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      PREFACE

      Australia’s most unwanted gatecrashers were the first things I noticed when I got out of the LandCruiser. Cane toads: vomit-yellow,
         wart-riddled, bony-headed slabs of utter ugliness. There were 30 or more squatting on the grass around a lamppost, waiting
         for any luckless moth to plummet from the light. Nearby, a generator thump-thump-thumped, and the smell of diesel and dust
         thickened the air.
      

      ‘You better meet the boss then,’ said Trevor Easton who’d picked me up two hours – or 200 kilometres – earlier in Katherine.
         Trevor was the station cook who’d already revealed an intriguing concoction: his accent was a mix of slight Geordie sing-song
         and flat Australian vowels. A story to investigate at a later time.
      

      The boss was sitting in a reclining chair in a slate-floored open area at the rear of his homestead. His bare feet were planted
         like clock-hands stuck at ten minutes to two. He wore blue Rugger shorts and a clean white short-sleeved shirt that was unbuttoned at the neck to reveal a vee of
         sun-reddened skin, grey chest hair, and an ample stomach. He put down a glass of white wine, stood up, and we shook hands.
         Firm grips are a signature of the bush.
      

      I’d initially met Milton Jones about eight months earlier in Darwin. It was the dry season, and the first round of mustering
         had finished. In the cloudless warmth of a Top End afternoon, well away from the isolation of their usual life, the Jones
         family settled in for a long lunch. Hours after the first drink was downed I arrived at a restaurant courtyard to find Milton
         and his wife Cristina in conversation with comers, goers and stayers, including TV executive Daryl Talbot. Five-year-old ‘Little’
         Milton stood leaning against his father. He wore a cowboy hat that dwarfed his head, and he fidgeted with a drinking straw
         while talking to himself in the daydreaming way a child does. On the other side of the bottle-strewn table, four-and-a-half-month-old
         Jack, clad only in a nappy, sat on his mum’s lap and quietly watched the strange faces.
      

      I sat next to Milton, who was dressed in his town best: jeans, boots, long-sleeved shirt rolled up to just above the wrists.
         His brown hat with its curling brim rested on the table. In this age of vicarious living and fascination with media-made celebrities,
         Milton had become well known. He’d shot out of the scrub and into the public spotlight in the reality television program Keeping Up with the Joneses, a portrayal of life on Coolibah, the 700 square kilometre cattle station Milton owns about 550 kilometres south of Darwin.
         From what I’d seen on the TV, Milton was a tough man who didn’t suffer fools. I felt a little intimidated by him. After we
         shook hands, he ignored me while he chatted with a bloke who had a belt buckle the size of a fist. Occasionally Milton glanced
         at me; at my footwear in particular. I was glad I’d worn my nineteen-year-old RM Williams boots. Although originally a country
         boy from north-western New South Wales, I had lived most of the last twenty years in Sydney, and was thus more a suburbanite
         than someone who knew to look at the hinges on a post to determine which way a gate would swing.
      

      I made polite conversation with Cristina about babies, and at one stage overheard Milton say to someone: ‘This bloke has come
         from down south. He wants to write a book about me.’ The conversation quickly changed to another topic. Later on, after I’d
         returned from the Gents, Milton finally spoke to me.
      

      ‘You haven’t ridden a horse for a while,’ he said.

      We swapped a few words – nothing much, but at least it was a start. He told me he’d been born in 1963 ‘in the old hospital,
         before the wind took it.’ That wind was Cyclone Tracy, which destroyed much of Darwin and killed 71 people on Christmas Day,
         1974. For a moment, Milton switched his attention to Little Milton and pointed at Darwin Harbour.
      

      ‘That’s a big billabong, that one. You don’t get them like that at Coolibah,’ said senior to junior.

      The lunch meandered into dinner at a cafe. Milton, with barrel chest and rounded shoulders, tucked Jack under his arm as though
         he were carrying a football. More hours passed. The booze bill mounted.
      

      Next morning, headaches.

