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If you ever ever ever ever ever
If you ever ever ever see a whale
You must never never never never never
You must never never never touch its tail
For if you ever ever ever ever ever
If you ever ever ever touch its tail
You will never never never never never
You will never never see another whale.


ANON.
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There are few people, if any, who have not heard of the Killer Whales of Twofold Bay – of the great help they render to the whaling crews at Eden and the names they bear, such as Tom, Hooky, Humpy and Cooper … And yet those who have known these strange creatures for a lifetime look upon them as friends; yes, just as much friends to the whaling crews as the cattle dog to the drover; just about as much, if not a little more so.


EDEN OBSERVER AND SOUTH COAST ADVOCATE


27 NOVEMBER 1903




A Visitor


OUR HOUSE WAS SITUATED UP THE HILL FROM THE TRY-WORKS, which meant not only were we enveloped in the stench of boiling blubber for five months of the year, but also that our garden must needs incorporate various vestiges of dead marine life. The jaws of a large white pointer shark, in which the children liked to pretend they were being eaten, formed an ornamental feature near the front gate, while the path leading up to the house was laid with the pulverised remains of whale vertebrae, creating an effect not unlike pebbles, although considerably sharper underfoot. The towering rib cage of a ninety-foot blue whale sat amidst a winter display of jonquils; my father had had the men haul it closer to the house that he might contemplate its grandeur while enjoying his evening pipe. In a bid to soften its stark appearance (and incidentally create a kind of pergola), I had attempted to train a wisteria over it; however the wisteria had never taken to the task and its gnarled tendrils did nothing to dispel, in fact seemed generally to enhance, the somewhat gloomy aspect of the mammal’s parched remains. Certainly they cast an impression upon the visitor now standing before them, for he issued a low whistling sound through his teeth and shook his head slowly.


Before proceeding further, I should pause to mention that at the time my sisters and I were slave to a great many ‘kitchen superstitions’, some of which we had learned from others, and many of which we had simply invented ourselves. For example, if when washing dishes a cup or a plate is overlooked, then that is a sign that you will soon hear tidings of a wedding. This particular superstition had failed us many times, but was later to come true in circumstances so close to home that we have persisted in believing in it, even in spite of the frequency with which we forget to wash things and the relative infrequency of hearing about weddings. Perhaps owing to our distance from the township of Eden, we had developed a whole series of superstitions regarding the impending arrival of visitors. If the kettle was accidentally placed on the fire with the spout facing backwards, then a stranger was coming to see us. If, after sweeping a room, the broom was left in a corner, then the sweeper would shortly meet her true love. Of course, as can be imagined, this led to a greater interest in sweeping and a good deal of leaving brooms about in corners, until we decided that the leaving of brooms had to be accidental or the effect was otherwise null and void. I convey this information simply for the purpose of setting the scene, for late that particular afternoon in June 1908, I had almost finished sweeping out the bedrooms when I glimpsed from the window the visitor gazing solemnly at the rib bones as I have just described. Throwing off my apron, I hurried out to the verandah, and in doing so, I left the broom in the corner of that bedroom.


‘Good afternoon,’ the visitor called out to me. ‘I’m looking for George Davidson.’


‘He’s in town,’ I responded. ‘He should be back before sundown.’


‘I hear he’s putting together crews for his whaleboats,’ said the stranger, stooping to pluck a jonquil, which he proceeded to place in his buttonhole. (The jonquil display had been another of my attempts at ‘softening’ the rib cage, yet in truth the effect was not entirely harmonious.) ‘Does he need another, do you know?’


‘He does,’ responded my younger brother Dan, who had joined me on the verandah. ‘Tell me, can you row hard?’


‘I can.’


‘Have you chased a whale before?’


‘I’ve not,’ confessed the stranger, strolling up the path towards us, whale bones crunching underfoot. ‘But I can fish.’


‘They’re bigger than fish.’


‘Much bigger?’


‘Oh yes, quite considerably. Have you never seen a whale up close before?’


‘I’ve not.’


‘Well then, you’re in for quite a surprise.’ Dan took an old clay pipe from his pocket now, and tapped at it thoughtfully. ‘Mary, perhaps if you showed our visitor your artwork, it might convey more clearly some sense of their dimensions?’


At this, the stranger turned to me, and his face broke into a broad grin. I’m not sure what prompted this; perhaps Dan’s lofty manner amused him (Dan was a small boy and looked younger than his twelve years).


‘You sketch?’ enquired the stranger.


‘Yes, somewhat; mainly whaling scenes,’ I replied. My cheeks reddened. How dreary and bluestocking it seemed suddenly, to enjoy such a pastime. Nor was this impression helped by the fact that I was indeed wearing my blue stockings.


‘One of Mary’s depictions received a Highly Commended at the Eden Show just past,’ said Dan stoutly. ‘Go and fetch it, Mary,’ he encouraged, giving me a shove.


Although I am not usually one to put myself forward, I did as I was bid, for I felt an urge to cast an interesting impression of myself upon this gentleman. When I returned, I saw that Dan had perhaps been affected by a similar impulse, for he was now engaged in the act of demonstrating to the stranger the action of my father’s whale gun. Dan had been expressly forbidden to so much as touch the whale gun since he and one of the Aboriginal children had used it for shooting minnows in the creek and only with the greatest good fortune avoided blowing away their own legs. Calmly I wrenched it from his grasp and placed it aside.


