee, no-name places that became home to wanderers and fugitives … they came from just about everywhere.


Including Pipeclay, a few days’ slog away with a horse and dray, and a week or more by foot. Niels thought the decision to go was an easy one. With Louisa, his new wife of almost a year, he believed, no, he knew, that he could build a prosperous life; there was nothing like a fresh beginning to inject hope. They arrived to find a seething place that had been little more than scrub and stock until the shepherd lodged his claim. Now, stores that had begun as posts with calico or bark for walls and leafy branches as rooftops had grown to become proper timber buildings. The crooked main street may not have been wide enough to see a bullock team turn around, but to the swarms that came it had more than enough room to inspire a turn in fortunes.


Those important men who made important decisions called the place Grenfell – apparently after some other important man10 – but most knew it as Emu Creek. Weddin Mountains, Emu Creek, Grenfell … just names. Just like Niels, who had come to be known at the diggings as ‘Peter the Frenchman’; even the paperwork of his joint claim said so.


Niels reached his hole in the ground. His partners would soon arrive, and they’d start again: dig, dig, dig; grip and turn the handles of the windlass as though they were wringing the neck of the very devil; load bucket after endless bucket into the cart; grunt and push to gather enough momentum to start the journey to the washing dam; then rock the cradle and come back with … only God knew. On other claims, richer men would have horses turning the windlasses and battery stampers to crush the ore. Richer men. At the other end, pity the poor who sank their hopes on the runs of the wash dirt. How the mind could play tricks on them all. A shard of glass, a drop of dew, a man hurrying past without looking anyone in the eye; gold would never stop filling the mind with a mix of false beliefs and suspicions.


An old timer from other rushes had told Niels something he remembered from a newspaper: ‘The delirium of golden fever has returned with increased intensity. Men meet together, stare stupidly at each other, talk incoherent nonsense and wonder what will happen next.’11


Wonder. How true. Wonder about Norway, wonder about America, wonder about the path that led Niels to this point of his existence: a new day, June 17th, on the diggings for an unsuccessful miner, a man whose real name was known by few, a man who had a nineteen-year-old wife with more spirit than an unbroken colt, and a man who, as he looked back along the path towards his tent, his home, imagined a baby boy fast asleep.12 A man who was now a father.


Niels Larsen had work to do.


MARCH 1868


Buckinbah, about fifty miles north-west of Orange


Twenty-three-year-old Rose Paterson stared into the flow she had left on the page. She took pride in the neatness of her letter writing, although she sometimes looked at her work before blotting it and thought that the crosses on her Ts should be less exuberant; at their longest they could underline whole words above them and could become marks of confusion when Rose wrote both across and down the page to avoid using another piece of paper.13


Today, she’d had much to write about to Mama in Sydney: the children, her husband Andrew, the weather; and goodness, what to say of the story spreading through the bush that five people had been cut to death by a crazed man wielding an axe. A bullocky who’d stopped for supplies said it happened at Conroy’s Gap down south. A shepherd, no less, and a ticket-of-leave man.14 What a ghastly happening.


It made Rose think of the fight at Boree Nyrang between some local Aborigines and a murderous tribe from near Yass. Rose had been just a girl. She and her brothers and sisters had huddled together in the homestead, protected by Mama while Father was away working. Screams scarred the garden air. It was Rose’s first experience of death, but not her first association with it …


Poor Mary Eliza, God rest her baby soul. Rose’s twin sister had passed away just a few weeks after they were born.


Rose could only pray that God would be kinder to her own children. Her worries with her firstborn, Andrew, who they called Barty, a couple of years ago had been awful enough: teething problems and inflammation of the brain. A panicked half-day ride into Wellington, then three weeks under the care of Doctor Rygate. Lancing of the gums and drawing blisters on the head time and again; surely there could never be a more distressing sound than a baby crying in pain, and there would never be a greater sense of helplessness than the one inflicted on a mother who was unable to stop her little one from suffering.


Dear Barty. It was four years last month since he’d been baptised at Narrambla, and soon afterwards he slept, cried and sucked all his way in the sulky to Buckinbah. Now, he was growing up quickly, content to amuse himself, not that he was ever afraid to lure Fanny, his Aboriginal nanny, into the occasional burst of mischief. Would there come a day when he’d turn to his little sisters Flo and Jessie? In the way of the world, it had been only a matter of time before other siblings followed. After all, Rose was one of eleven children. Pregnancy was a bush wife’s duty, aided by considerable whiffs of chloroform on the handkerchief.


It wouldn’t be long before Barty would begin to learn other ways of the world. Rose had already ensured that the bible and nightly prayers were the family’s strongest companions, which worked closely with the utmost education: languages; literature; writing; music; and the exercise of proper conduct and presentation, from impeccable manners and courtesies at mealtime to cleanliness and the art of conversation. If Barty and all his siblings were ever to find themselves lacking in anything, Rose was determined the shortcoming would never be in education or social upbringing. She had been raised the same way by Mama. And that was reason enough for the tradition to continue.


But what role would her husband, Andrew, play? Even when he was at Buckinbah he wasn’t much more than footsteps in the stone cottage: treading lightly out the door before dawn, and just as softly – and more wearily – when he arrived home in darkness, long after the children were asleep. He toiled so very hard. Three properties he had to run. Three! It was not for Rose to question openly, but in her moments of quiet contemplation, most commonly when she was unable to return to sleep after being woken by Jessie’s hungry midnight tears, she wondered if wisdom had surrendered to a want that perhaps wasn’t sharpened with the finest sense of business. It was trying enough for Andrew and his brother John to lease Buckinbah and Illalong from the Crown, but what possessed them to secure a third place with several runs in Queensland? Stainburn Downs was bleeding the others dry; it had drawn too many sheep from its southern cousins, and with the seasons continuing to ache with drought, the prospect of hearty boasts to the bank slipped into the cracks of dry creek beds.


Rose had every reason to worry.


If only her life was as uncomplicated as the business she conducted at the Buckinbah store: a passer-by comes, asks and pays, then leaves with canary seed, Liverpool salt, gunpowder, lamp oil, nails, sheep bells …


If only.


In truth, Rose felt she was the many pieces in the store that no-one ever noticed. Yet without them, the store itself would cease to be. She was the wood, the stone, the shelves, the door, the roof. She was the strength. Now, she needed to support herself as she’d never had to before. Three children; an often absent husband struggling for profit over loss; bushrangers and strangers; stock duffers; loneliness; and land with red-soiled flatness that shimmered in the afternoon heat like the earth’s very own frypan. The future was destined to be a most unforgiving test of faith. Rose put down her nib pen, screwed the lid on the ink bottle, and thought of Mama.