      And then, over a hotel breakfast we talked about the book proposal which was the idea of Australian publisher, Hachette. Daryl
         Talbot and Cristina each gave their opinion. After a few ‘Watchya reckon?’s Milton said, ‘We’ll do it, eh.’
      

      I encouraged him to take his time, but he shook his head. The decision was made.

      And so I came to be at Coolibah in January 2012 to begin the project. On that first night, with cane toads occasionally banging
         into the wall behind us, Milton and I made a loose plan for interviews. We’d spend a few hours every day in an air-conditioned
         demountable that had been constructed for the Keeping Up with the Joneses production crew. Apart from these structured sessions, we’d chat wherever else was possible: at the kitchen table; in the
         front of a LandCruiser; 1000 feet up in a helicopter; in a creek bed freckled with puddles while curling wire around star
         pickets for a floodgate.
      

Next morning, the shrill cries of plovers pierced the dawn. Pink smudged the sky, and a pale golden light spilled across ripening
         pastures of buffel grass. In the distance, steep, red escarpments stood watch, the guardians of the area for untold millennia.
         Not a bad office.
      

      Milton was heading for a Robinson 44 helicopter when I caught sight of him. ‘We’ll talk when I get back, eh.’

      The rumble of an engine followed. Frogs in the water pipes of the station hands’ quarters broke into a chorus of croaks, leaves
         twirled upwards, demountables trembled, and the R-44 hovered as though collecting a final thought before it turned away with
         its pilot casting an eye over the day ahead.
      

      When Milton returned a few hours later, a cuppa and a few slices of Trevor-the-cook’s beef jerky fuelled him up for our first
         session. By the end of it, one thing was glaringly apparent: Milton didn’t polish his p’s and q’s with political correctness.
         Aborigines were ‘blackfellas’, whites were ‘whitefellas’ and anyone in between was a ‘yellafella’. At various points representatives
         of each or any of the designated colours might be labelled a ‘useless bastard’, more a catch-all description than an offensive
         one. After all, Milton’s stable of the vernacular included a truck stuck in mud (‘the bogged bastard’); a charging bull (‘angry
         bastard’); slow racehorses (‘worst bastards’); American immigration officials (‘bastards in uniform’); buffalos in the Top End (‘thousands of the bastards’); a helicopter bubble (‘tough bastard’), and so on …
      

      Some of the comments that Milton makes in this book may trouble people, but it could also be argued that most of those who
         take offence are looking at his life from the outside in. It’s probable they never would have experienced anything at all
         like remote outback life. Indeed, with the majority of Australia’s population crowded into its coastal fringes, few can truthfully
         say they know much about life in the heart of this country. Milton does. He frequently ended his sentences with, ‘You know
         what I mean?’ So often, I didn’t.
      

      As a general rule, cattle station people are products of their environment with attitudes and observations that don’t genuflect
         to popular public convention. A tiny example: one day I was being driven back from a floodgate by Lurch, Milton’s perennially
         barefooted, scruffy-bearded gardener. We passed some wallabies that stood their ground just metres from our LandCruiser. I
         immediately thought to myself how quiet they were.
      

      Lurch had a different assessment. Keeping his lips close together to avoid any chance of dropping his rollie cigarette, he
         muttered, ‘Them bastards haven’t been shot at for a while.’
      

      In 1974, author Frank Stevens, who’d conducted extensive research and interviews in the Top End, published a book called Aborigines in the Northern Territory Cattle Industry. An insightful observation from that book is worth quoting:
      

      

         From the castrating of bulls through to the dispatch of beasts to the meatworks for dismembering, the cattle industry might
               be considered a more brutal pursuit than those followed on the rolling green hills of the dairying country, or by the occupants
               of suburban villas throughout Australia. Consequently one does not expect the same standards of social decorum to operate
               in two such widely different areas of society. However, it has been noted by some authors that the needs of the frontier,
               historically, have produced individuals with distinct personality traits. These have been variously a strong sense of independence
               and individualism; a preference for the immediate and pragmatic resolution of problems and a bias towards practical adjustment
               to conflict rather than the use of theory.
         