‘My father rarely uses it,’ I explained to the stranger. ‘It scares the Killers away. Besides, it has a powerful kick that can knock you clear out of the boat and into the water. Dan here tried it once and had a bruise the size of a dinner plate on his chest.’


‘Show him your picture for God’s sake, Mary,’ muttered Dan, having no wish for me to go into further details on the subject.


‘Very well,’ I replied.


‘Stern All, Boys!’ (which, as formerly mentioned, had received a Highly Commended in the Eden Show just past) depicts the moment when the whale receives the fatal lance and lashes the water in its death flurry. My father, the headsman, is standing at the bow of the boat applying the lance, and it is he who is calling out for the men to row hard astern in a bid to escape the fury of the tormented monster. You can see from the position of the whale’s enormous flukes that its tail will crash down upon the boat at any moment. It is spouting blood; also, there is a fountain of blood issuing from the point where the lance enters the whale’s vitals, spraying over the men and giving them a most ghoulish appearance. One of the striking features of the painting is the look of abject terror on the faces of the crew, with the exception of my father, who is known locally by the sobriquet of ‘Fearless’. My brother Harry is the most terrified of them all. He is gazing up beseechingly at the giant flukes and wringing his hands like a girl (in fact, he was quite annoyed with me about this representation, and the subject was to remain a sore point between us). Amidst the commotion, one of the men has fallen into the sea and is in the throes of drowning, while another is depicted struggling valiantly for life in the grip of the whale’s mighty jaws. Meanwhile, in the water circling the thrashing leviathan, are the Killer whales Tom, Hooky, Humpy, Typee, Jackson, Charlie Adgery and Kinscher – each of them identifiable by the distinguishing characteristics of their dorsal fins. Hooky is pushing at the whale from below to ensure it does not sound. Tom is jumping across the creature’s blowhole. Jackson is endeavouring to force open the jaws of the whale in a bid to tear out a portion of its tongue, while Humpy looks on approvingly.


All in all, it is quite a dramatic representation, and a great favourite with the children. Some considered it ought to have been awarded first prize; however, for reasons of their own which remain mysterious, the judges deemed otherwise. Admittedly, there were some small inaccuracies (the whale I have depicted started off as a humpback but, after some difficulty rendering the head, it ended up as a sperm whale; truth be told, however, sperm whales have never been sighted in Twofold Bay). It was rumoured that the judges may have found the painting too gruesome – if this was the case, then I consider it curious, as I know that one of these judges was to be seen on the cliff tops cheering heartily whenever such a scene unfolded in real life. In truth, I suspect that the real reason Stern All, Boys! was deemed unworthy of a prize is that the subject matter was considered unsuitable for a young lady. Far better that I had employed my talents depicting three cows in a paddock at sunset, as did Miss Eunice Martin of Towamba, for which effort she received the coveted blue ribbon.


‘Whales eat folk?’ asked the stranger finally. He had been gazing steadily at the painting for some moments.


‘Not commonly,’ I replied. ‘I have embellished a few small details.’


‘There’s nothing to say a sperm whale wouldn’t eat a man,’ said Dan. ‘Didn’t Moby Dick eat Ahab?’


‘I don’t know. I can’t remember,’ I said. ‘He may have done.’


‘Well, in any case, there’s nothing to stop a fellow from falling into a whale’s mouth,’ said Dan. ‘The whale may be just about to spit him out as so much gristle.’


The stranger continued to study the painting in silence. I could see his brows knit and the muscles of his jaw tighten, and for a long time he gazed at it and said nothing. Evidently it was the first time he had seen whaling depicted in detail, and given that he had just volunteered for the job, perhaps he was experiencing misgivings.


‘There’s a lot of blood,’ he said finally. ‘Perhaps you could have shown less of it.’
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I stiffened. A surge of indignation rose up within me.


‘Forgive me, but I felt it my responsibility to deliver an accurate pictorial representation. There is a lot of blood. Isn’t there, Dan?’


‘Oh yes,’ agreed Dan. ‘Whaling’s not for the queasy.’


‘I never said I was queasy,’ said the visitor, seemingly slightly annoyed at the implication. ‘I just said how there’s a deal of blood.’


‘Then perhaps you would prefer I confine my pictorial efforts to pastoral settings,’ I responded. ‘A cow or two in a paddock – would that be a more suitable subject for a young lady?’


‘Leave it, Mary,’ said Dan.


‘Never mind that one of Miss Martin’s cows seemed for all the world to have five legs! I’ve never heard of a five-legged cow, have you?’


‘There was a calf born in Bega with five legs,’ said Dan.


‘That story was completely apocryphal!’


Just at that moment, our youngest sisters Annie and Violet cried out from the bottom of the garden – my father’s motor launch, Excelsior, had rounded the headland and could be seen approaching. They galloped down to the jetty to meet him, followed by our dogs hot on their heels, anxious to convey the impression that they had remained vigilant and not spent the entire afternoon dozing in the sun. Forgetting his worldly manner, Dan stashed his pipe in his pocket and took off down to the jetty also. My father had been into Eden to pick up stores, and there was always the chance that he had thought to include some small confectionery or trifle.


