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For Mum and Dad










Part One


 


To Be Free










Chapter One
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Some people have televisions, I have my fire out the front of my shack. No American cop shows, just crackling flames that I can stare at for hours on end. My thoughts get lost in them. Above me is a whole cinema screen: the night sky crowded with stars. Who needs million-dollar pyrotechnics when you can see the Milky Way for nothing? It’s brilliant. Just takes my breath away. And so does the land around me. Right now in the darkness I can’t see it, but I feel it, smell it, touch it under my boots. The outback. It’s part of me, or have I become part of it? Either way, I know I belong here. This land, this enormous space that can so overwhelm people, has helped make me who I am. Right now, as I stare into the flames, I am thinking about my life, about the journey that got me here, to this sanctuary I fought so hard to build. I’m a bloke who did not seek the limelight, yet I found myself appearing in living rooms across the world. And all because of that Aussie icon, the kangaroo. Roger, Ella, Abi, Monty, my little mate Ned Kelly, Molly Fleur, Nigel, poor Daisy and hundreds of others. 


And to think it all began with just one brave little joey. I will never forget that day.


It was some time in 2005, maybe August. Anyway it was a beautiful warm day, would have been about 30°C. I had a bus full of international backpackers, about twenty people, most in their twenties. I’d told them I was going to try to get them to the Australian outback’s most famous landmark, Uluru, to watch the sunset. It was an image I’d never tire of: the gigantic rock – and sacred aboriginal site – changing from a magnificent red to yellows and oranges that seemed to bleed into the blues, pinks and purples of the sky. It was a magical sight. As a tour guide, I knew just how many people were drawn to the outback by Uluru alone. We were on a two-day trip and, although the itinerary didn’t stipulate a sunset photo opportunity, I was pushing hard to give my passengers something extra.


It had already been a hectic day: an early start from Alice Springs, then a 300-mile drive to Kings Canyon for lunch and a hike, and then back in the bus for a further 200 or so miles to Uluru.  


The bus, with a full trailer of luggage, chugged along at about 55 miles an hour; any faster and it would’ve had a good chance of blowing a fan belt or something else vital. But as it turned out, it wasn’t a mechanical mishap that slowed us down that day. Instead it was a lump near the side of the highway, an all too familiar sight on bush thoroughfares all over Australia: roadkill. Over the years I’d come across many different animals that had been caught in the wrong place at the wrong time: birds, cats, dogs, dingoes, cattle, camels and most commonly of all, kangaroos. 


I eased up and thought to myself: I’m going to lose a minute here, but I’ve got to get it off the road. I hurried over to the sad mess. It was a recently killed female kangaroo. It was clear that there was nothing I could do for her, but I carefully checked her pouch. Nothing. My heart heavy, I dragged the roo well away from the road. After cleaning my hands on my shorts, I rushed back to the bus.


‘Are we ever going to get to Uluru?’ yelled someone, quite rudely. 


‘Yeah mate, I’ll try, but I had to do that,’ I replied.


I began telling everyone why I’d stopped. A dead kangaroo mother meant there could be an orphan in the pouch, and who would want to see a baby suffer? Also, by taking the animal off the highway I was potentially saving the lives of scavengers, like wedge-tailed eagles, that feast on roadkill. 


As we continued heading west, I pulled my sun visor down and concentrated on making up time. The softening light told me we were going to be lucky to make it in time to see Uluru before darkness. We only had about an hour to go.


We passed a roadhouse called Curtin Springs where I normally stopped to allow passengers to pick up some supplies. We kept going and soon drove over a cattle grid. Then, as we came around a corner, there it was. Another roo. Even from 100 yards away I could see it must have been there for a couple of days because it was so bloated. Two wedge-tailed eagles sat right on top of it. I wondered why they were there because they patrolled from way up high in the sky and they would have had a good view of the previous roo which was much fresher; wedgies prefer fresh meat. Why go for measly leftovers when there was a five-star dinner so close? 


I stopped again and got on the microphone to tell everyone what I was going to do. A number of people rolled their eyes and one guy at the back ran his hand through his hair, sighing in frustration. I could tell they were thinking: Leave the kangaroo where it is! You’re our tour guide. Do your job by getting us to the sunset.


But I couldn’t go on. What happened if the next vehicle whizzed past and cleaned up the wedgies at 80 miles an hour? I couldn’t have that on my conscience. But why were they still hanging around? To be honest, it puzzled me. Only when times were tough or when there was no roadkill for hundreds of miles would they hang around such old meat. 