      



      The same holds true today.

      The cattle country of the Northern Territory is its own world, and Coolibah is another world within it. Strolling around the
         Joneses’ station on any given day, the casual observer may discover: a vehicle with a .308 rifle resting across the dashboard
         and a box of soft-point bullets on the seat; a fenced-in swamp with crocodiles; a red-dust road that is also an airstrip;
         a mother who yells, ‘Watch out for snakes,’ to her son playing in the garden; an old truckie with skin cancers eroding his face; a meat-shop; a sawn-off cow horn; shark’s jaws above a fridge; a shed containing
         a menagerie of spanners, fan belts and tyres; another with four helicopters, a tinnie, a surf ski, and a rusting LandCruiser
         whose owner had been known to yank crook teeth out with pliers.
      

      There are stories at every turn. One of my favourite times was when I sat against the outside wall of the station hands’ kitchen
         and listened to Milton roll out the yarns and advice for Beau, his broad-shouldered teenage son from his first marriage. They,
         together with Little Milton, had just returned from raiding some honeycomb from a ‘bloody huge hive’ in a gum tree that Milton
         had bulldozed earlier in the week. As expected, the bees had been ‘angry bastards’, which rekindled memories for father to
         pass down to eldest son.
      

      ‘If you get worked over by itchy grubs get into mud, roll yourself in it, best way to calm your skin … There was another time
         there that I was climbin’ up this slope with a .303 slung over me shoulder and I put me hand right on this hornets’ nest.
         Jeeeeesus!’
      

      The memories rolled on while Milton and Beau sucked honey from the combs they’d wrapped and squeezed in a cloth.

      ‘Bloody beautiful, eh.’

      During our sessions Milton told many such stories. He brushed over some tough times and tragedies with understatements, but relished other recollections with a mischievous smile that crinkled his dark eyes. He laughed in syllables:
         one to three chuckles was the general range, four to five after a cracking yarn. At those times he tapped the outside of his
         left thigh with his left hand. That same hefty mitt, in combination with the right, earned him a reputation for being ‘good
         on the knuckle.’ Milton had been a fighter ever since he was a boy. Apparently this wasn’t unusual, and as I spoke with more
         people, I heard the well-worn line: ‘If you haven’t been in a blue in the Territory you haven’t lived in the Territory.’ Some
         of Milton’s dust-ups were more serious than others. To this day, he has enemies, and it’s likely he always will have. Of all
         the people I asked about this, the answer from self-confessed ‘yellafella’, neighbour and long-time family associate, Yidumduma
         Bill Harney, had the strongest resonance. ‘Milton’s a tough bugger,’ I said.
      

      ‘Oh well, that’s the only way you can make anything happen,’ replied Bill.

      On the final day of my stay, Milton flew me over Coolibah, a palette of bauhinias, snappy gums, buffel grass, couch, urochloa,
         red soils, black soils … mostly ‘marginal country’. The Northern Territory’s longest river (some argue it’s only the second-longest),
         the Victoria, runs through the station. Twice we saw the ‘chewed-out’ carcasses of calves at the water’s edge. Near one of
         the dinner spots we hovered over a 4-metre, maybe longer, saltwater crocodile.
      

      ‘Biggest bastard I’ve seen for a while,’ said Milton.

      It was the wet season. A peculiar one. Some rain had come a few months earlier, and the grass was ‘short and sweet.’ But now
         was the time for follow-up. Each day I was there, the temperature nudged 40 degrees Celsius and I could almost drink the air.
         But despite the brooding skies, only once did I hear rain drumming on a tin roof.
      

      ‘I’ve never been able to drive across the river in January,’ said Milton. ‘But I reckon within a week she’ll be comin’. You
         can always tell because the blood finches start nestin’.’
      

