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In loving memory of my husband Alfred (Mick) Roy Brophy and dedicated to my people – the show people.









A Word from the Author


I am one of the last of the older show people. My family’s involvement in the business goes back many generations. Since the 1850s, we showfolk have travelled the length and breadth of this massive country, bringing wonders and delights that many Australians had never before seen or dreamed of. I am so proud to have been a part of such a marvellous industry.


We are often called ‘carnies’. The term originates from the 1920s, when American carnivals were infiltrated by sleight-of-hand con artists. These shysters became known as ‘carnies’. But please, don’t call us that. We’re ‘showies’ – showmen – and damn proud of it!


I was born a showie. Everyone outside our community was a ‘local’. I still see myself as a showie, even though I am settled down in retirement. It was only in these later years that I came to realise that my ‘local’ friends were fascinated by my life. At first, I couldn’t understand why. But as my friends pointed out, many people dream of joining a circus or a show.


As a child, I never thought my life was unusual. But it was. On show days, we ran wild. All the rides and sideshows were free for us. If we show kids were mates with the canteen kids, we also had all the fairy floss, toffee apples and Dagwood dogs we could eat. As we got older, it was normal for us to work on show days. That way, our parents knew exactly where we were. I never questioned it.


As a showie, I have taken on many roles: stunt motorbike rider, truck driver, snake handler, spruiker, fortune teller and nightclub owner. My children have followed in my footsteps as successful show entrepreneurs and world-record-breaking entertainers.


In retirement, I became an artist, painting scenes from the lives of the travelling outdoor entertainers. I was filled with pride when the National Library of Australia invited me to have my website featuring all my present and future paintings preserved in their Pandora Archive. They told me my work needed to be preserved as a treasured piece of Australian history. This prompted me to finally put pen to paper to tell this story.


In researching this book, I have explored many all-but-forgotten moments in our show business history. Some of what I have recorded is family lore, handed down across generations, often around the campfire and over a cup of billy tea.


But this isn’t just the story of my own show lineage. It is a tribute to the colourful lives of the many travelling show people and circus and rodeo folk who have contributed so much to our beautiful country as they travelled long and often difficult roads to bring entertainment to the outback.


Through this book you will see where this crazy life can lead us – and believe me, there have been some insane twists and turns in mine. It’s no surprise that the theme of my life has been ‘The show must go on.’


Would you have enjoyed my life, or would you have just stuck to yours? Read on and decide for yourself.









Contents


Prologue


Chapter 1    The Bibby Bros Show Is Born


Chapter 2    The Show on the Road


Chapter 3    Bert and Florence


Chapter 4    End of an Era


Chapter 5    Up and Running Again


Chapter 6    Love Is in the Air


Chapter 7    My Earliest Memories


Chapter 8    Mischief and Survival


Chapter 9    A World of Our Own


Chapter 10    Finding My Own Way


Chapter 11    Off with Those Clothes!


Chapter 12    Comedy and Tragedy


Chapter 13    My First Truck


Chapter 14    My Handsome Hero


Chapter 15    Cycle of Life


Chapter 16    Bigger and Better


Chapter 17    Wild Acts and Adventures


Chapter 18    Zarack the Yogi Man


Chapter 19    Crash, Bang, Boom


Chapter 20    A New Way


Chapter 21    About Time!


Chapter 22    Rebuilding Our Lives


Chapter 23    The Circus Goes On


Chapter 24    Climbing the Ladder


Chapter 25    From Canberra to Kings Cross


Chapter 26    Brophy Bros Saddle Up


Chapter 27    Record-breaking Feats


Chapter 28    Next Generation


Chapter 29    Sadness and Surprises


Epilogue – For the Show People


Acknowledgements









Prologue


1951 – Maryborough, Queensland


The ‘boys’ were all in a pub near the showgrounds one evening when the door was flung wide open. A hulking man from Sharman’s Boxing Troupe staggered in, fists clenched, eyeballing the crowd.


‘I’ll fight any man in the f---in’ bar!’ he shouted. He’d been on a drinking binge and was in a foul mood, ready to take on the world.