‘Well, sir,’ I ventured at last, turning to the stranger. ‘Are you still up for adventure, or has my painting put you off?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘I mean, yes. In truth, it has scared the bejesus out of me.’


A wave of alarm overtook me. I may not have yet mentioned that our visitor was remarkably handsome, and whalers as a rule were not celebrated for their good looks.


‘Oh no, you mustn’t let my picture deter you,’ I entreated. ‘Whaling is generally considered no more dangerous than fishing, albeit whales are larger than fish.’


‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘I think I am clear on that point now.’


‘Also, to be perfectly honest, we don’t catch that many whales,’ I continued. ‘Oh, enough to get by certainly, and make a decent – well, a living of sorts, but …’ Here I trailed off, for he glanced at me curiously. ‘The truth is, sir, my father could certainly use an extra hand at the oars.’


I gazed at him imploringly and hoped that my spectacles were sitting straight. So often they sat askew, which gave me the appearance of a character in a musical comedy.


‘This comment I made regarding the amount of blood,’ he said. ‘That was unwarranted. Forgive me.’


‘There’s no need,’ I replied, surprised and, in truth, greatly pleased. ‘Your comment was perfectly understandable. However, I think you’ll soon find that there is a lot of blood, perhaps more than one would reasonably expect.’


‘Yes,’ murmured the stranger, gazing off. ‘That is so often the case.’


He fell silent now, apparently absorbed in his own thoughts. I strained to think of some additional remark that would assist my cause but could think of nothing, so instead stood sucking my lower lip between my teeth, a habit of mine when nervous. The dogs were barking furiously as my father manoeuvred the Excelsior alongside the jetty; my brother Harry, at the bow of the vessel, tossed the rope to Dan, who jumped at it eagerly and missed. It ended up in the water. Harry pulled it out again, cursing Dan freely.


‘Well, then,’ said the stranger at last. ‘Here goes for a cool, collected dive at death and destruction, and the devil fetch the hindmost.’


And with that, he smiled at me, tipped his cap and strolled off down the hill to meet my father.


I stood for a moment and watched him go, then turned and hurried back inside. An odd feeling of distraction overcame me: I proceeded to sweep again with great thoroughness several rooms I had previously swept.




A Minister of the Methodist Church


GIVEN THE SHORTAGE OF WHALE MEN AFTER THE MISFORTUNES of last season, my father was pleased to make the acquaintance of John Beck (for that was the name of our visitor).


‘And what kind of experience have you had?’ he asked, after the initial introductions.


‘Well, sir, up until recent times I was a minister of the Methodist church,’ John Beck replied. At this, the children stared and Harry embarked upon a series of snorting sounds (my brother had a problem with his adenoids). My father silenced him at once with a look.


‘That is well and good,’ said my father, turning back to John Beck. ‘But what kind of experience as regards whaling?’


‘Ah,’ said John Beck. ‘None, to be exact.’


At this, both men gazed down sadly at the wooden boards of our jetty.


[image: image]


‘It’s a bad thing we lost Burrows,’ said Uncle Aleck that evening, as we sat around the kitchen table. ‘He was a good man when sober, and a fine oarsman. What makes you think this clergyman can row?’


‘If he can’t, then he’ll learn soon enough,’ said my father.


‘Perhaps he will row for Jesus,’ offered Dan, who was at the time a Junior Soldier with the Salvation Army. They would sometimes visit in a bid to minister to our Aboriginal whale men, but had so far only succeeded in recruiting Dan to their ranks. The Aborigines enjoyed the hymn singing, but that was about it.


‘Also, Dad,’ said Harry, ‘I bumped into Robert Heffernan in town today and he mentioned to me that he would be very keen for you to consider him, if you are still short of oarsmen.’


At this, my father turned and gazed suspiciously at my sister Louisa, but she continued to eat, paying no attention to the conversation around her. (I have not mentioned Louisa in detail yet, but I will get to her soon enough.)


‘Well,’ he said. ‘I may have to at that, if we’re to run two boats.’


‘God help us, George, two new chums and one an ex-clergyman!’ cried Uncle Aleck. ‘You’ll sink like a stone out there.’




VOICES WHISPER
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That the usual preparations for whaling in Eden will be ready by the 15th.


That the Killers, true to their custom, are about; and whales may be expected soon to show – or cry ‘hello,’ and bellow.


That Hopkins, our local butcher, who will never be beat in the dispensing of meat, in charge of bullocks whose fat would fill full street.


That our Eden horse, since last referred to, has masticated a fishing net and pair of boots.


That if he is not watched he will swallow a whale after the Killers are done with it.


EDEN OBSERVER AND SOUTH COAST ADVOCATE
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A Good Fish is Tom


WHILST IN TOWN, MY FATHER TOLD US, HE HAD HAD occasion to stop in at the Great Southern Hotel, where a gentleman recounted to him an amusing incident. It seems that very morning the gentleman had been fishing for schnapper in the bay when all of a sudden he experienced a different ‘bite’ to that which he had been anticipating. A group of Killer whales had materialised alongside his dinghy and, amidst the general spouting and breaching, one of their number had grasped the boat’s kellick between his teeth and proceeded to tow the vessel at speed in the direction of the open sea. The man clung to the gunwales and began to weep, for he feared he might never again see his loved ones; yet just as they passed South Head, the kellick was dropped as summarily as it was taken and the Killer and his entourage departed. Finding himself thus abandoned, the unhappy fellow was then forced to row a distance of some several miles back to his starting point. ‘Whereupon I discovered that the schnapper had long ago dispersed,’ he concluded, amidst general laughter in the front bar of the Great Southern.
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When the good-natured joshing had subsided, my father asked the gentleman if he could describe to him the appearance of the particular Killer whale who had taken the kellick.