      We eventually saw the rain, but not where we expected. A few weeks later, we met again in Tamworth, New South Wales. The Jones
         family had driven about 3500 kilometres from Coolibah to attend a stock horse sale. ‘Hughie’ sent it down for days. Floods
         spread across southern Queensland and northern New South Wales, and Milton, Cristina and their two boys stayed put in a spanking
         new gooseneck trailer that had its own bed and kitchen.
      

      It was there that Milton and I had our final formal interview. As much as I may have learnt more about him during that chat,
         the most valuable time was spent when I took him to Gunnedah, 40 or so minutes’ drive away. This was where I grew up. We went
         to a cattle sale where top prices touched a healthy $2.30 a kilo, food for thought for a bloke caught in the uncertainty over
         the future of the Territory’s live cattle trade. We also visited a farmer who’d embraced technology with the use of computer-controlled
         boom sprays, heated silos and wide caterpillar tracks on harvesters to reduce soil compaction.
      

      ‘Bloody interestin’,’ said Milton. It was a short statement but I could see he was deep in thought afterwards.

      On our way back, we stopped for lunch. The beef man was keen to taste the area’s produce. Lamb cutlets were on the menu.

      ‘You’ve gotta eat what’s local,’ he declared.

      On the road to Tamworth Milton stared out the window. This was a vastly different landscape from his backyard. On one ridge
         we looked towards the black soil sweeps of the Liverpool Plains, some of the richest farmland in Australia. Such a picture
         is said to have inspired Dorothea Mackellar’s famous poem, ‘My Country’. Its depiction of sunburnt land, ragged mountains
         and far horizons could all be applied to Coolibah, but to my mind, two lines in particular stand out:
      

      

         All you who have not loved her,
         

         You will not understand

      



      * * *

      Some of the stories Milton told me for this book involved people who are no longer part of his life. A few have drifted away,
         and others have turned on their heels and vowed never to look back. Then there are those who can’t return; an all-too-frequent line I heard during our interviews was:
         ‘He’s dead now too. Geez, we’ve lost a few.’
      

      Where possible, the stories throughout this book have been corroborated, but not all. Furthermore, some of the events in these
         pages may not be in their correct chronological order; Milton, and others interviewed have had so many experiences – some
         of which happened 60 or more years ago – it’s understandable that their memories aren’t always clear on times and places.
      

      Mention must also be made of the particular speech patterns to be found in the Top End. In addition to the ubiquitous use
         of ‘bastards’, in interviews consonants were dropped off the ends of words, and there was never a need to worry about the
         trivialities of grammar. These features, together with some unique turns of phrase – ‘Man didn’t know much about horse, and
         horse didn’t know much about man’ – and some regional uses of words – ‘that fella was a bit myall’ (meaning slow or stupid)
         – help make Milton who he is, and what he represents: an authentic Australian bush character. For ease of reading, I have
         reinstated some of the missing consonants in longer quoted passages; shorter ones I have generally transcribed untouched.
         Readers can use their own imaginations as to how many great Australian adjectives (expletives) have been deleted.
      

The Man from Coolibah is not a definitive biography, nor an exposé. Rather, it is a whistle through the life and times of a bloke who has taken
         many a tumble to land on his feet. He is a self-made man who has undoubtedly been helped by others along the way, but as his
         wife Cristina told me: ‘He always would have succeeded no matter who was there. Milton knows how to succeed. He is a smart
         man.’ And a man who, when described in the language of his environment, has had a big life.
     






      

PART ONE
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      CHAPTER 1

      
      THE JONESES

      
      When passing down stories from one generation to the next, memory can be an unreliable log book, and the life of Milton’s father,
         the grandly named Stanley Knight Jones, is a case in point. Too many years have faded to know precisely all the bumps and
         turns of Stanley’s life; nevertheless, the tales about him that have survived have become both treasured family heirlooms
         and poignant statements of a bygone age.
      