MARCH 1868


Pipeclay, about seven miles north of Mudgee


Twenty-year-old Louisa Lawson pushed the tent flap aside and watched a swirl of dust chase a horse and rider on the road to Mudgee. Further south, and east, well beyond the village, familiar blue hills were draped in the shadows of moving clouds. Louisa had spent many hours imagining what life was like on the other side of those hills. Sydney. It was there, somewhere. Her closest connection with it were the bullockies and coach drivers who passed through; when she was younger she’d heard their stories at her father’s shanty pub. The booksellers with their street-side stalls; immaculately dressed women, complete with gloves and hats; fashionable restaurants; horse-drawn trams with carriages named ‘Old England’ and ‘Young Australia’;15 the terrace houses of the well-to-do, and the log huts of the ne’er-do well; opium dens; open sewers; Government House … If ever there was a spark to ignite an intelligent young woman’s mind, Sydney was it. What lay over the hills wasn’t so much another place but an altogether different world where Louisa could unshackle her restlessness and let her thoughts and actions run free for the betterment of herself and all those like her. She didn’t want to go through the most productive years of her life lying on her back and propping the outcomes on her hip one at a time.


She already had an outcome on her hip.


Henry.


Louisa had ensured he would be different from his father; the registration papers said so. In this British colony, and in these British times, it might not be beneficial to come from a country that was as unrecognisable as its language. The Chinese were already proof of that. So, with a stroke of a pen in front of official eyes, Larsen became Lawson. Was it an omen that that moment prompted Niels to change his name to Lawson as well? Much too young to understand, baby Henry had inspired another to follow his lead. And all through the use of just two letters. A new word. Words could do more than change names, Louisa knew. One day she would show people just how powerful they were.


Henry was a clean sheet to work with, unlike Louisa whose life may as well have been hurled into one of those holes in the ground that all too many stinking men ferreted around in. She deserved better. And always had. Why had she been responsible for her mother’s obliging servitude?16 Louisa should have been at school instead of caring for her siblings. Yes, her marriage to Niels had given her an escape, but now she was caught in a brain-decaying, soul-destroying cycle.


First to Grenfell, a wretched place for a pregnant woman. The only useful ladies were other obliging servants – pity their poor judgements – and the countless purveyors of sin. God bless women like Margaret Kelly, a gem of true courage whose deeds Louisa would never forget. In the same month that Henry was born – and not too far from his birthplace – Kelly’s store was held up by two fools with a pepper-box revolver, and while the husband allowed himself to be tied up, the wife was in no mood for shenanigans.


‘Bail up, be blowed,’ she’d bellowed.17


Then a pack of One Milers chased the villains through the darkness before the police caught them and threw them in the lock-up.


Filth. Grenfell overflowed with it. From the lock-up to the pub-infested main street that meandered like the all too many drunks who staggered from one putrid establishment to the next, shadowed by stray dogs with jutting hip bones.


The stenches of sweat, flatulence, beer and vomit loitered on either side of doors through which celebrations collided with woe. Was this what the British had in mind when they settled? Decent men and rotters shoulder-to-shoulder in quests that were driven by greed and the fight for survival. It took just one look, one movement, one word for a hand to clench and knuckles to sharpen. Life in a goldfield town. Life that was not fit enough for a mother and baby.


And then came news of a strike near Mudgee. With The Result claim as barren as the ground above it, Niels was adamant.


‘We are going,’ he said.


What choices did Louisa have? She would be closer to her family at Pipeclay, but any comfort in being near blood was only a shallow inducement. What persuaded her to go was the hope that Niels could strike it lucky. Eternal hope? Who knew. For the moment it was all Louisa could clutch onto. Gold had to be found by someone, didn’t it? The only way to find out was to go back along the road in the direction from which they’d come.


Now they were in a tent along that very road near her father’s shanty, and disgustingly close to the stenches that could drag Louisa’s memory back to Grenfell with just a passing whiff. Hope, eternal or otherwise, had been bludgeoned by reality: the gold rush near Mudgee was only a rumour. Again, the power of words … no, the cruelty of them. Niels may as well have staked a claim on the top of his red-haired head.


Louisa felt trapped. She was a young mother in a canvas home that shuddered in the wind in charmless country. Her husband was often away, building, labouring, lugging, digging … scraping for enough coins to support his responsibilities. When she first met Niels, she was encouraged by the potential prospects of a smart, hard-working, mature man whose worldliness was more attractive than any of his physical features. She compared him to her father, who’d emigrated as a boy from England with his farm-labouring family. Henry Albury was illiterate, so any career needing just the barest of education was beyond him, yet he was a hard worker and an opportunist whose abilities ensured he was rarely out of a job. Timber to be cut, carried and sawn; fences and yards to be built; huts, houses, stores … Louisa’s father was, by and large, a self-taught craftsman. But his ability to construct was countered by his want to destroy, not least himself, for he had a temper that kicked him into the courts all too often. And that was without mentioning his shanty; alcohol and illicit gambling might have pulled in money, but what price did a righteous daughter put on shame and anger? A slap or two of vice was enough to rumble deep into Louisa’s conscience. The collective lesson that all her father’s doings had taught her was that Niels the teetotaller, an educated man who was able to speak in a few languages – which was no small undertaking for the mind – and also use his hands skilfully, and display a willingness for hard work, offered a woman a much greater chance of a decent life as a wife than an unpredictable, uneducated father could ever give her. Had she loved Niels? It wasn’t a matter of love; it was a matter of purpose and practicalities.


But now?


Louisa sighed, propped Henry on her hip, and dreamed of another life on the other side of the blue hills.




Chapter 2


1870


Buckinbah, about fifty miles north-west of Orange


Barty Paterson watched from the cottage as the five emus moved closer, with tentative steps and heads turning as though they were looking around corners. They were such curious creatures: if anyone waved a hanky in the middle of nowhere it was possible a clump in the distance that appeared to be trees would move until it either lost interest or was picking the hanky out of the hand.


Closer and closer …


Finally, the lead emu reached the post only a few yards from the cottage, and picked at the buckle of a bridle. At least there was no animal attached to it; horses had been known to be set free by the act. The emu soon gave up – or decided there were more important matters to attend to – and wandered away with the others, all stopping and starting, and finding more corners.


Unusual as the moment was, it wasn’t altogether unique. At just six years of age Barty was already well used to experiences that challenged his imagination. Snakes riding logs in floodwater; falling stars; the heavy wind and dust storms known as ‘Darling showers’; afternoon suns that set the whole sky on fire.


His imagination was further fuelled by the stories Papa told on return from the long stints in Queensland.


‘The rains came down, the waters rose in the blink of an eye, and we were flooded in between two rivers. We had to shear the sheep on a sand-hill.