‘Why yes,’ the fisherman responded. ‘He was of about twenty-five feet in length, in rude good health, shiny black in colour with gleaming white marks around his middle.’


My father nodded thoughtfully. ‘And tell me, did you observe any peculiarity of the dorsal fin?’


‘Well, sir, it was probably six feet in height and boasted a small knob or protuberance about midway up its trailing edge,’ replied the fisherman.


At this, many of the surrounding drinkers at once erupted into knowing chuckles.


‘Then you should count yourself privileged,’ my father said, smiling. ‘For that was Master Tom himself who took your kellick.’


Tom was the leader of the Killers, and his age was calculated to be upwards of sixty years old, for he had been my grandfather’s lieutenant, just as he was my father’s. In spite of his distinguished years, his demeanour was ever that of a cheeky schoolboy, the sort that might steal your apples or throw rocks at you from across the street, but nonetheless a good boy in his heart and loved by all who knew him. As well as his duties as Chief Scallywag and Rouseabout, it was Tom who would generally take it upon himself to alert my father and his men whenever he and his companions had herded a whale into the bay. Leaving his team to keep the hapless beast in check with their usual antics, he would make haste across the bay to our whaling station at Kiah Inlet, whereupon he would flop-tail vigorously in a bid to attract the attention of the whalers. There was no more welcome sound than the resounding smack! as Tom’s mighty tail crashed down upon the water. The men would cry, ‘Rush oh!’ and run to the whaleboats. Once the boats were put out, Tom (an impatient fish by nature) would lead them directly to the spot where his chums had corralled the whale. Occasionally, if engaged in a particularly exciting scrap that demanded his full attention, Tom would send an offsider to rouse us, but mostly he preferred to take this task upon himself. Rather like my father in this way, Tom was the sort of fish who liked to see a job done properly, even if it meant doing it himself.


Any account of Tom and the wonderful assistance he and his team provided our whalers, however, should not exclude the fact that this mischievous Killer whale could at times be as much hindrance as help. Several times over the years, we had experienced a number of incidents involving Tom and the whale line, resulting in the loss or near-loss of the whale. I shall endeavour to explain.


When stuck with a harpoon, a whale’s natural response is to set off at great speed in a bid to escape the sting of the iron. The men chock their oars and are thus towed along behind it, great walls of water rising up on either side of their boat. Much skill is required to ensure that the whale has rope enough to run (and thus exhaust itself) without pulling the whale line out of the boat entirely. There is no more disheartening sight to a whale man than that of a whale swimming out of the heads with an iron in its side and fifty fathoms of rope trailing after it.


In all the danger and uproar of this hair-raising ‘sleigh ride’, the last thing that is needed is for a Killer whale to suddenly attach himself to the whale line and hang on for grim life, and yet this is exactly what had occurred on several occasions. As if losing his head in the excitement, Tom would throw himself upon the taut rope and hang there by his teeth, thus causing himself to be towed rapidly through the water along with the whaleboat. (I have never had the good fortune to witness this, but have had it described to me in detail; I had even attempted to re-create the scene in oils for the Eden Show the year previous, once again with little success.) Why Tom engaged in this behaviour, no one could say; whether it was a bid to slow the whale’s progress by adding his own body weight; or simply for the enjoyable sensation of being pulled forcibly through the water. Whatever the reason, his antics were not well appreciated by the whale crew, as the sudden application of his weight could result in the line being pulled entirely from the boat and the whale subsequently lost. On several occasions, a stoush ensued between whale man and Killer whale; once a boathook was brought into play in a bid to dislodge the errant cetacean, but this annoyed Tom considerably and he hung on all the more tenaciously.


Another story involving Tom, and somewhat of an infamous one, concerns the time the Hon. Mr Austin Chapman (the federal member for the region at the time) was hosting a pleasure cruise on the bay. Various visiting parliamentarians were on board, including the Hon. Mr G.H. Reid and the Hon. Mr Joseph Carruthers, the purpose of the excursion being to persuade the assembled dignitaries that, with its beautiful bay and natural harbour, the township of Eden was the obvious location in which to establish the national capital. With good fortune, they had chanced to witness the closing moments of a particularly exciting whale chase. Now that my father and his men were securing the carcass, Mr Chapman took the opportunity to bring the pleasure craft over so that his guests might inspect the dead whale more closely. The visitors had a great many questions to ask of my father, and my father, a shy man but anxious to promote the attractions of Eden, responded to the very best of his ability. Yet all the while he was aware of the Killer whales’ increasing agitation, and the growing urgency of securing the whale with anchors and marker buoys before they dragged the carcass to the depths below. As it was, they were already circling impatiently and tugging at its side fins.


‘You certainly put on a fine show for us,’ said Mr Chapman, after the initial introductions were made across the vast expanse of whale flesh.