      
      Stan, as he became known, was born in 1919 in Thargo mindah, a speck of a place in south-west Queensland which despite its
         diminutive size had reason to be mentioned in the same breath as Paris and London: it was acknowledged as being only the third
         settlement in the world to power its streetlights using hydro-electricity. Aside from an artesian bore, a generator and a
         glimmer of international recognition, its character was defined by its location in the Channel Country, an arid region with
         a vast web of waterways which big rains could transform into a virtual inland sea. The Aborigines had lived in and traversed
         the region for thousands of years, and in the mid-nineteenth century it became a popular thoroughfare for explorers, including
         the ill-fated Burke and Wills expedition. Their reports helped encourage pastoralists to seek opportunities; at first sheep
         dominated, but by the early 1900s cattle had taken over. Among the opportunists was Sidney Kidman, later known as ‘The Cattle
         King’, who recognised the Channel Country as an integral link in his ‘chain of supply’ where his stock could be fattened and
         spelled on their way to southern markets.
      

      
      Stan’s father, John Josiah Jones, worked for the Kidman empire in some capacity; again the years have corroded knowledge of
         what exactly he did. Nevertheless, his job and the outback environment undoubtedly had a strong influence on young Stan.
      

      
      As Australia moved out of the era of the Great War and into that of the Great Depression, Stan battled hardships of his own
         after he was kicked in the head by a horse. He was nursed for days by his mother in the back of a sulky while the family travelled
         to seek treatment. Stan never fully recovered his hearing. The accident was the introduction to a series of tangles with bad
         health and physical peculiarities. During his childhood he suffered from lead poisoning, believed to have been caused by ingesting
         lead-based house-paint, and in his teenage years his first job as a striker for a blacksmith earned him a small wage and a large calcified lump on his right shoulder that
         would stay with him for life. By that stage, the young man, who’d been a good wrestler at school, yearned for adventure.
      

      
      So, in the best bush traditions of the day, and probably helped by his father’s Kidman connections, he went droving. It’s
         not known if this was before or after he and his brother, Llawrence, were rejected for military service in World War II. One
         had a bung ear and the other a shortage of fingers after a shooting mishap.
      

      
      Adversity continued to mould Stan. One of his matter-of-fact hand-me-down stories to his family was about the fall he had
         off a camp-horse in the Channel Country. He’d been walking a mob of cattle by himself, and with no help within cooee he had
         to get on with the job. This was no small ask for someone – perhaps only in his teenage years – who thought he’d broken both
         his legs. He continued for weeks. Each morning he’d whistle up his horse, which would come alongside him and stand quietly
         while Stan pulled himself up into the saddle. At night he climbed down, weary and in pain. The result was a bowed left leg,
         a legacy every bit as permanent as his lumpy shoulder.
      

      
      Despite such ill fortune, Stan was at home in the long paddock. He spent a dozen or more years working mobs through Queensland,
         the Northern Territory and South Australia. At one time he said he did fourteen straight months in the saddle. Every single day: walking cattle one way, then
         bringing the horses back, picking up another mob and going again. His only complaint: boils on the backside.
      

      
      As the family story goes, Stan still found time to kick up his Cuban heels. Brisbane and the Gold Coast were his favourite
         spots, but Sydney shaped his destiny. In the early 1950s while in a bar, he met a slender brown-haired ‘stunner’ from Mount
         Morgan, just south of Rockhampton, Queensland. Beef country. She was already married, but new love enticed her away, and in
         late February 1952, Mary Dawson walked down the aisle to become a Jones. Twelve days later, she and Stan had their first child,
         Jenny.
      