Amid the shouting and laughter, a showman by the name of Mick Brophy stepped forward to accept the challenge.


Word travelled fast round our camp. Some kids came running, yelling about a showie who was crazy enough to take on one of Sharman’s biggest boxers.


I was only fourteen years old at the time, but I remember what happened next as clear as a bell. It was the first time I set eyes on my future husband.


A crowd had gathered on a grassy patch near the public bar. With anticipation running high, everyone was having a grouse time. The big, drunk boxer was Ronnie, one of the lead fighters from Jimmy Sharman’s Boxing Tent. He stood over 6 feet tall and seemed just as wide. Mick was just on six feet, but nowhere near as heavy as his opponent.


There was a lot of horsing around in the lead-up, with the men stripping off to the waist. Mick was laughing, dancing around and punching at shadows. Both contenders were being kept well primed with alcoholic beverages.


The show people jammed in close, shouting encouragement. The hulking Ronnie was frothing at the mouth as Mick danced around him, throwing pretend punches and teasing the big fellow almost beyond endurance. Then, with no warning, Ronnie lunged at Mick with a punch that connected. Mick reeled and righted himself. It was on. Amid the screams and yells, the raging Goliath had drawn first blood.


The two men went round for round, trading punches. The stench of sweat was almost overpowering, intermingled with grunts and the thud of knuckles slamming into bare flesh. The screams and yells of the crowd only added to the furore. Neither man would give in. What had started as a drunken bare-knuckle game turned into an hour-long fight to the bitter end.


The pair could not be stopped even when their mates tried to pull them apart. They fought on until they were both on their knees, bloodied from head to foot. There were no more rounds, just continuous slugging.


The crowd had fallen silent. These two fighting machines were trading punch for punch. Finally, in a state of collapse, they were separated. It was a fight like no other, and one that nobody present wanted to see again. It was raw and bloody fury, with no rhyme or reason to it.


Watching on in horror, I could never have imagined that I was going to devote my adult life to one of these men – or that that man would first spend four years in a mental hospital.


As for me, rather than joining the circus, I was about to run away from it.









Chapter 1


The Bibby Bros Show Is Born


1900 – Wellington, New Zealand


‘Look at ’em go!’ shouted sixteen-year-old Bert Bibby. This man who would be my father was still in his teens, whooping it up with his two younger brothers at a buckjumping show. Having soaked up the sights and sounds of the parade, the three brothers – Bert, John and Ted – were sitting on a bench, cheering on the roughriders who clung to bucking horses for a living.


When the call went out for volunteers to try their luck on one of these bucking brumbies, John Bibby’s hand shot up. He was soon hanging on for dear life while the audience cheered him on. John was the only rider from the crowd to stay on for more than five seconds. He managed a good minute. He was one hell of a horseman. His brothers were too, having grown up with horses on their father’s farm.


After John’s heroics, the Bibby boys settled in to watch the rest of the show. Ted was especially interested in the rope spinners, who twirled their ropes into almost impossible loops. He’d been practising back at the family farm and had started plaiting his first whip.


Next up was a sharpshooter, who calmly blasted a stick of chalk from the hand of his lovely lady assistant. This performance caught the eye of Bert, who was a crack of a shot. ‘I’m going to try that one!’ he declared.


The three youths spent all their free time visiting the buckjumping shows that toured New Zealand in the early 1900s. They longed to become part of this glamorous show life, a world away from the daily grind of farm life.


After their father, John Snr, died and the farm was sold, the three boys became tent hands and general dogsbodies at their beloved buckjumping events. While honing their rodeo, sharpshooting and rope skills, they grew from lanky teenagers into powerful young men. Their dream remained the same: to start their own buckjump show.


Eventually, they managed to scrape together enough gear to establish a small open-air buckjump show, padded out with circus clowns. The Bibby Bros Buckjump Show debuted in the brothers’ hometown of Karori, near Wellington, in May 1903. They performed their buckjumping acts to thunderous applause from paying customers, friends and family who filled the high-tiered timber seating boards surrounding the arena. There was no tent – only hessian partitions with canvas tarpaulins stretched overhead.