‘Yes, she led us on a bit of a dance, the old girl,’ said my father, with characteristic understatement. The chase had in fact been a desperate one and taken almost five hours, the men rowing from South Head to North Head and back again, with multiple diversions along the way.


‘They call Mr Davidson “Fearless” in these parts, and I think you can now see why,’ Mr Chapman remarked to his party. ‘I hope he won’t mind me telling you that he has a wrought-iron constitution and a heart like a blacksmith’s anvil!’


My father was always embarrassed by this sort of talk, but his men raised a hearty ‘Hear, hear!’


‘Tell me, Mr Davidson, what kind of whale is this?’ asked the Hon. Mr Reid, later to become the Prime Minister of Australia, if only for a period of eleven months.


‘This is a southern right whale, sir, the most valuable of all on account of the whalebone.’


‘Is that so? And what would you estimate to be its worth?’


‘Well, sir, the whale oil on a whale this size would be in the order of two hundred pounds, and the whalebone itself – well, we’re talking in the league of a thousand pounds, sir.’


The whalers raised an even louder cheer at this news, but my father could tell by the threshing of the water that the Killers were none too happy about the hold-up in proceedings.


‘And tell me, Mr Davidson – may I call you Fearless? – tell me, Fearless, what are you up to here with the anchors and buoys and suchlike?’ enquired the Hon. Mr Carruthers.


‘Well, sir, we let the Killers here have first dibs at the whale.’


‘It truly is quite remarkable,’ explained Mr Chapman, eagerly. ‘The Killer whales will now take the carcass underwater and feast upon its tongue and lips – am I right, Mr Davidson?’


‘That’s right, sir.’


‘How extraordinary,’ exclaimed Mrs Reid. ‘I was not aware that whales had lips.’


‘Oh yes, ma’am,’ said my father. ‘A whale has lips all right.’


‘Then, some twenty-four hours later,’ continued Mr Chapman, ‘after the Killers have enjoyed their repast, the remains of the carcass will fill with gas and rise to the surface, whereupon our stouthearted friends here will tow the brute home and begin the process of rendering its blubber into whale oil.’


‘So you share the bounty, as it were,’ said Mr Reid.


‘That’s right, sir. Well, the Killers help us catch the whales, and have done for sixty years. Also, to be honest, sir, I doubt we could get the whale off them now if we wanted to.’


And just at that moment, as if to demonstrate this last point, Tom surged up out of the water and grabbed hold of the rope my father had in his hands, hanging on to it with his teeth for twenty seconds or thereabouts and crushing several of my father’s fingers in the process. The assembled dignitaries cried out in horror; the whalers – terrified that the Killer would pull my father into the water – threatened Tom with whatever implements they had at hand until finally he relinquished his grasp and slid silently back into the water. Throughout the ordeal, my father’s expression remained impassive, nor did he utter a sound; a slight wincing as he tucked his mutilated hand out of sight was the only hint of any discomfort he was experiencing.


‘That’s Tom,’ he said by way of explanation to the visitors, who were staring at him aghast. ‘He wants us to hurry up, by the looks of things. I daresay we’d best get back to work, if you’ll excuse us.’


‘Yes, for heaven’s sake, don’t let us keep you,’ cried Mr Reid, who was still recovering from the shock of this sudden attack. (Mrs Reid had to sit down with her head between her knees.)


‘Before we take our leave, one final question concerning Tom,’ said Mr Chapman, anxious that the exchange end on a more cheerful note. ‘Would you agree with me in saying that there would not be a more loved and revered cetacean alive in the world today?’


My father paused to consider this. (It was always his custom to weigh matters carefully before giving an opinion.)


‘He’s a good fish is Tom,’ he said at last. ‘Though he has his funny ways.’


Seeing that Mr Chapman was smiling at him encouragingly and feeling that somehow something more was expected of him, especially in light of the incident they had just witnessed, he added: ‘He would be a tremendous asset to the nation’s capital.’


‘Hear, hear!’ cried the whalers.


Whenever I think of this story, I can almost see my father standing there atop the dead whale, a lean and wiry figure, yet somehow heroic with his bloody hand and his marker buoys and boathook, the sun setting behind him and the Killer whales circling and calling to one another with their high-pitched twittering calls. And even in spite of a subsequent infection and the amputation of the top two-thirds of his index finger, my father never went along with the thinking, popular amongst some in the township, that this particular episode contributed in no small way to the fact that Canberra was ultimately selected as the site of the nation’s capital, and that therefore the blame could be sheeted home to Tom.




Non-Appearance of Whales


THE SIGHTING OF TOM AND THE KILLER WHALES IN TWOFOLD Bay (punctual as ever, for it was the first week of June) signified that the humpbacks and the right whales would soon be making their way up the coast. Whaling season was about to begin.


‘He sounds to be in fine trim and looking for action!’ chuckled Uncle Aleck, when he learned of Tom’s escapade with the fisherman. ‘It’s a good sign; it’s a very good sign!’


The truth is, we had lately been feeling, in a more marked fashion than usual, an increasing anxiety as the season approached us. I experienced it as a gnawing sensation in the pit of my belly; in my brother Harry, it was evidenced by an outbreak of scaly eczema on his elbows. With my father, the anxiety manifested itself in his restless agitation, his endless inventory of ropes, lances and harpoons; also, unusually for him, in a shortness of temper. The fact of the matter was that the previous season had been the worst on record in sixty years of whaling at Twofold Bay. Not a single whale had been captured, and for this, I regret to say, the Killers had to bear some responsibility.