‘We had a little run-in with the blacks.1 Cousin James had the spectacles knocked off his nose by the tip of a boomerang!’2


Barty listened keenly. What adventures were to be had when he was a man, just like his father.


In Papa’s absences, Barty turned his ears to other bushmen, none more than ‘Jerry the Rhymer’, a shepherd who had a habit of spinning his words into lines of rough-edged verse:


‘Baldie and Nigger gets bigger and bigger, with eating their muttons like so many gluttons, and if we don’t stop ’em your Pa’ll have to whop ’em.’3


Barty cherished the days he spent with Jerry and his son Jim, who was twice the age of Barty and striding boots-first into grown-up life. He could track sheep, boil a billy, and spoke with authority about everything that was worth knowing.


‘If ever the dogs caught up to an emu, one of them things could turn around and kick a dog’s head off, just as easy as you’d knock the head off a thistle … and bears [koala], you can’t hurt ’em; bears is stronger than bullicks. If they was as big as bullicks, then two bears could pull a wagon of wool.’4


What fun for Barty. Although he couldn’t stray too far from his mother’s eye he was given more than enough freedom to discover what it meant to be a bush boy. He’d heard Papa speak of villages and towns, even a place called Sydney where there was a harbour bigger than a thousand water-holes, and tall ships, and people at every turn, and houses and buildings that stood wall-to-wall along streets of stone and dirt where something called gas lit lights at night … Watching an emu picking a bridle was easier to imagine. It was real, like sucking on a pebble to keep the mouth from getting dry, or feeling the skin prickle as Jerry sharpened a knife on oilstone, or hearing the grinding of sheep’s jaws on fresh pick. The bush. How grand it was for a young boy.


Rose Paterson thought otherwise. Wake up in the morning, work through the day – fight to survive it, sometimes – until the scamper of possums across the calico ceiling, and an oil lamp blown out by tired breath ushered in the sleeping hours. Then, morning again …


A relentless cycle that was only broken when Andrew was at home.


And when he was away …


Isolation.


Loneliness …


The incident still haunted Rose. It was only weeks ago. Another overlander at the doorstep asking for a roof and food. Nothing unusual. Some came looking for work, honest souls tramping from station to station to make ends meet. But this wretch had eyes that told more than the few words he spoke. A rapscallion. The type that needed to move; stay in the one place for too long, and he would surely be caught by the law. Rose knew she couldn’t refuse him, but no sooner had she sent him to the traveller’s hut, she acted: a woman with three young children was not a woman to toss into a cottage in the back country unless she could load a gun and fire it. Perhaps it was a blessing that when loading the weapon her fumbling fingers slipped on the hammer; the blast thundered a warning into the darkness. The next morning the stranger went on his way, a very polite and grateful recipient of enough tucker to stretch him a few days further. Rose prayed he would never come back, for there was barely room for him in a mind already crowded with worries.




Chapter 3


1871–73


AUGUST 1871


Illalong, twenty miles north-west of Yass


Barty waited until he was the only person in the room before he picked up and read the newspaper:






A deep feeling of regret was felt in Yass yesterday morning when it became known that on the previous night Mr Paterson of Illalong suddenly expired after retiring to rest.1








The remainder of the article was filled with some words Barty had never seen or heard before:






… seized with what was supposed to be cramp in the region of the heart …


… an effusion of blood on the chest …


Since the intimation of Mr Paterson’s death reaching town all places of business have been partially closed, and will continue to be so until after the funeral takes place.2








He put the newspaper back on the table. He may not have been able to understand the entire article but the gaps were filled by the sadness that had seeped into the cottage over the past week. His mother’s tears, his father’s sighs. Uncle John wasn’t coming back. Ever.


Barty was well familiar with death. He had seen sheep and cattle so thin that their bones looked sharp enough to pierce their skin. One day they could be lying under the shade of a tree, the next they were pickings for the eagles and crows. But they were animals. It was much harder to accept what happened to people; Uncle John hadn’t even been sick.


‘Your uncle will be at peace now with God in heaven,’ Mama had said.


With his mother’s guidance Barty had prayed for his uncle and asked God to look after him. Yet he really wasn’t sure what it all meant.


‘When you are older you will understand,’ said Papa.


Barty was seven-and-a-half. How much older would he have to be? It was a question he could only ponder by himself because Mama had already taught him that a boy’s duty was to listen, not ask. And he had. A year or so earlier he’d done the same when he heard his parents’ whispers in the darkness: Buckinbah and Stainburn Downs had been sold, and it was time to move on. They spoke of banks and loans and losses. Adult talk.


‘We are moving to Illalong,’ his parents told him.


To a boy, it was just a name, but to Rose and Andrew Paterson it was a last chance. With the financial pressures on ‘Paterson Bros’ rising, they had no choice but to reduce operations. They joined John and his young family at Illalong and worked the 7000 acres of pastoral land together. Tableland country in the colony’s south. When the times were good the grasses could tickle the saddle-flaps, and even when the going was tough the country felt less spiteful than at Buckinbah. There were more creeks, and defiant pockets of green hid in the nooks of the hills, hills that stopped the eye from searching too far into the distance; when scorching winds blew through, a landholder would rarely ever be able to see a full sky of fleeing dust. There was some comfort in that. Of course the condition of stock couldn’t deceive, and the mid 1860s drought had killed numbers in paddocks and on bank balances. Paterson Bros had never fully recovered. In hindsight – a term that forever hung uncertainly between teacher and tormentor – perhaps it was wrong to have shifted so many sheep to Stainburn Downs at different times, but John and Andrew had done so with conviction.


Andrew thought fate should have been sympathetic to them. John had the interests of bush folk at heart when he served an unhappy term in parliament, and both brothers earned respect as magistrates who periodically sat on the bench at nearby Binalong. Just three months earlier John had chaired a lavish public farewell luncheon at the Swan Inn – one guinea per ticket – for the long-time Commissioner of Lands in the Lachlan district, Edgar Beckham.


It was the end of an era. Indeed not just one. The previous year a sixteen-year-old bridge named in Mr Beckham’s honour had been swept away in floodwater, and the man who had bankrolled the timber structure, Miles Murphy – who had done more than anyone to grow Binalong from vacant acres to a village – had died two years prior to that. Andrew Paterson had never spent much time thinking about the losses.


Until John died.


Whether it was a job, a home or a life, nothing was forever.


John was forty years old. Too young. His death was like snapping a green branch from a sapling: it was impossible for other branches not to bend or shake, or blossoms to fall. With jaw clenched Andrew had tried to mask his thoughts and feelings but he knew that death and debt were evil conspirators, and his family’s loss was destined to be more than a new grave.