As I got out, the guy at the back of the bus swore. 


I took a few steps and the wedgies flew off, but landed only a few yards further away; there was no way they were going to give up their dinner. They were two big black ones, mature birds, probably a breeding pair. I walked along the white line at the side of the road, looked at the sun and admitted defeat: the photos of Uluru would have to wait until the morning. 


A gut-wrenching stench hit me but I put my head down and walked on until I was right beside the body. Straight away I noticed a little leg and tail sticking out of the pouch, both horribly injured. I bent down and discovered that the eagles had damaged the baby’s rib too. It was deeply upsetting and I wanted to look away, but I made myself stay right there beside it.


I knew the guys on the bus would be pulling their hair out, but I couldn’t leave this poor little thing as it was. I felt angry with myself. Maybe if I had done a better job of educating people, told more people how important it was to stop and look at roadkill, then someone might have saved this baby days ago. Now it was obviously too late for the little joey in front of me. All I could do was get her out of her mum’s pouch and put her over in the bush. I reached for her leg, but when I touched it, it pulled back in. I froze. Did that just happen? I tugged the leg a bit more, and it kept on pulling back into the pouch.


I turned around and headed back the ten or so yards to the bus. 


‘The joey is still alive in this kangaroo,’ I told them, ‘but it is isn’t pretty. This is the reason I’ve been stopping the whole time, so are you going to get out and help me or what?’


I added that if anyone wanted a picture of sunset at Uluru they could buy a postcard in Yulara. They must have seen how upset I was. Before I went much further a girl spoke up and said that she was a nurse. I explained to her, and any of the others who were interested, that I would normally just stick my hand into the pouch but the dead mum’s skin had become so tight in death that not even a child could have reached in. 


By the time I got back to the roo with the girl, people were starting to come off the bus with their cameras. In their excitement, some rushed up and were hit by the terrible smell. One fit, athletic guy turned into the bushes gagging. 


Another bus shot past and its tour guide looked at me as though he was thinking: What the hell are you doing? You’re missing sunset.


Finally, we’d made enough progress together to see a hairless little ‘pinkie’, about four months old, with its eyes open. It was covered in dried blood. I pulled it out, inspected its injuries and cradled it in my hands. No one said a word. I broke the silence by saying that we had to look after our new passenger for the trip into Yulara, where we were due to camp, but first we had to clean it. The sun was low; it was entering the golden hour. But instead of snapping away at Uluru, we were on the side of the road boiling water with a gas bottle, and preparing a plastic bowl of lemon washing-up liquid. By now no one cared about watching the sunset. The nurse helped me gently wash the baby while others ran back to the bus to get the first-aid kit. We used some gauze bandages, then dried the baby and wrapped it in a towel. By now it had started calling out to its mum with a sound like someone coughing the word ‘hair’.


‘Hair, hair, hair . . .’


We named it Anna, after a German girl who agreed to nurse it on the bus. Everyone got back on board and I immediately noticed how much the mood had changed. After all the grumbling it was now a really happy bus.


When we reached Yulara I found a Parks and Wildlife officer who agreed to look after Anna for the night. I then returned to my conventional tour guide duties and cooked a campfire meal for my group. Later on, alone at the fire, I allowed myself to feel the anger I’d experienced during the rescue. I was really angry that Anna the roo had to go through such an ordeal. How many people, including some of my tour guide mates, had driven past her mum without giving a second thought? How could they? As I dug deeper into my anger, the guy who’d been so cranky at the back of the bus came out of his tent and sat next to me. He’d said nothing to me the whole evening. We stared into the flames, sipping on our beers. In the silence that followed I began to wonder when he’d open his mouth and have a go at me. Eventually he looked at me and said: ‘I don’t know, maybe you do that every day, but that was one of the most amazing experiences in my whole life. I just can’t believe what we did today.’


He didn’t apologise for being impatient or rude, but that didn’t matter to me. Maybe it was just a cool anecdote for him. Or maybe that moment helped him see what he would do if he was ever in a similar position in the future. Maybe Anna’s rescue had taught him it is possible to find life in death. 


The next day I was thrilled to find that Anna was still alive. We picked her up and drove the 280 miles back to Alice Springs where I delivered her to another carer friend of mine, Sadie, a grandma who’d later become a good friend of mine. Anna received vet treatment before Sadie began the intensive process of caring. At the time, the US reality television series Survivor: Palau was on air, and after hearing about our rescue Sadie renamed Anna as Palau. It was very fitting; Anna was a true survivor. 