For reasons best known to themselves, the whales had elected to keep well clear of the coast that year, and from July through to October, barely a whale had ventured close enough to warrant the putting out of boats. Every morning at dawn my father and his crew would row over to South Head to keep lookout from the vantage point of Boyd Tower; every day their long vigils passed unrewarded. Week after week the Eden Observer and South Coast Advocate ran the same small item under ‘Voices Whisper’: ‘That the whalers are wailing on account of the non-appearance of whales.’ This did nothing to improve the morale of our whale crews. The men were grumbling and fighting amongst themselves; one of our best men absconded and it was all my father could do to keep the rest of them from following suit. The Killers, too, seemed restless and dissatisfied. Tired of toying with seals and grampus for their amusement, they took to cruising long distances out to sea, often staying away for days at a time. This was most unlike the Killers; their customary practice was to keep vigilant sentry at the heads, ready to escort the first unsuspecting whale into the welcoming waters of Twofold Bay. Even if a whale chanced to enter the bay without their initial encouragement, they could always be relied upon to join in the chase once they saw our whaleboats in the water. For the Killers to be absent without leave in the height of the whaling season was a most unusual occurrence.


Very late in the season, almost at the end of October, two very large black whales unexpectedly hove to in the bay. My father and his crew put out at once and rowed hard in pursuit, expecting that at any moment the Killers would enter into the chase. The Killers, however, failed to present themselves. The crews toiled ceaselessly all day, rowing back and forth across the bay in futile pursuit, but were unable at any stage to gain sufficient proximity to engage the harpoon. Many times in their desperation my father and his men employed their usual means of summoning their assistants, by bringing the flat side of their oars down hard upon the water in unison. The Killers did not respond. Finally, as darkness descended, the whales escaped out to sea and the exhausted men made their way home. We later learned from the lighthouse keepers that the Killers had spent the day off Green Cape, idly tormenting seals for their amusement.


Rarely have I seen my father so despondent as when he returned that night. He sat at the kitchen table with his head in his hands and would take no supper. By all accounts, these two whales had been the largest seen in this vicinity for many years. Furthermore, they were right whales, the most greatly sought after owing to the immensity and value of their whalebone. These two whales, for their whalebone alone, were together worth possibly as much as three thousand pounds. This is without even taking into consideration the quantity of oil, which could be reasonably estimated at about sixteen tonnes. Hence it is not difficult to appreciate my father’s disappointment.


The next day, the Killers were back, having a grand old time chasing a couple of worthless finbacks, right under the noses of the men on lookout, who cursed them bitterly. Shortly thereafter, my father was forced to disperse his disgruntled crews. He and Harry kept lookout a while longer; however no more whales of any commercial value were sighted, and the fruitless season was closed by the middle of November.




Fastidious Diet of Whale Men


MY OWN FEELING OF ANXIETY REGARDING THE ONSET OF whaling season was exacerbated by the fact that it seemed I was expected to be Cook again. It is true, my mother had cooked for the whalers along with all her other duties, but as I was only thirteen when she died, my father had gone on to employ a series of cooks. None of them lasted long at the post; it seemed they were either addicted to drink or inclined to run off with the first person who glanced at them sideways (usually one of the whalers). Three seasons ago, our cook (a bad-tempered redhead by the name of Ginnie) complained of tiny insects burrowing out of her skin and promptly took herself into town on a drinking spree with the money my father had given her to buy provisions. After two days she fell down dead in the back room of the Great Southern – a fitting end. However, I had little cause to celebrate, as I was thrown in at once to replace her.


I have read that cooking for shearers is a thankless job, yet I would volunteer for it happily if offered a choice between that and cooking for whalers. Naturally, whalers are ill-mannered as a rule and boast enormous appetites – that is to be expected. What is less to be expected, however, is their extreme finickiness as regarding their ‘slops’. It seemed that each one of them suffered from some manner of digestive imbalance which required the most fastidious tending. Bastable could not tolerate any form of marsupial, so kangaroo and wallaby were out of the question. Albert Thomas Junior complained that oysters gave him a terrific bellyache, which was unfortunate because oysters were abundant, and useful for stretching out many of their stews. Although rabbit was reasonably plentiful and cost nothing, the whalers became disgruntled when I served it too frequently; canned rabbit was out of the question. Mutton was tolerated if roasted in goose fat or fashioned into rissoles with finely chopped bacon and parsley. Stewed ibis, attempted once, was deemed unpalatable. Further, the whale men were extremely particular about seasoning and would pull me up sharply if they considered a dish under-salted. All meals were doused in vast quantities of Worcestershire sauce or golden syrup, with little thought as to the expense of such condiments.


Although I had no wish to add to his worries, I gathered my courage and asked my father if he would not hire a cook this season.


‘They are too much trouble,’ he responded. ‘Besides, you are old enough now to take on the responsibility, and Louisa will help you.’


‘Louisa!’ I scoffed. ‘She will be a lot of help, I must say. You might as well ask the cat.’


‘Then get the younger ones to help you.’


‘But they are completely useless!’