AUGUST 1871


Gulgong, eighteen miles north of Mudgee


Gold!


This time it was more than rumour. A fellow named Thomas had seen a glint on the ground at Red Hill, and within weeks Gulgong was teeming with the same men who’d tried their luck at Mudgee, Grenfell and many places before them – places where a man’s worth was measured in payable ounces.


After the disappointment of the Mudgee rush rumour Niels had vowed to himself and Louisa that he would never again be lured by the fever, so he turned to carpentry, working both alone and sometimes with his father-in-law. When not earning a coin or two he built a small bark room lined with calico and newspaper that he added to the front of the family tent near a blue gum with a forked trunk. Then, the Lawsons moved into another piece of Niels’s handiwork nearby: a two-room stringybark slab hut. It was there, standing in the doorway, that Niels often contemplated the mining migration. The more he thought, the harder it was to resist the tug from a handful of miles to the north. Passers-by told him of the discoveries of new leads: Happy Valley, Home Rule, Parramatta, Black Swan, Moonlight, Star of the South, Caledonian, Perseverance … each day, more pegs were being driven into the ground for miles around Gulgong. It was, in healthy doses, a ‘poor man’s’3 rush, for there were lucrative returns close to the surface.


‘A wise man wouldn’t even walk the main street without looking down and searching for a twinkle,’ said one passer-by.


Naturally, the quests for reefs sent some of the well-equipped types deep into the earth, but even then it was said that some of the best returns were only a feet below a pick’s first strike. Either way, there were pounds for the taking. And with a wife and two sons (Charlie was born two years after Henry), it would be foolish for Niels not to go.


But first, he had to persuade Louisa. In five years of marriage she’d been a hard-working wife, yet her devotion to her husband – if she had ever been devoted – had long been rotted away by a brooding darkness. Once, she had such a lively spirit, but now it lay trapped by layer upon layer of gloom, for days, weeks, and longer.


Niels sought refuge in his work; he was gone from the home at first light, and returned under the stars. In the few civil conversations he had with his wife, he dared push his argument. Louisa had heard it all before.


‘We could make more money,’ he’d said.


‘Could we?’ she’d mocked.


It was a false resistance, for whether Louisa was in a sorry or sprightly mood, she couldn’t ignore the truth that had plagued her relationship from the very beginning: she needed her husband’s support. So, the cart was packed: bedding, plates, knives, a goat, a cat in a basket, a box of chickens, two children and a churning soul of resentment. More goldfield stench was waiting.


But for four-year-old Henry it was a grand adventure, the furthest he had ever remembered travelling in his life. Somewhere, after the potholes and corduroyed wheel ruts the dust would settle on a land that was seemingly on the other side of the world. A land to be explored.


And so it proved.


‘This is Happy Valley,’ said Niels.


The miners captivated Henry. In the early morning he sat on the bench at the front of his family’s bark hut – which shouldered in among other makeshift constructions – and watched men walk past in ones and twos, groups of ten and more, most were dusty, muddy, unwashed models of each other. Appearance did not differentiate rich from poor. They wore long flannel shirts, moleskins, lace-up boots, sweat-rag scarves, cabbage-tree hats, shovels over shoulders, and had pipes poking out stiffly from their bushy mouths; if someone ever wanted to keep his movements secret, it was best he didn’t smoke – the woody scent from plug tobacco left a trail as strong as a line on a map.


Too shy to talk much to anyone, Henry was content to look, listen and take careful mental notes from afar, but whenever a chance arose to go somewhere with his father he needed no nudging. He stared into the shafts, heard the creaks and groans of the windlasses, and saw patches of sweat grow like shadows across bent backs. The mounds of wash dirt that pimpled the diggings were alluring mountains for him: a hands-and-knees scramble, a momentary sense of satisfaction at the summit, then a hurried slide down on the knickerbockers, hopefully in time to escape a miner’s admonishment.


‘Careful of the holes, lad. I’d rather dig for gold than a boy’s bones.’


At night, especially on Saturdays amid thoughts of Sunday rest, huddles of huts and humpies turned into merry theatres where music cavorted, springing from finger to finger, note to note, on accordions, tin whistles and fiddles. Laughter, jigs, a rough handful of skirt, shouting, fighting, then, sooner or later music again … a young boy’s education on the goldfields.


Father was not a drinker. Nor was he loud. Henry had heard someone say Father had been a good dancer, but the son saw none of this; instead, he observed a man who lived as though nearly every waking minute should be devoted to a purpose. Often, Henry watched Father come home from the diggings in the evening, eat some potatoes and meat, drink some tea, then go out again with an axe over his shoulder. When moonlight and a preoccupied mother allowed, Henry followed the footsteps far enough to see a short, sturdy frame cutting firewood. Father with broad back, strong legs, and hands that could surely blunt a blade without drawing blood, was leaving an indelible mark on his son: hard work was the essence of life. And if lucky, the toil would bring a man rewards, even a smile from a temperamental wife.


JANUARY 1872


Illalong, twenty miles north-west of Yass


Try as he did, Andrew Paterson couldn’t improve his financial position, and Illalong had been sold. It surprised no-one in the district; certainly not the Yass Courier that had noted as long back as the year before John’s death that Illalong was ‘boiling down’.4


In the dire midst of the Patersons’ uncertain future – a period that unsettled Rose’s already fragile nerves – there was a Godsend: neighbouring landholder Henry Brown bought the property and appointed Andrew manager for £200 per year. The relief that Rose felt was countered by an edginess that continually reminded her that change might never be more than a single breath away: a kicking horse; a woodchip in the eye; a snake-bite; a reassessment by Mr Brown … There would forever remain a brittle line between assuredness and angst. Nevertheless, Rose didn’t make her feelings known; the stability of the home depended on it.


Barty was too blinkered by the joy of being on an endless adventure to sense any of his mother’s anxiousness. Already able to saddle his own pony and head off into the paddocks that climbed up from behind the homestead, he roamed space that stretched further than he could see. Sometimes, he rode alone; sometimes he went with Papa to tail a mob of sheep; but mostly he had his older cousin, Jack, for company. Barty wondered little about why Jack had stayed at Illalong when the rest of his family had moved to Sydney after Uncle John died. It was simply the way it was, and a blessing for Barty who, for all intents and purposes, suddenly had an older brother.5


Together, they grew to be as one with their ponies. Grass over the boots, wind in the face, tails swishing flies, and sauntering gaits that broke into hurried walks, then inevitable gallops when the heads were turned for home. It was a natural step for pastoralists’ sons to hoist feet into the stirrups but Barty’s progression had begun long before Papa had ever saddled up in the colonies.