Over the following months I went and visited Palau a few times. She was easy to spot among her fellow orphans because she was so much smaller. But what really set her apart were a pair of massive ears and a stumpy tail that was about three inches shorter than it should have been. It didn’t seem to worry her. She fitted in well with the others and, after her injuries healed, she was released back to the bush. So it was a happy ending, but it had its sadness too because it made me think about just how many other orphans were out there. From that moment I became like a missionary; I was going to tell as many people as I could about the baby kangaroo by the side of the road. Whether they liked it or not, they had to hear the story. Lives depended on it.
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Now, as I sit by my fire and stare deeper into the flames, I can’t believe the journey Palau started for me. I have had some extraordinary experiences and met some incredible people – carers like Cynthia and Anne-Marie come to mind straight away – and I have led the life I first dreamt of living when I was a boy.


And I know I am really lucky.










Chapter Two


 


 


 


[image: ]


 


 


 


When I was a teenager there were times when I’d walk into the kitchen of our family home and see Mum and Dad having a good old kissing session – a pash. Imagine how uncomfortable that was for a young bloke bursting with hormones. I’d think to myself: Oh God, look at what they’re doing! Do they have to? But now, all these years later, I see it differently: my love for animals was founded on my parents’ love for each other and the love they gave – and continue to give – me and my brother Ron. I think the best way I can sum up what my parents meant to me as a child was that whenever they went out I always counted the minutes until they got home because I wanted them to be safe. I had a very close bond with both of them. If I fell over and scraped a bit of skin off my knee, Mum was always there with the antiseptic. Right up until the day I left home she always gave me a goodnight kiss. Meanwhile Dad would take me and Ron to the footy but he also encouraged us to follow our own interests. Looking back, my upbringing has really helped me in raising orphans: joeys, like so many of us, have a much greater chance of a happy life if they have a stable family background. 


Mum and Dad, June and Jim, were high school teachers who’d met in 1963 at Claremont Teachers College in Perth, the capital city of Western Australia. They married four years later, then Ron was born in 1970 and I came along in 1972. We had a typical middle-class upbringing in a four-bed, two-bath, redbrick home with a backyard in Greenwood, a suburb on Perth’s outskirts. We also spent a couple of years in Karratha, an iron-ore mining town in the Pilbara region up in the north of Western Australia. Although I was too young to remember that time of my life, I know it had a bearing on me because it introduced me to the red dirt, golden grasses and endless blue skies whose images grew and grew and grew in my imagination until I had such a longing for the bush that I knew I could live nowhere else. That feeling was heightened by the television programmes I was drawn to that featured rugged Aussie characters who I both idolised and wanted to emulate: Malcolm Douglas rumbling across the desert, dust flicking off the tyres of his truck; Alby Mangels sitting down to eat some strange exotic food with a tribe in a country I’d never heard of; and Harry Butler walking through the bush and suddenly running over to catch a lizard from under a rock. They all left their mark on me and so did my regular Sunday nights with Dad when we sat down at 7.30 p.m. and watched David Attenborough’s latest offering.


Dad would sit in his chair and say, ‘You can do that. Do you want to be the camera man? Do what you want to do, mate. Set your goals high.’


Like nearly every Aussie kid of the time I also watched Skippy, the legendary television series that starred a boy, Sonny, and his pet kangaroo, Skippy. They had all sorts of adventures that were set in a national park near Sydney, far away on Australia’s East Coast. The greatest beauty of the series was that it allowed children to be children. I don’t have any kids – not human ones anyway – but I am thrilled when I see them get together and do things like build a plane out of a couple of pieces of wood. You can see that they genuinely think they can fly away on that plane and nothing will stop them. Skippy had a similar effect on me because I really believed I could have a pet kangaroo and that we would be able to understand everything we said to each other. It’s funny to think that I now use ‘t-t-t-t’ to talk to my roos in the same way that Skippy used to chat with Sonny. Other shows like Lassie and Flipper influenced me too because they helped me fall in love with animals. The older I became, the more I felt I belonged among them. 


Mum and Dad reckon the catalyst for my obsession with animals was a family trip to the United Kingdom and Ireland when I was just seven. When they first started planning it, a lot of people asked Mum and Dad, ‘What are you going to do with Ron and Chris?’ Everyone assumed that my parents were going away without us and that we would be left with a babysitter. But that wasn’t what Mum and Dad had in mind at all. They thought the trip would be a great learning experience for me and my brother, although it was a bit unconventional to be out of school for that length of time.