Though in ill health, Mary Bibby was proud of her enterprising sons. Their show was no doubt a memory she took with her to her grave a few months later. She was buried in the Karori cemetery.


With both parents gone, the brothers battled on against mounting odds, with the worst being the inclement weather and travelling conditions. Moving the circus from town to town called for a mountain of packing on two heavy-duty wagons, a legacy of their family farming days. There was not only the seating framework and tarps but also the fences and crushes for the buckjumpers, along with the saddles and assorted camping equipment. Audiences seemed willing to cram in under tarpaulins even when wet through to their skin, but this couldn’t continue, especially in extreme weather conditions.


For three years, the Bibby boys pressed on, performing in all kinds of weather. In their downtime, they began the challenging work of constructing their first proper show tent. Their sisters and other family members all helped, working from their homes to stitch together more than 1000 yards (914 metres) of marine calico, known as sail cloth.


Once all the sections of the canvas covering were complete, they were laced together. This formed the sharply peaked roof of the circus tent, around which the sidewalls were hooked. Once erected, the tent weighed nearly two tonnes, including the two massive timber ‘king poles’, guy ropes and pegs.


With the tent hoisted, the show hit new heights. Renamed The Bibby Bros Buckjumping and Circus Show, it featured knife-throwing, whip-cracking, sharpshooting, juggling, tumbling and clowns, to the delight of audiences all over New Zealand.


Fuelled by their success, the brothers felt the call to expand even more. New Zealand was too small for their ambitions. They were ready to tackle the vast continent of Australia. Sure, there were a few rivals across the Ditch, like Skuthorpe’s Buckjumping Show and Wirth’s Circus, but the brothers had already proved they liked a challenge. And besides, they had a few tricks up their sleeves.




Skuthorpe’s Leap


Lance Skuthorpe (1870–1958), one of the craziest of daredevil roughriders, decided in 1900 to re-enact a death-defying stunt. Back in 1864, a well-known poet and writer of verse named Adam Lindsay Gordon had performed a near suicidal feat of horsemanship by jumping his horse, Red Lancer, onto a narrow ledge high above Mount Gambier’s Blue Lake in South Australia. This event became known as Gordon’s Leap, and an obelisk marks the spot where it took place.


Thirty-six years later, Skuthorpe, while on a visit to the gap, took up the challenge to repeat Gordon’s Leap. On a borrowed horse, he spurred his steed forward. They jumped high over the old post-and-rail safety fence and down onto the narrow ledge, a few feet below the roadway (and well over 100 feet above the lake). Man and beast then sprang back up onto the roadway, once again clearing the safety fence. This near-impossible feat has never again been attempted.





Sailing for Sydney aboard the steamer Monawai in April 1906, Bert, John and Ted hatched a plan for a show that would take Australia by storm.


On arrival, having freighted their tent and best-performing horses along with them, the Bibby boys set about buying the draft horses needed to pull the wagons. They also snapped up several wild, unrideable horses to use as buckjumpers in their show.


After weeks of preparation, the troupe headed west to perform their first Australian show, in Parramatta.


As ringmaster, Bert led a lively parade down Parramatta Road. The roughriders wore their best cowboy gear: chunky boots, leather chaps, fancy vests and not forgetting their high-crowned Stetson hats. They cracked whips and spun ropes in fancy whirls. Onlookers were just as dazzled by the troupe’s beautiful girls in their colourful costumes riding palomino ponies, while clowns and tumblers performed ‘flip flaps’ (somersaults) up and down the roadway. Behind them came the performing horses, decked out in wonderful, feathered headdresses. They tossed their heads and lifted their legs high, marching in time to the band. As the parade wound its way through the town, it was followed by the local children, all hoping to join in the fun.