‘Horses are in your blood,’ Papa had told his son. ‘Our family bred the first Clydesdale, a big, hefty worker, big heart, back a hundred years or more. Then your grandfather was a rough rider in the East India Company. Rub your hand over withers, Barty, and you’ve got history with you.’6


When on foot Barty and Jack still explored the hills but often preferred the creek that was just a short scamper from home. Hide-and-seek; cray-fishing – using meat on a string and bare hands as the net – swimming; building dams; racing twigs and leaves; sitting quietly in the shade and hoping to catch sight of a platypus, the ‘oily gammon’ water rat or, more commonly, the ducks that tottered between bouts of laziness on the banks, head-ducking frenzies in the water, and follow-me-please excursions when bundles of fluff were finding their feet.7


Barty relished his freedom in country that he’d come to know was run by animals not people. Kangaroos, wombats, wallabies, echidnas, goannas … and most of all, the birds. The ducks of course; and parrots splashed with colour; blue wrens that chattered and flitted, flitted and chattered; lyrebirds, those mischievous masters of mimic; magpies; mopokes; swallows – with their messy nests under the verandah roof and droppings on the floor; plovers; curlews; and soldier birds.


As much as Barty took to the outdoors, it was inside the cottage where Rose was adamant the most important education took place. Under a bark roof in a room whose white plastered slab walls bore cracks that winds couldn’t ignore, the three Rs – with some French for good measure – provided a solid foundation for two boys who proved able scholars. But Rose knew the time was right for more. Barty was eight; if he was old enough to saddle his pony in the morning, he was old enough to ride it four miles to school.


JULY 1872


Gulgong, eighteen miles north of Mudgee


Louisa Lawson pulled down the curtain and prepared for the next ambushing bump; coach travel was about speed not comfort. Unforgiving suspension, a wooden seat, choking dust, impromptu detours where there were no roads at all, and a driver who thought only of the next stop. Awful. Yet worth it for the destination: Sydney. Louisa was finally to see over those blue hills.


It was almost impossible to believe that Niels and his party could now put more than dirty fingers in their pockets. Gulgong, Gilgong, Gulegong, Golgong – whatever anyone wanted to call it – had gold: 3/17/6 an ounce. The gossips said some lucky men could fill a billy with their hauls. Niels had more modest returns, nevertheless he could afford to send Louisa and the boys away for a few days’ holiday.


It had been a considerable while since Louisa had been happier. She looked at her hardened fingertips, the salve for a dressmaking business she had begun with her sister, Phoebe. How many times had her mind wandered while those fingers worked along hems; a needle and thread was such a sorry statement. Somewhere, at some time, pen and paper would take over. Then the mind would come alive. There was a vibrant life out there over the hills. And she would share it with her boys; teach them, show them, instil in them a sense of worldliness that would embarrass the pathetic nature of bush life that reached few greater heights than a pick at the top of its swing.


JULY 1872


Binalong, four miles from Illalong


From their very first school day Barty and Jack’s routine rarely varied: wake up, bring in and saddle their ponies, have breakfast, then ride the rolling road into Binalong where they let their ponies loose in Mr Futter’s paddock, and walked the short distance to their place of learning, a single-room slab hut. Inside, the teacher Mr Moore waited. He was a bag-of-bones whose command for respect came from a stick that seemed an extension of his arm; a boy out of line was one destined for a ‘hander’, and an uncomfortable while of shifting on the hard wooden backless benches until the pain subsided.8


‘You are here to learn, not dance with the divil,’ shouted sir.


Formal education, a relative newcomer to Binalong, had endured its challenges. The first teacher held classes in her own cottage only ten years earlier, and although this worked well enough, who was it who stole a gold key, and watch and chain from Miss Mary Gill? A pupil? A parent? A stranger passing through? Then, what anger from the Bishop of Goulburn when he discovered his Catholic flock was attending, God forbid, a public school! He threatened no child would be confirmed until they’d been removed. Some parents relented, others stood firm, and all the while the teaching went on.


And so did the development of Binalong, whose status was bloodied by the words: ‘Stand, and I will spare your life!’ Johnny Gilbert had been just a boy when his rough edges were cut in the billiard tents of the Victorian goldfields, where gambling and a lust for money steered him on a wild road. In the many wrong turns that followed, he rode at times with highwaymen Frank Gardiner, Ben Hall and Johnny Dunn. He was a daring robber and, then, one November day in 1864 he became a murderer: Sergeant Parry was shot dead while guarding the mail coach at nearby Jugiong. Six months later, the law celebrated revenge just two miles from Binalong in a shoot-out.9 It hadn’t taken long for the news to spread, and a mind-your-business type of place had its own identity as the slayer of a bushranger. It was said that someone made a cast of Gilbert’s face, and others kept locks of his hair. The only certainty, a pleasing one for all decent beings, was that Gilbert was under a mound of dirt in the police paddock.


Barty had heard the stories countless times from his father, along with seemingly every visitor who stayed long enough at the cottage to warm a seat at dinner. Yet Binalong was more than a gun battle and bones on a hilltop. Originally, it was a tiny settlement that grew from the push of the squatters to secure land, and as time passed, other opportunists came, many whose names and voices rang with a singsong heritage: Murphy, Lehane, Dargan, O’Brien … an enclave of Irish Catholics who saw no trouble with the Protestants. Eventually, it became a village of about 200 people, and the place that Barty knew. It had a police station, post office, the Golden Fleece Inn, the Swan Inn, and Howards’ Store that had two chimneys standing on the tin roof like the only remaining trees in a cleared paddock. The crunch of coach wheels told of Cobb & Co’s comings and goings, and twice a week Barty waited to see the gold escort from Lambing Flat rush past Illalong, with an armed mounted trooper or two leading the way, followed by the coach, and another rifle-ready trooper on the box next to the driver. Over a rise and down a slope they came, then off they swept round a bend, through the creek and out of sight. In the dust and fading trail of hooves and voices, Barty hoped that one day he would see something that would set Binalong a-chatter; how exciting it would be if another bushranger pounced from the scrub. In the meantime, his only connection with outlaw life was faint: relatives of Johnny Gilbert went to school with Barty.


Barty and Jack enjoyed school, and their progress pleased Rose, who was suitably impressed by Mr Moore; she certainly never had need to do as some mothers did, and storm the school and abuse the teacher for hitting their children.


‘O’ill bring the old man to deal wit you if you e’er do it again!’10


But Mr Moore had a considerable hide, and anyways, he balanced discipline with some free-spirit and an education beyond the four walls. One day, the sergeant of police from Yass arrived and waved the students out into the yard.


‘I need t’ talk to Mr Moore in private,’ he said.