We left the port city Fremantle, near Perth, and headed to Singapore on the ship Kota Bali, then we flew to London. Six months, thousands of miles by car and more than thirty youth hostels later, we returned. The pages of my travel diary leave no doubt where my interests lay:


 


19 July 1980


Place: Kota Bali ship


Weather: Windy and cold


Today I saw some Cape pigeons gliding in the air looking for some prawns. I went to see some horses and sheep in the hold.


 


27 July


Place: Sheringham


Weather: Warm


This morning we went for a boat trip at Hickling Broad. We saw a number of birds including coots, swans, ducks and seagulls.


 


28 July


Place: Sheringham


Weather: Rainy


We went to the Cley Marshes and went to a hide. I saw avocets, herons and shovellers. On the way back Ronald and I saw some rabbits. After lunch we went down to the beach and we saw some starfish.


 


14 September


Place: Glencoe


Weather: Cool


It’s my birthday today. I got an ‘I am a monster’ shirt, books and a little hedgehog teddy. Later we went for a walk. I saw some footprints of a mink and a badger.


 


 


22 September


Place: John O’Groats


Weather: Fine and misty


On the way here we stopped at the falls of Shin, where we saw a lot of salmon leaping up over a waterfall, trying to swim upstream to lay their eggs. We sat on the rocks watching them. I thought it was very interesting.


 


[image: ]


 


Of course there were other highlights too: Buckingham Palace, Big Ben, the Tower of London, riding the Underground, kissing the Blarney Stone, watching a pantomime, and being completely fascinated by the model of a knight in full armour at Warwick Castle – something that really made an impression on me, as I’ll explain later! Mum and Dad taught Ron and me as we went along, but they both knew the best education we could possibly get was by taking in as much as we could of what was going on around us. It helped that Dad was a history teacher. And a very patient one. My brother and I were both into European football (or ‘soccer’, as we called it) and were thrilled to be visiting the place we considered to be the capital of the sport. How lucky were we? We watched Motherwell vs. Hibernians in Edinburgh and Arsenal vs. Sunderland at Highbury. We also caught some rugby, Gaelic football and hurling. It was a magical experience, one that I think truly showed my parents’ love and devotion to me and Ron.


Of all the adventures we had, one is worth special mention, considering what I am doing all these years later:


7 December 1981


Place: Land’s End


Weather: Fine but cold


This morning we walked along the cliff to St. Ives. We discovered a tin mine. Then we drove to a sea sanctuary where seals are kept. The seals have been washed up on shore and are very sick. The men feed them and make them better. When the seals are better they can go back to sea.
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This was my first experience of a wildlife sanctuary and I was blown away. Who’s to say what sort of impact that kind of experience had on my eight-year-old mind?


When we returned to Australia it was inevitable that sooner, rather than later, I’d be asking for a pet. I was eight when I got my first one, a fluffy white guinea pig. I can’t remember why we called her Flora, but I do know we named our second guinea pig Takeaway because the family was on its way to get a takeaway meal when we decided to call in at the pet shop. We kept them in an enclosure in the backyard, and when they had their first baby I wrote in chalk on a house wall: ‘Flora and Takeaway married’ on whatever date it was. This was undoubtedly an example of child’s logic, since Mum and Dad always told us that men and women married before they had children. 


The guinea pigs were very much a part of my life and over several years I had quite a collection of them. I got a lot of their food from a local supermarket where I’d collect lettuce leaves that had been dumped in a box, ready to be thrown away. When the guinea pigs heard the rustle of the plastic bag, they’d all squeal and call out because they knew they were about to have dinner.


My favourite was Herbert, who was brown all over and big enough to resemble a baby capybara, the South American rodent that’s the largest in the world. I was allowed to bring him into the lounge room at night. It was a particular delight during winter when he’d be part of the family in front of the fire. He’d poo and wee on the carpet and hop around, but Mum and Dad never seemed to mind. Or if they did, they never told me!


The guinea pigs did much to educate me about the cycle of life. One of my strongest memories from the time is of Flora lying in a cardboard box in our study where Mum and Dad marked exams and homework. I watched the faint heartbeat of this little fluffy thing, saw that it was too weak to open its eyes. I put my hand on her chest and felt the beat getting slower and softer and then stop forever. It was a sad moment, but a precious one too because of all the joy Flora had given me. At about the same time that this happened, Dad spoke to me about death. Shortly afterwards I was in a doctor’s surgery with Dad when we saw an old man in the waiting room. I immediately said a little too loudly, ‘Hey Dad, that man is going to die soon.’ I wasn’t the most tactful of children.