It was generally considered at the time amongst the immediate family that Annie and Violet, our youngest two, were not quite right in the head. For many years now, they had communicated mostly through a language they called ‘Whinny’, which consisted of grunting and snickering and pawing the ground. This had been mildly amusing when they were small children, but now that they were nine and ten years of age it had frankly become rather tiresome. Oddly, they had little interest in our actual horse, Two Socks, but then he was always a very difficult horse to get along with.


‘Well, Mary, it is up to you,’ said my father, rising to his feet. ‘You are the little mother of the household now. You will have to organise the younger ones accordingly. I have enough to deal with regarding the whales.’


What a burden it is to be the firstborn daughter when your mother has died! It was not as if I was unused to work – I did almost all the cooking and all the washing (with some assistance from Louisa, admittedly) and cleaned the house and darned their clothes; I even taught the little ones their lessons as best I could. But to cook for the whalers seemed to push me to the very limit of my forbearance. As I say, it was not even the fact of the extra mouths to feed – it was the lack of appreciation for my efforts. Not enough salt? Then here, sir – have the entire container, upended over your fat head.


[image: image]


Another difficulty we faced in feeding the whalers was that in order to carry down their slops from the kitchen each evening, we were required to ‘run the gauntlet’ of a pair of masked plovers known to us as Mr and Mrs Maudry. These plovers had for some years staked their claim to our front garden and, by unhappy coincidence, timed the great drama of their annual nesting with our whaling season. I cannot say for sure why we came to know them by these names, or even if it was the same Mr and Mrs Maudry who year after year tormented us; it is entirely possible, since they are indistinguishable from each other, that succeeding generations took over the roles. Suffice to say, these ill-tempered birds provided a wholly unwelcome element of annoyance to the short but dreary journey down to the sleeping huts each evening – and back.


For that part of the year when they were not preoccupied with matters nesting, Mr and Mrs Maudry contented themselves with stalking broodingly about the garden and glowering at us. Mr Maudry in particular possessed a malevolent air similar to that of a Land and Tax officer or Customs agent, an effect enhanced by the plovers’ plumage, in which nature appeared to be imitating the black-collared suit coats of the kind favoured by my late paternal grandfather. By all accounts entirely capable of flight, the Maudrys for the most part elected not to, preferring to spend their days instead lurking ominously amongst the jonquils. Occasionally they might materialise suddenly out of ‘thin air’ where previously they were not, prompting the thought that wings may have been utilised in some fashion in order for them to do so. For reasons of their own, however, Mr and Mrs Maudry felt it necessary to maintain the illusion that they were solely ground dwellers.


[image: image]


Soon after whaling season commenced each year, Mrs Maudry would get broody, and from that moment on, any interloper (by which I mean any person who ventured foot in the front garden) was set upon at once by Mr Maudry and summarily issued with his marching orders. First he would charge towards the hapless wanderer, emitting a series of short staccato cries (I mean Mr Maudry would emit the cries, not the wanderer); all the while, Mrs Maudry urging him on shrilly from the sidelines. Should the unhappy party not immediately desist from his or her intended journey, then Mr Maudry would launch at them with his wings extended, revealing a fearsome kind of spur he had hitherto concealed in his plumage and which he wielded wildly, all the time with a look in his eye that meant to say he would have no compunction in using it if pressed. No amount of stick-waving or shouting at Mr Maudry would discourage him, and this is what we faced every evening in carrying down the pots to the ungrateful whalers. If one of us was assigned the task of distracting Mr Maudry whilst the other scurried past, then Mrs Maudry would willingly abandon her nest to tackle the other party, proving herself every bit as spirited as her husband. Nor were the dogs of any assistance to us: alas, cruel experience had taught them well, and in the height of nesting season they simply refused to accompany us at all.


Eventually the Maudrys stepped up their campaign to the point where we had no choice but to take an alternative route around the back of the house and through the blackberry bushes, the last section of which journey required sliding perilously down a steep set of rocks onto the beach. Thus we arrived scratched, bruised and pulling off leeches; scant wonder the whalers received short shrift if they complained that their slops had gone cold.




Commencement of Whaling Season, 1908


I HAD RISEN EARLY TO MAKE THE DAMPER, AND NOW I HURRIED down the hill to the boat ramp with tuckerbags for the whale men. They stood about beside the boats, flapping their arms in a bid to warm themselves and grumbling as usual about their conditions. Our Aboriginal crew members had recently returned, as they did annually, from Wallaga Lake: Arthur Ashby, my father’s long-standing harpooner; Albert Thomas Senior and Albert Thomas Junior; and Percy Madigan and his son, Darcy. We were always relieved to see them, for without them my father would have struggled to continue. They were stronger oarsmen overall; Darcy especially had extraordinary eyesight, and their nerve was better in a pinch. Consequently, my father preferred to use them on the Number One boat, which saw most of the action. As well, electing to return finally after protracted consideration was Salty Mead, one of my father’s longest serving whale men (in fact, he had served as an oarsman for my father’s father), and Walter Bastable, a veteran of the Great Shearers’ Strike of 1891, who now considered himself the ‘whale man’s shop steward’. I spotted John Beck almost immediately; he was standing to the side with two other new chums.


‘And what brings you here to try your hand at whaling?’ asked my father of one of these newcomers, a tall, stooped man with a drooping moustache.