Barty and the others hurried out the door, with curiosity taking them straight to the lawman’s trap. In the exploring that followed – and the quietening of the two ponies that were suddenly overawed by the scramble of children – someone whistled and whispered:


‘Would yer have a look at t’is!’


A groomed gamecock in a box under the seat.


‘Aaah, not surprisin’ at all,’ said Micky Tracey, the son of the poundkeeper. ‘Teacher and the troopers fight ’em, they do. I’ve sneaked up on them wanst, at the back of the police station so they were, and they fighting gamecocks agin each other, and the cocks with steel spurs on.’11


It was just another moment in Barty’s education. The bible spoke about wolves in a sheep’s clothing. Binalong had them too.


JULY 1872


Sydney


It was a truth that over the years had turned into an urban myth: thirty years ago some British politicians sat in their House of Commons committee room and discussed whether it was possible to build a bridge between Tasmania and the mainland because the gap between the two on the map looked very small. Heavens, what would they have thought if they’d seen Sydney Harbour? Covering distances in Australia was not a matter of jumping a puddle. The steamer trip from Sydney to Manly was long enough: Fort Denison; white secluded bays; the rolling swell from the enormous mouth; towering cliffs; thoughts of the Dunbar’s bones – over a hundred souls had perished when the ship went down near the Heads in 1857; then terra firma again, and a short walk along the Corso to the beach. For Louisa Lawson and her boys, it was the final part of a drawn-out journey that began with the day-long coach ride into the mountains, a restless wait at Wallerawang, and an eyeful of cinders and rain on the train trip into Sydney.


But it was all worth it for Louisa. She was here. And here was a long way from Gulgong in time, distance and, most importantly, in thoughts. Sydney had been the perfect tonic, much better than the syrups, lozenges and oils espoused in The Empire and The Evening News. The trip had hardened her resolve: the town east of the blue hills was not where she longed to be, but where she had to be. It didn’t matter that it was a man’s town; indeed the dominance of those wearing top hat, bowler or boater was motivation for a woman who saw change as a right, not just a possibility. It would happen. Lives could be transformed. Like those of the lasses at the Scandinavian music hall on Castlereagh Street. Blonde plaits, white dresses, treading through the spit-filled sawdust and answering to the calls from every which way for Bishop Barkers (long glasses of beer); or the threadbare housewives in The Rocks who swept away the sewage that trickled and too often rushed from the houses higher up on the slope; or the others whose biggest outing each day was to go to the butcher and swap old cuts for newer ones before returning to damp, mould and darkness … there were so many lives that could be bettered.


Yes, Sydney was a shock. A town of wealth and poverty side by side, the booming capital of the colony where those with apparently important jobs, like civil servants, distanced themselves from the day-to-day strugglers. Brick terraces for some, rotting wood for others. An abundance of doctors on Castlereagh Street, a mass of sickness in the warrens at the Cove. Yes there were problems, yet Louisa was inspired. Any smart person who saw how full the shelves were at Moore’s Bookstore on George Street must have realised the hunger for knowledge was growing. Sydney was like a troublesome child filled with potential. It needed proper direction and a good education. It also needed the right teachers and students.


Louisa knew what she had to do.




Chapter 4


1873


JANUARY


Bogolong1, eight miles south of Illalong


New Year’s Eve had been quiet. Andrew Paterson was away and Rose was busy looking after Edie (Mary Edith), born a few weeks earlier. So preoccupied with the latest family addition, she didn’t give much consideration to Barty’s request:


‘Tom has finished his work, and he is going to the Bogolong picnic races. May I go with him please, Mama?’2


The clipping of two ponies’ feet along the road heading south told the answer. Tom McGuire,3 a station hand, was only eighteen, but a man of great experience and knowledge in the eyes of his eight-year-old riding partner.






For auld lang syne, my jo


For auld lang syne


We’ll take a cup o’ kindness yet


For auld lang syne.4








The words drifted every so often from Tom, and reminded Barty of the songs from the station hands’ hut that had woken him the previous night.


The horses carried on without notice. It was just another day looking after the bosses. Barty was beginning to understand the value of animals that pricked their ears and had a willing look in their eyes whenever they saw someone coming towards them with a bridle in hand. A good station pony was worth about £2, but a smart person didn’t put a price on a strong and honest worker, like old Rose, the cart mare who would go all day on a handful of oats and a rewarding pat. A worthy horse, however, could be a problem. When the shearers blew through each spring a quiet catch in a paddock was a ticket to an easier journey for anyone on foot. None, though, had been light-fingered from Illalong.


Barty leaned forward and rubbed his pony’s warm neck. Patch had been a pricey pony at £2/10, but a concern had never been raised about the cost.5 He was a red-roan from an Arab sire and Timor mare. A treasure. He was Barty’s travel mate to school and back; today was a longer outing and, no doubt, a different chapter in his education.


Race meetings were keen occasions in the district. It was well known by the older folk that Binalong held its first in 1850; entries had been taken the previous night at the Swan Inn, and Miles Murphy’s mount, Alice Grey, had won the main purse. Bogolong came onto the scene a little later with races over the flats and hurdles for hacks and weight-for-agers.


‘Where’s the track?’ asked Barty.


‘Just a little trot from here,’ replied Tom.


Bogolong was smaller than Binalong and Barty noticed little more than two pubs on opposite ends of the only road in and out.


‘Where’s the rest of the town?’ he asked.


‘This is all they is. One pub to ketch the coves coming from Yass, and the other to ketch the coves from Jugiong.’6


They arrived at the racetrack, a dusty loop that stretched through the afternoon shadows of stringybarks and gums, and out of sight behind scrub on the far side. Barty tied up Patch and walked away to take a closer look at the goings-on. The smell of beer wafted from a scattering of tents; strong voices and laughter carried further, and dogs went nowhere, content to lie in whatever shade they could find. There were many more horses than there were racers: strong rumps, short backs, regal and ugly heads, high withers, thick tendons, greys and bays, splashes of white … Most were tied to trees, and some grazed while their bosses held loose reins and gathered in bunches to talk money and odds. Locals and out-of-district people alike. Mountain men, proper types from Yass, and in particular one wide-eyed boy who, apart from seeing mobs of sheep and swarms of insects, had never been with as many living souls in the one place in all his life. Barty was enthralled.


He looked back to check on Patch.


‘What!’


A mountain man was helping himself to the saddle.


Barty ran over with Tom.


‘That’s my saddle,’ he said with as much authority as a heaving breath would allow.


The man was as tall as a sapling, with a beard fit for nesting blue wrens. He looked down at Barty.