Under a jam-packed big top, Ringmaster Bert kicked off the milestone Parramatta show with his knife-throwing act. He was a brilliant marksman and could handle any type of weapon. After setting his assistant Lucy against the target board, he demonstrated the sharpness of his twelve-inch, razor-sharp hunting knives by slicing clean through several sweet melons in one sweep. Whoosh! Much to their delight, the kids in the audience were treated to the freshly sliced melons. Then, when Lucy called ‘Ready!’, the crowd held its collective breath as Bert hurled a hunting knife her way. Bang! It pierced the board with deadly accuracy, barely missing his lovely assistant. Amid screams and oohs and aahs from the mesmerised crowd, Bert swiftly threw the rest of the knives, outlining Lucy’s body. The audience roared with approval, though the act wasn’t quite over.


For his finale, Bert was blindfolded. Lucy now turned side-on, with a balloon between her teeth. She didn’t even flinch as a knife burst the balloon and plunged deep into the target board behind her – barely a whisker from Lucy’s ruby red lips. Amid wild applause, Bert and Lucy took their bows.


Next up was Ted, the expert whip cracker, calling for a volunteer from the audience. A young fellow bravely stepped up and was given a farthing coin (quarter of a penny) to hold in the air. Ted then, with great aplomb, unfurled his long whip and flicked the coin from the lad’s hand. The deserving young fellow got to keep the farthing. Next, using a whip in each hand, Ted cut strips of paper that were held aloft by wide-eyed young audience members.


Ted finished with a rope-spinning act in which he twirled a 100-foot (33-metre) rope around his body while standing on his horse’s saddle. The crowds loved it.


Then came John. Though a born troublemaker, often getting into bar-room fights and being arrested for affray, he was a saint on horseback. He entered the arena riding bareback on Black Bob – a glistening, jet black three-year-old stallion trained by John. After circling wide and high-stepping beautifully, Black Bob exploded into action, bucking and stampeding while John stuck like glue to his back. The stunned onlookers almost fell from their seats at this unexpected display.


Dismounting mid-flight, John settled the seemingly wild horse. With a wave of John’s hand, Black Bob bent on one knee and bowed to the appreciative crowd.


Local wannabe cowboys were then called upon to have a go at riding one of the Bibbys’ buckjumping horses. Few stayed on long. This was followed by crazy circus clowns, balancing artists, jugglers and trick ponies that amazed the audience with their almost human antics, all rounded off with a three-piece band of accordion, guitar and mouth organ.


Ringmaster Bert announced the next act by calling for another youngster from the audience – this time to ride the buckjumping donkey. Try as they might, dozens of horrified parents couldn’t stop their kids from waving, yelling and pleading, ‘Pick me! Pick me!’


With one brave boy chosen, the donkey was led into the arena. A leather safety belt was strapped around the lad’s waist, with a connecting rope threaded through a pulley at the top of the king pole. The young ‘bronc buster’ was lifted astride his steed, then, with a slap on the rump, the donkey came alive, bolting and jolting as his young rider clung on for dear life. Just as the daring young cowboy looked done for, he found himself lifted high above the arena, virtually swimming in mid-air, arms and legs flailing in all directions. Meanwhile, far below, a now placid donkey was calmly munching on a handful of straw.


Amid the cheers and laughter, the young rider was brought back to earth and rewarded with a toffee apple.


The show was a resounding success. The Bibby brothers had made their mark in Australia, but it was only the first step on a wild, and ultimately heartbreaking, journey.









Chapter 2


The Show on the Road


Circa 1908


The next stop for the Bibby brothers was Victoria. With gold still being mined around places like Bendigo and Ballarat, there was money to be earned throughout this region. Having kept their show relatively compact, the troupe was well drilled and could travel fast, visiting smaller towns that were overlooked by the larger circus shows. For the next few years, they travelled all around the state, stopping for a few days in each town.


With the hitching up of the horses a big part of each moving day, things didn’t always go to plan. One time, with the wagons all packed and ready to go, Bert tried to move the first set of horses into the traces, but the beasts wouldn’t budge. He gave each one a good slap on the rump. That’ll fix ’em. But they still wouldn’t move. Bert’s only option was to take the stubborn blighters for a walk, holding firmly to the halters. Finally, he had them ambling along quietly. But as soon as he headed them back to the wagon, all hell broke loose. The mongrels bolted, and Bert landed on his bum. Oh, well. Just another day in the life of a circus man.