      
      When the relationship initially became serious Stan knew he had a decision to make: follow his heart or the stock routes?
         Irony answered emphatically: in choosing to settle down, the man who so cherished the endless space of the outback became
         a prison guard in Sydney. As time went on, not only the inmates felt trapped. Stan found the call of his upbringing irresistible,
         so he applied for jobs on the other side of the Great Divide, and weeks after Jenny’s birth he accepted an offer that would
         flip his life again. The giant British-owned company, Vestey, whose international portfolio included powerful meat and pastoral
         operations in Australia, needed a manager for one of its stations, Gordon Downs, and its outlying property, Birrindudu; in all, more than two million acres that straddled the Northern Territory–Western Australia border.
         To the west, the land reached into the Kimberley region, and to the east, it was on the fringes of the Tanami Desert, a haunting
         land of spinifex, termite mounds, rocks, sand and salt lakes. Stan the drover was on the move again, this time with the responsibility
         of raising a young family whose numbers quickly grew; by 1958 there were three more children: Randall, Llawrence and their
         little sister, Terry. It was another five years before the last, Milton Stanley Knight Jones, arrived on 30 September 1963.
         The nurses at Darwin Hospital christened him ‘Prince Charming’; he was a healthy, fat baby.
      

      
      Milton was cared for by his mother at Gordon Downs, and, as was the way with each Jones child, he had an Aboriginal nursemaid.
         Much of his time was also spent with sister Jenny whenever she returned for holidays from boarding school in Brisbane. She
         was eleven years older than her baby brother, and enjoyed her responsibilities, yet she could never have foreseen how those
         early days would establish a relationship that would challenge her maturity and sense of devotion in the future.
      

      
      Milton himself has no first-hand memories of Gordon Downs or his father at that time. Instead, he has turned to Stan’s recollections
         and those of others. Some stories are tragic; none more so than the one about the Aboriginal woman who went missing in the
         area with her baby. She was found dead a few days later with her child still alive and sucking on a breast, or as Milton explained, ‘swingin’ off
         the milk.’ Other stories beggar belief, including the strapping of a dead man to the axle of a plane, and then flying him
         to the nearest town, Halls Creek, 110 kilometres away. As macabre as these recollections may be, they underline a critical
         point about Milton: he has lived an altogether different life.
      

      
      Thankfully, there are many happier yarns. Among them was the day a ‘yellafella’ came looking for work at Gordon Downs from
         another Vestey station. The new man proved his worth by breaking the spirit of a chestnut stallion that had already hurled
         a few would-be riders into the dust. Now, nearly 60 years later, Yidumduma Bill Harney still has vivid memories of the day.
      

      
      ‘I put me foot on the side iron and he bucked like hell and I said: “Open the gate.” They opened the gate, the horse was buckin’
         and I was screamin’ and yellin’, swingin’ me hat, bashin’ him to go faster. And after a while I brought this horse back, he
         was puffin’ and snortin’, and Stan said: “Bill, you’re my man!” That’s what he said to me: “You’re my man!”’
      

      
      Bill now lives on the Menngen Aboriginal Land Trust which borders Coolibah station. Skin sags under his eyes, and beneath
         his small-brimmed hat dark reddish hair flows to his shoulders. He says he is in his eighties. That is neither the truth nor
         a lie because he doesn’t actually know when he was born; it was only when he’d needed to apply for a driver’s licence as a young man that a policeman
         gave him an official date of birth. (In some books, including his own, Bill’s birth year is acknowledged as 1936.) Bill was
         born the son of a Wardaman woman, Ludi Yibuluyma, and a white man, Bill Harney, whose deeds forged a Territory legend; Bill
         senior was a drover, a World War I soldier who fought on the Western Front, a road-builder, cattle stealer, welfare officer,
         story-teller and a popular author.
      

      
      At a time when co-habitation between white and black was illegal, Bill senior moved on, leaving his son to be raised on Willeroo
         station, about 100 kilometres east of Coolibah. His mother rubbed him with charcoal to make him look blacker in the hope he
         would avoid being recognised as a ‘half-caste’ by government authorities; this was the age of the Stolen Generations, when
         paler Aboriginal children were at high risk of being taken from their parents by government agencies as part of the then-current
         policy of assimilation. Bill avoided such a fate, and was ‘grown up’ by his Aboriginal stepfather, Joe Jormorji, who taught
         him the traditions of his people.
      