‘Right-oh, son. I won’t hurt it. It’s ketch weights, and this is the lightest saddle here, so I took it before anybody else got it. After we win this heat you come to me and I’ll stand you a bottle of ginger beer.’7


The man pointed out his horse, a wiry bay named Pardon. The saddle was soon on the stallion, and all was ready for the first one-mile heat in the best-of-three event for the Bogolong Town Plate.


‘The thing is,’ said Tom. ‘You won’t know if you could kick your hat faster ’til the hank’chiff drops.’8


Off!


Three horses and their long-legged, ragged jockeys. Pardon missed the jump and settled last.


‘Back your hat, Barty lad. Your saddle’s on a rock,’ said Tom.


Then, nothing but murmurs. What else to do but speculate when the scrub steals everyone’s view.


Out the other side. First and second in a rush. Pardon still following the dust.


Around the bend. Three furlongs to go. First and second on the inside, bob for bob. Pardon heading wider two lengths behind. Voices in the crowd:


‘Give ’im his head!’ ‘Must be pullin’ a wagon!’ ‘Square wheels at that!’ ‘Let ’em go, be jeez, let ’em go.’


Two furlongs. First and second. Pardon a length back and on the charge.


One furlong. First and second and third.


‘Split ’em with a hair!’


The post. A clear winner. Three lengths and moving away …


It was the first ginger beer Barty had ever tasted. Bitter and lukewarm with hops.


In the second heat Pardon showed his strength, leading all the way. Barty jumped and cheered. The mountain man took the plate and gave back the saddle.


‘I wouldn’t have won without it,’ he said.9


On the ride home Barty imagined being on top of his own champion. He couldn’t wait to recount the day to Mama. The Patersons had started the year with a win.


OCTOBER


Pipeclay, about seven miles north of Mudgee


The selection bore an irony in its every single rock and patch of dry, cracking clay: why would anyone select land that was as useless as a broken yoke? Why? Because the choices and the luck had run out. Gulgong was finished for the Lawsons. After a barren streak at Happy Valley, Niels had switched to Canadian Lead only to discover more of the same … Nothing …


So, back to Pipeclay, and eventually into a house that Niels built: two rooms, timber, tin roof and a brick chimney on forty acres of land that was pock-marked with old mine shafts. Any of the remotely fertile land in the district had been taken by sheep graziers, pushing the poorest of the selectors into the ridge country; the chances of turning impoverished slopes overlooked by scrub into profit were less likely than finding payable gold in a waste-heap.


Hopeless.


And yet Niels was determined to try. He started with the ten acres closest to home. Filling holes, carting clay, ploughing, planting, hoping … then later, cows would go with the pigs and poultry. It could work, he thought; at least enough to support his family. It could work. It really could.


But …


‘Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered weak and weary,’ Louisa whispered to herself in the candlelight.


A dead man’s words had become a greater comfort to her than any from her husband.


‘Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing,


Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before …’10


Louisa sighed. Then winced. She looked at the baby on her breast. Peter, her third son. Another mouth to feed.


‘Back into the chamber turning, all my soul within me burning.’


Six-year-old Henry couldn’t sleep. He lay in his cot next to his parents’ bed and listened to his mother’s voice and his newest brother’s vigorous sucking. He was confused. Mother and Father had told him they’d taken the £2/10 in his money box so they could pay for Peter; bought him from a Chinaman, they said. The Spencer children next door had teased Henry about it that very afternoon.


‘Bought off a Chinaman! Who would want that?’


‘It’s better than being found in wombat holes, and you weren’t even paid for!’ Henry had replied.11


It had worried Henry ever since. How did children come into the world? And what happened when they stayed in the world? They grew up. And then they fought and argued and caused their children to hide behind the pigsty and cry. Then they’d grow old, and after that …


Passing minutes, not years, was painful enough. Where was Father? In the vegetable garden? On his way home from sawing and building in Mudgee? A burning candle was the only gauge of time moving on. Smaller, smaller, smaller, then the flame’s last exhausted flicker.


Darkness.


Silence.


Mother had fallen asleep in the chair, with Peter cradled to her chest. Charlie, in his own cot, was already deep in slumber.


Footsteps outside. The door creaked.


‘Father?’ whispered Henry.


‘Yes, son.’


Niels quietly took off his boots and lay down on the bed.


‘Father, I don’t want to grow up.’


‘Why, son?’


‘I am frightened of being a man … I think I have lived before. I was an old man and then I died. I don’t want it to happen again.’12


Niels had heard the words before. They disturbed him. But how to protect a boy from his own imagination?


‘Sssh, son, it’s late. You must rest.’


Henry reached across, held onto his father’s hand, and closed his eyes.


OCTOBER


Illalong, twenty miles north-west of Yass


The creek was alive. Not much water in it, but had its surrounds ever boiled with more anger? ‘Big Kerrigan’ was on the rampage with an axe, running away from demons only he could see.


‘They’re after me, they’re after me!’13


Mr Moore kept Barty and the other students behind him at a safe distance. Minutes earlier they’d been in the classroom, but when trooper O’Mara arrived at the school asking for help, the teacher, as reluctant as he may have been, agreed that something needed to be done, and had hurried out the door, grabbing Barty’s hand and a hat on the way.


Kerrigan was a navvy, a change-me-if-you-dare brute of a man with a temper as short as the fuses he lit. He was in one of the many gangs blasting their way through the district and building the railway lines that were creeping forever further from Sydney.


He was also a terrifying drunk.


He ran and hid behind a tree. Darting finches sounded alarms.


O’Mara edged forward, his strategy was one of persuasion rather than revealing the revolver that he had under his jacket.


‘I’ll not try to put the handcuffs on him. They’d hobble a horse, but they wouldn’t go round them wrists of his,’ he whispered.14


The children watched, both shocked and thrilled. Barty let go of Mr Moore’s hand. It was sweaty.


O’Mara moved closer. Five yards, four, three …


Kerrigan leaned on his axe.


‘O’Mara, I can bate ye, I can bate any bastard of a polishman.’


‘So ye can. I’ve got nothin’ agin ye. But you’re not fit to be out here wid no hat and the ants all over ye. Come along with me and I’ll look after ye.’15


Kerrigan didn’t move.


Neither did O’Mara.


Eyes fixed on each other.


More discussion.


Nothing …


Until O’Mara offered a nip of brandy and a wash.


Kerrigan softened, dropped his axe, and the arrest was made.


In the trail of chatter that wound back to the school, Barty said little. He was too busy thinking. He had seen people drink before. Papa, uncles, those two mountain men at Bogolong races who nearly took stirrup irons to each other, but never had he seen a man so possessed that the devil was surely dancing inside him. As he sat down behind his desk, he vowed never to become such a person, and never would he respect anyone who sold the drink to a man who’d already had more than enough.