On a good moving day, the horses averaged 7 miles (11 kilometres) an hour. At that pace, it could take almost a fortnight to get from town to town.


Even packed away, the show was quite a sight. Three wagons, pulled by six horses each, were required for the big-top tent alone. Several more wagons were needed for the arena fences, crushes (chutes for holding and releasing bucking horses into the arena), tiered timber bench seating, saddles and sundry equipment. Another wagon carried feed for the working horses on long hauls when roadside grass was sparse.


The next wagon was the cookhouse, possibly the most important wagon of the lot, which carried two huge water barrels. The living wagons added up to at least another five, with a small two-horse wagon for the advance man to travel ahead of the show to organise sites and put up posters advertising the Bibby Bros’ forthcoming show. All in all, fourteen wagons with a minimum of sixty horses were needed.


Being herded along after the wagons were the buckjumpers and trick ponies, along with at least fifty spare relief horses – a total of 130 head. To keep all of this on the move there were the workmen, roughriders (cowboys) and clowns, jugglers and performing dogs.


Drinking water could be hard to come by on the road. Unless you managed to get some tank water from a friendly local, it was creeks and rivers. By adding a spoonful of Epsom salts to a bucket of river water, the mud would settle overnight, leaving crystal clear water. As these salts could have a laxative effect, it was important not to use too much. Toilets were few and far between out in the back country!


Needless to say, proper bathing facilities were non-existent. A bird bath was sometimes the best that could be had, better known as a ‘lick and a promise’. Using a dish of water, you started at the top and worked your way to the bottom. Your feet were always last, oh, and you didn’t forget the middle part!


Bert made sure the cook had a Coolgardie safe. This was a small box-type cupboard made of wire mesh, covered with a wet hessian bag. Fitted with a hook on the top, it could be hung from a tree branch, away from ants and the blowies. When a breeze came, it would pass through the hessian and cool the food inside. The Coolgardie was especially good for storing the sheep meat that the travelling show folk ‘found’ along the way. Thank goodness there was plenty of ‘wild’ sheep around. For more legitimate tucker, they turned to the rivers and creeks, where the fishing was often good, along with the duck hunting.


A simple method was used to catch ducks: a fishing line or length of string was threaded through a hole in a big rat trap. The trap was then baited with some fat off a piece of meat and set to float in the water. A half dozen traps could be set this way and, by morning, there would be the makings of a feast fit for a king. If the troupe was lucky enough to be near a town with a railway line, they could also have vegies and fruit to go with their mains. Once a fortnight or so, the train came through with fresh – well, sometimes not so fresh – produce. Either way, a stock-up of supplies was made. Then the cook would go to work.


A favourite camp-oven meal was leg of ‘wild’ sheep, with roast potatoes, pumpkin, cabbage and gravy. There could be an apple pie or baked damper hot from the fire’s coals, with plenty of butter made from the cream skimmed off the rich milk that the ‘wild’ cow gave you yesterday.


No matter what was on the menu, the cookhouse campfire drew a crowd. At the end of a long day of travel, the show families would unpack and wander over with their kids, carrying stools or boxes to sit on. Inevitably, someone would start yarning over dinner about the day’s trek and the troubles on the road. This would lead into an endless supply of tall stories, sometimes about a ‘monster fish’ that got away or a good-looking girl who did the same. With billy tea and conversation flowing, the hot coals could be used to roast spuds, which were smothered in homemade butter and sprinkled with salt and pepper.


The circus women were brilliant cooks. But keeping everyone fed was only part of the never-ending job. They made and maintained all the beautiful costumes needed to add glamour to the show. As well as handling and grooming the trick horses, they worked in the arena as assistants to the sharpshooters, or even as lady roughriders. They also bore the children who were the up-and-coming performers. Oh, and added to all that, they were the ticket sellers. These were tough women with hearts of gold, who worked as hard as any man. The strange thing about all this was that everyone retained their sense of humour, with a ready smile for all. And then, when show night arrived, it was almost with a sense of relief. ‘Whew, now we can relax.’