Lessons on life and death came right throughout my childhood. I had always wanted a dog for a pet – all my mates had dogs – but my choice was limited because Dad didn’t like ones that barked, and he was also worried about them digging up his well-kept garden. But then again he had grown up with a dog called Cobber who was his mate for many years, so he knew how important the canine/ human relationship could be. We finally decided to get a basenji, an African hunting dog that was meant to be quite quiet. Unfortunately when the puppy that we wanted was old enough to pick up and take home, it was diagnosed with a disease that affected its back legs and had to be put to sleep. That really knocked me for six. We’d all been so stoked, imagining the little fella racing around our backyard. 


Fed up of me and my long face, Dad asked, ‘Would you like an aviary instead?’


‘For real?’ 


My Dad nodded. ‘You’ll have to look after them, though. I’m not doing it all for you.’


I had already been a member of the Gould League, a national bird-lovers association, since returning from our overseas trip. I think it would have gone against the grain if I hadn’t kept birds at some stage during my childhood. 


Among all the spectacular and diverse wildlife that Australia had to offer, it was the crows with whom I really formed an allegiance. I just loved them. I don’t know why; maybe it was because I saw them on programmes like Malcolm Douglas’s and I imagined living in the outback being comforted by their calls of ‘arrr, arrr, arrr’. 


It wasn’t long after the overseas trip that I was watching Mum cooking pea and ham soup and asked if I could have the bones after she’d brewed the broth. She was a little surprised, but when I told her the reason she handed over the scraps and I headed straight for the old, grey, galvanised shed that we had in the backyard. I scattered the bones on the roof, then late in the afternoon it gave me great pleasure to see the crows come in and have a feast. 


The crows had piqued my interest in bird-watching and the backyard quickly became my own little piece of paradise as I watched all sorts of brilliantly coloured varieties come and go, often to drink the nectar from the native flowering trees and shrubs. Dad furthered my fascination by taking me bird-watching in bushland at the weekends. Although he probably assumed it was just a phase I was going through – You’re only a child and you might like BMX bikes next year – he was very supportive and helped instil in me an appreciation of nature, and the idea that we had a duty to look after it.


I must admit, though, being so nature-minded did have its downfalls. Not long after I’d first started school I tried to stop kids from squashing ants on a path. For my troubles I got punched in the stomach. A couple of years later I even missed out on a school excursion because I was going on a bird-watching camp. 


My teacher addressed the class: ‘Everyone ready for the weekend? Except Chris Barns over there who’s going looking at birds. Are you going looking at the girl variety or the feathered ones, Chris?’ 


‘Feathered,’ I admitted.


Everyone laughed and I blushed a deep, humiliating red. 


I was never one of those self-confident boys. I wasn’t a tough kid. I had my own little group of mates and we looked after each other. We weren’t the cool guys. We were the fat kids, the skinny kids, the kids with glasses, and of course the kids who fed crows, collected lizards in jars, and found beauty in tiny beetles. But when I looked around me, how could I not be inspired by what I saw? 


And birds were at the centre of it all. My suburban upbringing meant the back fence to our home was only ten yards from the back door. Then there was another house behind that, and another, and another. It was just tiles, bricks and drab grey corrugated sheets as far as the eye could see. But that didn’t matter to the birds. They had no boundaries. They were free – that was what was so appealing to me. So when Dad suggested we get an aviary, I was very excited. In hindsight, we were actually restricting the birds’ freedom, but at the time it felt like I was somehow getting closer to the wild.


We bought the aviary from a pet shop. It was about six feet by six feet but Dad, whose father was a very good carpenter, taught me a few building skills and we extended it to nearly twice its original size in our backyard. Right from the start it was never going to be just a cage with a pole at each end for the birds to sit on; we wanted to make it as natural as possible, a habitat with grasses on the floor and plenty of wooded areas. On weekends I dug out all the dead grass and planted new supplies that I collected in a wheelbarrow from a nearby bush block. As time went on I also taught myself to build waterfalls. 