OCTOBER


Pipeclay, about seven miles north of Mudgee


Louisa’s father Henry Albury no longer ran a shanty, but he was still fond of raising a glass or plenty. In between his carpentry, fencing and labouring that took him as far away as the Blue Mountains, he turned his hand to an undertaking business. His family, much to Louisa’s chagrin, begrudgingly accepted that a spare coffin in the kitchen was just part of the furniture. As unsettling as the sight may have been, it didn’t bother young Henry, who spent his share of time visiting Grandfather’s home.


Whether or not he had a drink in hand, Grandfather was never short of a word, and rarely did it come in anything other than a booming voice. He was a self-appointed expert on cooking, cleaning, selections, camping under the stars, splitting timber, lugging palings, even eyeing off those potentially in need of his additional kitchen furniture. He could also sing, ‘but only if you ask me, Henry, lad.’16 Grandfather was a man to be listened to, learned from.


It was late afternoon when Henry said goodbye to Grandfather after a visit that had no purpose other than to break up Henry’s wanderings.


‘You know, lad, I come from gypsy stock,’ said Grandfather as Henry passed through the door. ‘And I can see it in you too.


Bye, lad.’17


Gypsy blood. Perhaps, thought Henry, that was why he liked to walk, regardless of whether he actually needed to go somewhere. A swagman before his time. He didn’t have his own pony, but even if he did, he doubted he would swap Shanks’s for a saddled ride.18 Walking was freedom, his escape from the sad box he lived in. His long, skinny legs that seemed to stretch well above his belt might as well have been ordered by him; they were perfect for outings that kept him away from home for hours at a time. With Mother nurturing Peter, Father away working and Charlie too young to go, Henry kept pace only with himself. In winter it was always difficult. Stiff hands that were numb at the fingertips, and cold toes in boots that fractured shards of grass. But he still went. Out the door, through the garden, along any track either real or imagined, a scramble up Sapling Gully, a stroll along the river flats … Henry’s space, Henry’s time. But now it was hot, and whereas winter air stung the face, the heat burnt it, and steps were measured in distances between shady spots.


Henry knew where he was going. He could walk there with his eyes shut if he wanted to; the woody scent of smoke was the only guide he needed. A few days ago, he’d seen a bullock team with wool bales heading in the same direction. A clanging of bells, a voice that rumbled from the earth and whip-cracks whose echoes left the cockatoos screeching and scattering from the gums. The bullocks moved slowly, dutifully, heads low and swinging, feet lifting, falling, stumbling now and then. A team of eighteen, with their boss walking near-side, holding his whip taller than any man: seven feet of handle, and at least the same of lash.


Henry felt sorry for the bullocks. He’d seen and heard other teams bellowing on their knees in bog, beaten by men who believed handles weren’t only for holding. At times like those, Henry and Charlie were often taken inside by Mother.


‘You two watching won’t help the poor beggars!’


A life of hard labour. Never mind the convicts who were wrongly condemned; the bullocks’ only crime was strength.


Such thoughts made Henry realise he was different from other boys. Many saw and heard, but few felt. And that led to another reason walking was so important to him: it gave him time to think. What was Grandfather like when he was a boy? Why did Mother read so much? Was it because she didn’t like talking to Father? Did she hate Father? Did she hate where they lived? She was happy when they visited Sydney. What did Father think of Mother? What did others think of Father? He was such a kind man; anyone who would come home from work, and then go and nurse a sick neighbour through the night would never need worry about going to hell. And what about Henry himself? What would happen to him when he became a man? If he became a man … More questions than answers on journeys where the mind travelled further than the feet.


The smell of smoke grew stronger. Wafts of faint blue accompanied by a man’s voice and another one’s laughter rose from behind two wagons loaded with wool.


‘An’ I got worked up, an’ was wavin’ me arms about an throwin’ it off of me chest, when Tom’s coach comes up behind, round a bend in the road, an’ took me by surprise.’19


Henry walked around the wagons and saw two familiar bullockies sitting at their campfire, holding mugs of tea. Jimmy Nowlett and Billy Grimshaw. Tall and wiry, a few teeth missing, skin that could scuff boots. They passed through the district often enough, and stopped at the camp to give their beasts a rest and a feed in a paddock or up in the ridges. Sometimes, if the weather and roads were bad, they’d stay for many days.


They looked up and smiled at Henry. He sat down next to them on a log and listened to their yarns until the sun went down behind Mount Buckaroo.


LATE 1873


Illalong, twenty miles north-west of Yass


Shoulder back, arm raised, a mighty flick of the wrist, and a crack that echoed through the trees. The bullocky repeated his demonstration, this time cutting a groove in the bark of a white gum.


‘No wonder the beasts pull,’ said Barty.


The bullocky shook his head:


‘Sonny, if I done that to them bullocks I’d want shooting. Every bullock knows his name, and when I speak to him he’s in the yoke. Many a night I’ve dug up a panel of a squatter’s paddock and slipped ’em in, and I’ve been back there before daylight to slip ’em out and put the panel up again. So long as they’ll stick to me, I’ll stick to them.’20


Barty watched the man again wrap his lash around the white gum near the entrance to Illalong. He knew Mama wouldn’t approve; she’d warned him to stay away from bullockies who, whether it was true or not, were tarred with the one brush: they were horse thieves. But to Barty that reputation also made them interesting. Furthermore, although he was well used to being alone – or with no-one other than Jack – the chance to meet nearly anyone different meant no number of stern words from Mama would deter him. Anyways, not everyone was bad, and those thought to be bad were sometimes good, or good enough. Others were too cheerful to be anything but honest. Like Jim and Jack Donnelly, brothers and station hands whose pockets were never without a mouth organ and Jew’s harp; when their work was done, they turned to the memory of their step-dancing Irish father who’d taught his boys that the boots that swivelled out of stirrups could also tap frenetic rhythms on a slab of wood.


Then there was King Billy and his family: they lived in a bark humpy, and when the winter bit, they let their dogs in with them under their scant bedding. Billy had a rain-stone with which he’d taken credit for breaking a dry spell; in gratitude Barty’s father had given him tobacco, flour, sugar and tea, but shook his head at the request for liquor.


‘S’pose I gibbit nobbler, you beat ’um gin, you beat ’um piccaninny, policeman kill you dead fellow.’21


Elsewhere Billy had been known to give spear-throwing displays in return for a bottle and a quick trip to oblivion. His young daughter, Nora – a name chosen by a Baptist missionary – had once given her own exhibition, only to wobble the point at short range into one of Barty’s legs. The wounded calf muscle healed well, but not before the neighbours put in their own light-hearted barb:


‘Why did they let a woman throw a spear when there was kids about? She might have hit a horse!’22
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