‘Well, sir, not a soul on this earth cares whether I live or die, so I suppose I have naught to lose,’ responded the man in a thick Scottish brogue.


‘We haven’t lost a man in thirty years, Mr Shankly,’ said my father, glancing up from his ledger book. ‘So I’d be pleased if you’d adopt a more optimistic outlook. Can you row hard?’


‘I can,’ said Mr Shankly.


‘All right then, I’ll try you out as oarsman in the pick-up boat. You’ll get a seventieth lay, less board and slops, take it or leave it as you please.’


‘I’ll take it, sir, thank you kindly.’


‘And you?’ said my father, turning to a callow, pimpled youth of seventeen.


‘Yes, sir, Mr Davidson, my name is Robert Heffernan, I’m a mate of Harry’s.’


‘I know who you are,’ said my father. ‘Why are you so keen to go whaling all of a sudden?’


‘Well, sir, I thought as a way of meeting girls.’


Harry gave Robert a shove in the ribs, but it was too late. The whale men stared at him; Bastable, removing the pipe from his mouth, surveyed the young man balefully.


‘There are no girls whaling, lad,’ he said. ‘I believe you’ve been a labouring under a terrible misapprehension.’


‘I’ve worked on whaleboats forty years and never met a girl yet!’ cried Salty, and judging from their responses, it would seem that this had been the experience of most of the whale men.


‘No, you want to be trying the Presbyterian Sunday school picnics,’ offered Uncle Aleck. ‘Now there’s a way to meet ladies of all shapes and sizes.’


‘That’s right,’ concurred Salty. ‘Or the Plain and Fancy Dress Balls up at the School of Arts, though it will cost you five shillings to get in.’


‘I haven’t got five shillings,’ said Robert.


‘Ah well then, I see your point. You might as well try the whaling.’


My father held up his hand to indicate that that was enough on the subject.


‘Listen to me, young man,’ he said. ‘If you’ve volunteered for whaling in the hope of getting yourself better acquainted with Louisa, then I had better put you out of your misery. She won’t be courting till she’s eighteen years of age.’


‘Yes, sir,’ said young Robert, his cheeks aflame.


‘So, in light of that information, are you still keen?’


‘Yes, sir. I’m still keen, sir,’ he replied.


My father nodded, and signed him on. The young man did not look very keen. I imagine the prospect of having to go out in all weather and row back and forth across the bay in endless pursuit of enraged leviathans must have seemed exceedingly grim, especially now any chance of courting Louisa on the side had been discounted. He threw a dirty look at Harry; it seemed this might have been all his idea.


I have the ledger book in front of me now, and in my father’s handwriting is the following, inscribed on that blustery morning:








	Boat Number One

	Boat Number Two






	Headsman: Geo. Davidson

	Headsman: Harry Davidson





	Harpooner: Arthur Ashby

	Harpooner: Salty Mead






	Oarsmen: Walter Bastable

	Oarsmen: John Beck (Rev.)





	Albert Thomas Senior
	A. Shankly




	Albert Thomas Junior
	Robert Heffernan




	Percy Madigan
	Darcy Madigan








‘Right, men,’ cried my father, handing the ledger to Uncle Aleck. ‘Let’s get the boats in the water. We’re off to the Lookout!’


‘And here’s to a prosperous season, this nineteen hundred and eight!’ cried Salty.


There were general grunts of ‘Hear, hear!’ as the men dragged the boats into the water.


‘And let’s hope it’s a damned sight better than last year,’ I heard someone mutter.


Urged on by my father now, the men bent to the oars and the two dark-green whaleboats pushed past the first line of breakers. My father stood at the stern of the first boat, wielding the mighty steer oar with expert authority; he was much practised at negotiating the moods of the bar, and his crew had a better time of it than those in the second boat. On the jetty, Violet and Annie jumped up and down, shouting goodbyes and whinnying. Our two dogs, Patch and Bonnie, raced up and down the beach, barking in excitement. Bonnie even had the notion of swimming after the boats in a show of enthusiasm, and leapt into the shallows determined to do so; once testing the temperature of the water, however, she thought better of the idea and clambered out again, shaking herself miserably at my feet.


‘Louisa!’ cried Salty. ‘How old are you now?’


‘Sixteen!’ she called back. ‘Why?’


‘No reason! None at all!’ Over the water, we could hear him chortling. ‘Two years of whaling, you poor hapless b-----d!’


Once the boats had rounded the Point, we headed back to the house. Glancing back, I saw that Uncle Aleck was standing in the shallows, clutching the ledger, unaware that water was now washing around his knees. I called out to him, and as he turned and came towards me, I saw that tears were streaming down his cheeks. This was not unusual; he had only stopped whaling a few years ago, and it was on occasions such as this that he seemed to miss it most keenly. Knowing better than to offer any soothing words, I put my arm through his and together we made our way back up to the house, the children galloping on ahead, all mad with the cold and excitement.


Once inside and warmed by the fire, Uncle Aleck soon recovered himself and was within half an hour berating me over the consistency of the oatmeal. In fact, he only ate a few spoonfuls before pushing it away and stomping off down to the try-works to see that things were in order for the men’s return. The oatmeal was not wasted, however; Louisa applied the rest of it to her face and throat as she had read in the newspaper of its improving effects upon the complexion.
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