The birds we kept were mostly finches, especially the zebra finch, a common Australian grassland variety with distinctive black and white bars on its tail. We also had quails, canaries and occasionally small parrots. Guinea pigs and rabbits roamed the floor. The latter quickly taught us a lesson: the aviary had to have a layer of wire mesh under the sand and vegetation, otherwise within half an hour we’d be searching for the long-eared escape-artists. The first time we put them in there they were well on their way to tunnelling under our back fence before we’d cottoned on. As I gained more experience I developed a little industry where I bred from some of the birds, took the babies to the pet shop and exchanged them for different types. Soon I had quite a collection. 


I also had one notable free-range bird as a pet when I was about thirteen. He was a baby magpie that I’d found in the backyard one morning after an overnight storm and I called him Melvin. I presumed he had fallen out of a nest and been blown with the wind so I wrapped him up and began to mother him. At first he was in a cage for his own safety, because he wasn’t aware enough to be on his own. At night I’d take him inside and keep him warm under a heat lamp, and during the day I’d feed him bits of chopped meat that Mum gave me and earthworms that I dug up from our garden. Melvin grew up quickly and was soon big enough not to need the cage; instead he’d fly into the trees, then as soon as he saw me he’d land on the shed and bounce down onto the ground to say hello. He was a hungry little man, running around behind me, squawking ‘feed me, feed me, feed me’ in the typical magpie way. He just didn’t shut up. He followed me around like a dog, which caused problems when I had to go to school; I always had to creep out the front door without him noticing.


Magpies have beautiful voices; their songs are like carols that float through the air. I practised being able to imitate them and was eventually good enough to have conversations with Melvin. Who knows what we were saying, but Melvin seemed to enjoy it!


As he got older Melvin spent more time tilting his head and looking up at the sky. Magpies are highly territorial, and I wondered if that was why Melvin was hanging around so long; maybe he was worried he’d be attacked by one of his own. But one day some magpies landed in a tree near our garden. I started talking with them and they talked back. Melvin was in full song too and he felt happy enough to fly up and join them. Suddenly with a few flaps of their wings they all went off together. That was the last time I saw my little mate. It was, though, the first time I could say I’d really been an animal carer, because I’d nursed him until he was well enough to return to his natural environment. I felt a little sad for me, but over the moon for Melvin. 


It was during Melvin’s time with me that there was another incident that showed how deep my love for wildlife ran. I was at footy training at a local park, about twenty of us kicking balls around, the coach telling us to do this and do that, when I saw some kids with slingshots aiming at some magpies in a tree. I forgot all about footy and sprinted over. There were four or five kids in the gang, all around my age. I ripped a slingshot out of one of their hands, threw it away and shouted, ‘Come on!’


I was expecting to get a beating but, like bullies do, they turned their backs, tails between their legs, and skulked away. I ran back to my coach:


‘I saw what you did,’ he said.


‘Yeah, sorry but they were going to kill the magpies.’


‘Next time we’ll call the cops. But don’t leave training. You could have got yourself in trouble.’


I felt sorry for the magpies. Some people hated them because during breeding season some became so protective that they’d swoop at anything that came within range of their nests. You could be walking through a park, minding your own business, and next minute you’re ducking for cover, being dive-bombed to the sound of flapping wings and snapping beaks. It can be terrifying for kids. My mates and I used to wear ice-cream buckets with streamers coming off the back of them to deter the air raiders and save us from having our hair plucked out or, as was known to happen, a serious gash or two. I didn’t mind at all. It was actually quite good fun. Again, my outlook was swayed by Mum and Dad who told me at an early age, ‘The magpies are only doing what is natural. We protect you and Ron. And the magpies protect their children too.’


Although my fondness for nature steered me through my childhood and adolescence, in many ways I was still a typical Aussie boy who did the usual things like playing footy, cricket and tennis with my mates, often on the street out the front of our house. At school I was an average student who only stood out because of my build: very tall and very skinny. When I was thirteen and in my first year of high school I was 6’1” with size 13.5 feet. This, like my bird-watching, ensured I was the butt of jokes. I got all the usual names, like ‘beanpole’ and ‘lamppost’, even ‘long grain’ in reference to a TV commercial about rice. Even when I went into shopping centres I’d overhead adults saying, ‘Oh goodness, isn’t he tall!’ Sometimes I wanted to go up to them and say, ‘Well at least I’m not short and fat!’ But I’m just not that sort of bloke.


Eventually I developed a complex about my height and it affected my confidence. One incident that happened during high school stays with me to this day. We were learning a dance, probably some type of waltz, and I was partnered with the hottest girl in the whole year. The dance began, and then suddenly my partner yelled out, ‘You pervert, you’re looking down my top. He’s looking down my top!’