Over the next few years, the Bibby Bros occasionally operated a sideshow at the smaller one-day agricultural shows, offering shortened half-hour versions of their buckjumping routines. As there was no electricity, these shows were held during daylight hours only.


Bert and his brothers had quickly worked out that these agricultural shows had readymade audiences. The farming community would come to town for the day, then stay the night to see the Bibby Bros’ full two-hour buckjump show, where the tent and show arena were lit up by carbide lamps. These huge lamps were used by train engines to light up the tracks at night. The lamps had an adjustable upper and lower chamber, allowing water droplets from the upper chamber to mix with the calcium carbide in the lower chamber. This formed a highly ignitable gas called acetylene that gave out a brilliant light. The downside was the smell; rotting fish could not be more pungent. (It would not be until 1912 that a new light would become available, called the ‘glory light’. This was a tank filled with petrol into which air was pumped until it reached around 40 pounds (18 kilograms) of pressure. This then formed a gas that was channelled to lamps placed around the arena. They were a good light, and much safer than the highly ignitable carbide lamps.)


When the night-time show was finished and the show folk were winding down, they’d settle around the campfire together. On nights such as these, with everyone pleasantly weary, one of the old roustabouts would step up to tell stories. Charlie, a great orator, loved to thrill – or terrify – the children with his tales of ghosts and ghouls. Kids with full bellies snuggled up in their mother’s arms, eyes popping, as Charlie weaved a yarn. Like this one:







The Tale of the Man Who Lost his Head


There once was a lonely man who lived in a little house out the back of Bourke. His only mate was a pet kangaroo. One night, a bad storm started. The wind howled and there was thunder, lightning and rain. Very frightened, the man curled up tight in his bed. When he woke the next morning, his pet roo asked him, ‘What did you do with your head?’ Puzzled, the man felt all around and found his head right down at the bottom of the bed, under the blankets. Snatching it up, the man stumbled out of the house, with the roo close behind. ‘I have to find a doctor!’ the head yelled.


But there was no doctor to be found in Bourke. The man knew he had to move on to a larger town for help. With his head tucked firmly under his arm and his pet roo hopping along beside him to show the way, the man continued his long and dreadfully lonely journey south, through the dry and dusty wind-torn plains of outback New South Wales. Wherever he went, people ran from him in terror at the sight of a headless man and his kangaroo.


The strange pair blundered on for hundreds of miles, eventually arriving at Broken Hill. Here, the people chased the headless man out of town, shouting, ‘You’re a freak! You’re a freak! Go away!’


The headless man and his pet kangaroo had no choice but to keep going. They followed the endless roads alone and weary, forever looking for help that would never come. They say they’re out there still.








Stories like this would leave the kids gaping. They would be staring out into the darkness, expecting the headless man and his roo to appear at any moment. With his audience captivated, the storyteller might follow up with the tale of the ghost that floated through the bush surrounding the circus camps. He’d point to the shrubbery, waving his arms and working up all kinds of frightening moans and groans. By this point, the youngsters would be goggle-eyed, convinced a ghost was about to float their way from the shadowy shrubbery. ‘Wooooooo!’


These stories inevitably ended with gentle laughter as the parents bundled their jittery kids off to bed, and the guitarist softly strummed a lullaby. The adults would then chuck ideas around the fire as to how to improve the show.


Unlike the bigger, more established outfits, the Bibby Bros Buckjump & Circus Show of 1908 was not a traditional circus with trapeze artists, contortionists, acrobats and high-rope walkers. With their tent already rotting away from mildew, and no money to fix it, they were in dire need of more drawcards. But what act would really stand out? Bert, his brothers and fellow performers were at a loss to come up with one. It was almost as if they were waiting for something to fly out of the sky. As luck would have it, that’s pretty much what happened.


Just as the Bibby brothers were losing hope of finding an act that would set their fledgling show apart, a new act found them. Out of the blue, two young American performers wandered into camp. They were brothers Robert and John Smithson. They had a cannon act, which had been left behind when the stunt show they worked for headed back to the United States without them. Now, they were desperate for work.