The music stopped and suddenly fifty kids and the teacher were standing in a circle staring at me. Because of my height I had no option but to look down at my partner and she thought I’d been ogling her. The whole situation was mortifying.


As much as anything, my height was the reason why I didn’t have a girlfriend through those years. A line I got used to hearing was: ‘You’re a really nice guy, but you’re just so tall.’


It was only when I was at home with my family, or with my animals, that I truly felt comfortable. This didn’t mean I was a loner or an outcast who couldn’t get on with kids my own age. It was just that I was genuinely happy doing my own thing, even if that meant I was seen as a little unusual. I didn’t mind being the oddball. It certainly helped that Mum and Dad were always so supportive; they knew when to console, offer advice, or just step back and say nothing at all. 


My parents also instilled in my brother and I a sense of awareness about the outside world. Ron and I were never shielded from watching current affairs programmes, even ones that showed horrific images, like famines in Africa or disturbances in the Middle East. If we went out for dinner and didn’t finish our food we’d be told, ‘Be grateful. There are many children who don’t get regular meals.’ Dad was actually in quite a good position to say that; he was a community aid worker who used to go to India on various projects. He was also a generous man at home. Of all the things he did, I liked best of all how he put two big bottles of beer out the front of our house at Christmas time. They were gifts for the garbage collectors. 


‘Always respect those who are out there having a go,’ Dad would say.


Later on, I appreciated what he meant when I had my first part-time job as a milk boy in our local area. I’d start after school at four o’clock, load our truck up at the dairy, then hang out a door at the side as my driver stopped and started through the streets, yelling instructions: ‘Two litres and a yoghurt at number 14, three litres at 16.’


I really enjoyed it, except when we delivered to this one house where I always ran in with a hefty stick just in case the owner had forgotten to lock away their angry German shepherd.


Like Dad, Mum had a strong sense of social responsibility and compassion. She was an ‘English as a Second Language’ teacher and her students came from several countries, most notably Vietnam, at a time when concerns about refugees and boat-people were really divisive topics in Australia. Every now and again Mum would invite some Vietnamese kids to visit our home and we always had a great time.


I now realise how lucky I was to have had such experiences, to have been bought up in such an open-minded environment. I have Mum and Dad to thank for that.


Considering the path I have taken since my childhood, I believe one of the most important lessons my parents taught me was the need to respect money. When Dad took us to footy games we weren’t the ones to go spend money on pies and sausage rolls; instead we took left-over casserole from the previous night’s dinner. One time I sat next to a boy who had a hot dog and chips. I felt envious of him because I was eating a carrot, but Dad reminded me we were there for the footy, not the food. 


From early on, Ron and I were given money to buy school clothes and, although Mum or Dad would accompany us on our shopping trips, it was our responsibility to set our own budgets. Say, I was given $100 and I really wanted to spend $80 on a pair of shoes – well, that just wasn’t possible because it wouldn’t have left me enough to buy enough shorts, shirts, socks and undies. As a result I learnt to look for the best deals and would like to think I always spent my money wisely. Although I couldn’t have known it at the time, learning to live within my means from such a young age would help me survive financially during some of the tough times I would face later on.


It wasn’t only Mum and Dad who guided Ron and me through those early years. Mum had a brother, Uncle Ross, who never married or had children. Perhaps for that reason, he always seemed younger than the other adults and was always full of brilliant facts and stories. He was also really patient with us. We often spoke about animals: antelopes, pygmy hippos, exotic parrots, kangaroos and even the common cat, because Ross rescued strays in his neighbourhood and took them to a haven to be looked after. He was extremely dedicated to the cause. Perhaps that’s when I first realised that you could be a bloke’s bloke, but could still care for vulnerable animals too.


Nearly every weekend we visited Mum’s parents who, I suppose, weren’t your standard grandparents. In their lounge room was a black and white picture of Grandad being knighted by the Queen. Remember that knight in armour at Warwick Castle? Two days after we’d done that, Mum received news of Grandad receiving his knighthood. I was apparently wide-eyed with amazement, immediately thinking Grandad would be clunking around in a medieval suit of mesh and steel plates. That has become a favourite family story. Far from wielding a sword, Grandad was Knighted for services to music. At various times throughout his life he was a teacher, professor, administrator, composer and member of a number of national and international societies, including being president of UNESCO’s International Music Council. When I took friends to his home, I had to introduce him as ‘Sir Frank’. Then Grandad would invariably say: ‘A pleasure to meet you young man.’