As luck would have it, the Bibbys’ weather-beaten big top tent had rotted away so badly that the arena was now an open-air arrangement – making it a suitable launching pad for a human cannonball.


The first time the brothers demonstrated their act in the arena, the tension among the circus people was magnetic. With Robert loaded into the cylinder, John pretended to light a fuse with a flaming torch. (It was in fact just a fuse with no explosive properties.) Then, with a loud blast (some good sound effects!), the cannon erupted to the horrified screams of seasoned show folk. Out flew Robert with immense force, propelled by compressed air. He somersaulted through the air at great speed, up and up, through the opening in the tent roof, and out of sight. The onlookers gasped. How could he possibly have survived that? A moment later, Robert strolled through the front door and took a bow. Having landed squarely in a specially constructed net outside the big top, this amazing flyer was none the worse for the mind-shattering experience. With that, Bibby Bros had one of the first human cannonball acts to travel the east coast of Australia.


This high-flying act was such a ticket-boosting crowd pleaser that the Bibby big top soon became known as the Cannon Top Tent. The Bibbys were on a winner. For several years, the cannon act went off without a hitch. Until one night, when Robert somersaulted into the sky and out of sight, without returning. After an agonising wait, someone raced outside to check the safety net; there was no sign of the young man. The entire audience was assembled to look for the missing flyer. Fire torches were provided, and the search began. Any last hope of finding Robert alive was all but gone when a faint voice was heard in the distant darkness. ‘Help me …’ It was Robert! He had overshot the safety net and landed high in a gum tree! He was tangled up and semi-conscious. Quite seriously hurt. But he would live to tell the tale.


That was the last straw for the Smithson brothers. There had been a few close calls in the past, but the gum tree landing was by far the worst. On Robert’s recovery, the pair gave away show business. They sold their cannon to Wirth’s Circus and returned home to America, seen off with a big farewell party by the Bibby Bros.









Chapter 3


Bert and Florence


1909–1912


On a triumphant return to New Zealand in 1909, the Bibby brothers unveiled a new hair-raising act, billed as ‘The Great Globe of Death’. Inside a gigantic sphere of steel mesh, a man and a woman rode pushbikes in hurtling loops. The lady rider then swapped her bike for a miniature car, while the man switched to a motorbike. With motors revving, the car and the motorcycle looped the loop, racing, riding, dipping and diving – missing each other by bare inches. Audiences loved it!


In the weeks before Christmas, while setting up for a new show in Auckland, Bert spied an enchanting sixteen-year-old local named Florence. He was soon enamoured with her. Florence’s hotel publican father, Joseph Burke, didn’t approve of this circus man who was ten years older than his precious daughter. But he was fighting a losing battle. Florence was besotted with Bert, and the idea of being a circus woman. She jumped at the chance to wear pretty costumes as an assistant in front of cheering audiences. What a magic life, cooking on an open fire and living in a wagon pulled by two huge horses as they travelled from town to town.


The happy couple were married in January 1910. In September of that year, to Bert’s great delight, Florence gave birth to a daughter, Edna Mariana Bibby. But Florence was learning very quickly that the life of a circus woman in the back of a wagon was not the bed of roses she had envisioned. The magic was wearing off, fast, especially after this next incident.


One day, at the beginning of winter 1912, the Bibby Bros were heading to their winter quarters to wait out the coldest months of the year. Florence was due to have a second baby within weeks and had her hands full with Edna. The almost-two-year-old was climbing all around as Florence struggled to keep the wagon horses moving on the slippery, muddy track. Bert was off on his horse leading the procession.


Finally, Florence had had enough and with a swift slap to Edna’s bottom, the naughty girl was sent to bed in the back of the wagon. It was a dreary day of cold, intermittent rain and Edna drifted off, rocked to sleep by the movement of the wagon on the rough road. Florence could at last drive the wagon in peace and safety.


When the show wagons reached their campsite, Florence went to check on Edna. She was gone! Florence shrieked and called out to Bert. The wagon was searched thoroughly but there was no sign of the little girl. Florence sobbed uncontrollably and started blaming herself.