In a house that seemed to have musical instruments from around the world in every corner – a didgeridoo, African drums, panpipes – it was a transistor radio that Grandad turned to most. At dinner time he’d put it next to his bread plate, then often pick it up and put it next to his ear. He wasn’t listening to Mozart, but the stock-market prices. Sir Frank was a funny character.


I never felt the need to introduce Grandma as ‘Lady Callaway’. She was always just Grandma. I remember the time she asked if she could play marbles with me and a friend who I’d brought over to visit. My friend farted and he and I looked at each other in horror, but Grandma just burst out laughing. I can tell you what, it would have been a different response if it had been Sir Frank! 


Unfortunately both of Dad’s parents, Roland a mental health nurse and his wife Doris, died before I was born. Dad was very fond of them; sometimes there was a tear in his eye when he spoke about them. He said the saddest thing was that Ron and I never got to meet them. I know Dad thought about that in quiet moments. 


Not surprisingly, the older Ron and I became, the more Mum and Dad focused on career advice. Dad, in particular, had his views. He told us that balance was the key: if we had a good bed, that was eight hours of comfort; if we had a job we really wanted to do, that was another eight hours of satisfaction; and if we had a good social life, friends and a hobby or two that would keep us interested, we should be on our way to having a happy life. Ron, who was my best mate in those early years, was much more settled than I was. I’m not sure whether or not he was driven by Dad’s outlook, but these days he has every reason to be content: as a very successful real-estate agent, he can now devote more time to his family. He has basically lived his whole life in the same area. But that was never going to be the road for me. 


At first I was frustrated by my longing for freedom. I knew it was out there somewhere but how would I recognise it? And how would I get there? Initially I just assumed I would always want to live in wide open spaces, but as I grew older I grew more realistic: chances were I was going to be no different from the next person and I’d settle for an existence of getting up in the morning, getting dressed, going to work, coming home and going to bed. In other words, a life in captivity. 


In a bid to find some direction I was lucky enough to secure a couple of months’ work experience at Perth Zoo when I was about fourteen. I’d go there on Saturday mornings with a couple of other kids and do little more than lift the occasional bucket, scrape up some poo, and tag along with keepers behind the scenes at the bird and reptile enclosures. It wasn’t so much about work, it was more about getting the feel for what the zoo was about and how it operated. The insight was enough for me to think for the first time that I really had a career to pursue, but there was a catch: time and again the keepers told me they all had degrees, and many of them had spent at least four years at university. I was somewhat bewildered because from what I had seen being a keeper was basically about picking the droppings up after an elephant dumped it! Of course there was much more to it, but as a teenager who was trying to find his way in the world, I honestly couldn’t differentiate between a keeper and someone who shovelled and potted manure at a nursery. I thought: If I want to be a zoo manager I’ll probably have to go to uni for twenty years! It was disheartening, especially since I wasn’t a good student and didn’t enjoy school. My view of secondary education certainly wasn’t helped by the fact I remained the butt of many jokes. When I was asked by a teacher what job I really wanted, a classmate yelled out: ‘He can be a tree!’ Our uniform was green shirt, brown trousers. Not a good mix for a lanky bloke like me. 


The following year I entered senior high school. No matter all the cool things I’d heard about university life, I knew any level of academia just wasn’t for me. I’d had enough of the classroom, and that was that. My parents accepted my view, but they wouldn’t let me leave school until I had a job. Dad helped me get an interview at the Sunday Times newspaper in Perth’s Central Business District, which was as far away from the bush and zookeeping as I could possibly imagine. But it turned out to be a significant period for me because of one really special person.


I was interviewed by the manager of the advertising department, a lady named Bev. She was skinny and wore a beanie. It was obvious she was sick. She told me she’d had cancer but was on the road to recovery. I liked her immediately, and she must have thought I was okay too because she employed me as a copy boy. I was fifteen. My job was to whizz around the city on a bicycle picking up and dropping off documents, photographs, logos, copies of classifieds – things like that.


Bev and I became really good friends; she was like a grandma to me. We sometimes had lunch together and I bent her ear about my aviary and love for animals. She was very supportive of what I wanted to do. After I’d been working at the Sunday Times for about six months, Bev failed to come in, so I went to see her at her home. It was then I found out that her cancer had returned. I continued visiting her on weekends, and I watched her get worse and worse until the disease really took hold. It was really hard seeing someone so kind and vibrant become so thin and frail, but also humbling to see how she fought back every step of the way, until it just wasn’t possible to fight any more.
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