Bert quickly got a search party together. With darkness falling, there was no time to contemplate the unthinkable. With lanterns lit, the horsemen started searching the road and shrubbery back along the way they had come. The men grew hoarse from calling out – Bert the loudest. Still there was no sign of the tiny girl. Eventually Bert called them all to a halt. He said they needed to head back and search the roadside more thoroughly. Suddenly, one of the men thought he heard a faint sound ahead of them. ‘Quiet! I can hear something.’


They all kept their horses still and strained their ears. From the distance came a faint, ‘Dadda, Dadda!’


‘There she is!’ They had found little Edna, her little white dress covered in sticky black mud, crawling along in the furrow made by the wagon wheels.


Edna was too young to explain what had happened to her. But her parents later surmised that, on waking, she must have struggled down to the foot of the bed to see what was outside and been flipped off the wagon, perhaps by a sudden jerk on the rough road.


After this awful scare, Florence was all the more disillusioned with life on the road, which was made no easier with the arrival of Edna’s little brother, Francis (Frank) Albert Bibby.


By the end of 1912, the Bibby circus extravaganza had covered both the north and south islands of New Zealand. Once again, Australia beckoned. The show and its entourage sailed directly to Tasmania, opening in Hobart for a four-week season in the new year. From there, they made a country run of the smaller towns. As winter made the Tasmanian roads impassable, talk turned to touring the mainland.


But when Florence got wind of these plans, she put her foot down.


‘I am not going to live any longer in a wagon, Bert!’ she shouted. She was nineteen years old, with two young children in tow, and she wanted a house she could call her own. ‘I want a home without wheels that my children can’t fall out of! I want my child to grow up in a civilised community!’


After many tears, Florence told Bert he could continue to travel with the circus, under certain conditions. She had it all worked out. He was to buy a house for her in Launceston. And he was to send a monthly sum of money from the circus for her and the children to live on.


The Bibby brothers were relatively well off. As Bert saw it, buying a house would be a good investment, personally and professionally. After a brief search, Florence fell in love with a house in James Street, Launceston. This was the home she wanted to raise her kids in.


With Bert’s young family settled into their new place, the Bibby brothers set sail for Melbourne in September 1913. After showing at various towns, Bert ducked back across Bass Strait for a Christmas break with his wife and kids before continuing the tour into New South Wales.


Bert missed his little family but was happy to be back on the road. Reaching Goondiwindi, on the Queensland border, he got a letter from Florence with some big news. She was once again pregnant. The baby was due in September, 1914. There was no way he could be back in Tasmania for the birth as the circus would be well into Queensland by then. Florence would have to handle this herself. It’s her bloody fault, thought Bert. She wanted to live in a house!


By August, with the show in Rockhampton, word was spreading that Australia was getting tangled up in a war on the other side of the world. From Bert’s point of view, it was someone else’s battle, but Ted and John were excited about it. They said they were tired of the circus life and wanted to call it quits. They wanted to join the army and see the world.


‘Bloody idiots!’ fumed Bert. ‘You’ll all get your blinking heads blown off!’


With talk of war putting everyone on edge, Bert decided they would head south to Brisbane for some time off. Having heard no further news from Florence, he was also starting to worry about how she was going. When he finally got to see his young wife, it was with a heavy heart. Florence had suffered a great deal of stress while carrying their third child, and the poor bub had been stillborn several weeks earlier. Florence was depressed and refusing to leave the house. She didn’t want to see her neighbours or even the midwife. She told Bert she wanted to leave Tasmania as it held too many unhappy memories.


The circus was still resting up in Brisbane, so Bert felt the best idea would be to move his family up there, pointing out to Florence that it would be a great place for the kids. Plus, he would be able to come home more often as he could work the circus mostly around Brisbane.


Over the following months, Bert shifted his family into a lovely house in Annerley, in suburban Brisbane. And Florence? She seemed happier to Bert. What he didn’t know was that his wife was holding a secret that wouldn’t be revealed for another seventy years.
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