      
      As he grew older Bill was linked with ‘whitefella ways’. A Scotsman, ‘Old Peter Hogg’, in a stock camp taught him how to read
         by using the labels of a tomato sauce bottle and fruit tin. Bill then practised writing with pieces of charcoal on flat rocks.
         And every night, he reckoned, ‘I was teachin’ meself in me own brains.’ While having these abilities pleased him, nothing excited him as much as developing
         station skills. He learnt how to spay cows, build fences and yards, fix windmills, make saddles, ride and break in horses.
         All the learning hours inevitably led to his becoming a stockman. For many Wardaman men, and indeed many Aboriginal men in
         the cattle-growing areas of the Northern Territory and beyond, each year was divided between droving and mustering usually
         under the direction of whites, then returning to go ‘walkabout’ – looking after country – during the wet season.
      

      
      Bill reckoned he became ‘cattle mad; they were my dream.’ This self-described ‘passion’ took him beyond Willeroo and eventually
         to Gordon Downs, where he went on to become head stockman for a while at Birrindudu. He developed a strong bond with Milton’s
         father, who was known by the Aborigines as ‘Hard and Fast’, a reference to the first time they saw him heaving a two-man cross-cut
         saw while building a stockyard.
      

      
      ‘Stan would say: “Come on, you gotta work hard and fast. You pull, I push, you pull, I push, hard and fast,”’ said Bill.

      
      Apart from a two-storey homestead, there was little infrastructure when Stan arrived at Gordon Downs. He took to changing
         this with his ‘hard and fast’ philosophy. Of only moderate height, but strong through the chest and shoulders, he cut a distinctive
         figure with his trousers hitched up by braces, shirt sleeves rolled neatly up to the elbows and frequently a cigarette clinging to his lips. He bent
         his back from the earliest hours, and he expected nothing less from his staff, the majority of whom were Aboriginal. A vegetable
         garden, yards, stables and several other buildings all sprang up, but it was the construction of a fence around the homestead
         that became station legend. Bill remembered it ‘was a magnificent wall with all flat rock on top of one another. You know
         them Aborigines thought it was great fun buildin’ it.’ Fun or not, the fence was a stark example of a different time and place.
         According to Jenny Jones, ‘It was to segregate the blackfellas from our homestead area.’
      

      
      Jenny now lives in Cairns, far north Queensland. In a life that has included farming, truck driving, race-horse training,
         nursing, and working with asylum-seekers, she says her biggest achievement was her close bond with her father. The stories
         Stan told her, and the vivid memories she has of her childhood evoke images that today’s world might struggle to comprehend.
      

      
      ‘There were about 250 Aborigines on the station. The blackfella camp was the other side of the wall. There was a lot of syphilis
         and gonorrhoea, so Dad had to “shortarm” them [inspect the men’s penises]. Then he built a shower, and he had to supervise
         showers daily, they were so filthy. He did it for the wellbeing of everybody. Mum and Dad had a full medical kit, morphine,
         everything. Remember, there were no telephones, no ringing the doctor up. When you were in trouble you were a long way to Halls Creek by dirt road
         in a truck or a weapon carrier [old army vehicle, similar to a jeep], and it wasn’t only an hour or two, it was hours. One night Dad was away in the stock camp and we [the Jones children] were in bed with the old girl [their mother Mary] and
         of course the generator is off and it’s very dim light. This old gin [Aboriginal woman] came up, head wide open and blood
         dripping from fighting. Got hit with a nulla-nulla [club].’
      

      
      Jenny Jones is writing her own book, so only a glimpse of her recollections can be revealed here. Importantly though, she
         said Stan taught all his children to be ‘firm but kind’ with the Aborigines. At the time, those designated ‘full-bloods’ and
         ‘half-castes’ who worked received a type of keep for themselves and their families. On Friday afternoons they went to the
         station store to be given a variety of goods including flour, tea, sugar and clothes. Then they went to the yards for beef.
         Some workers were paid small amounts of money, which was normally used to purchase ‘nicki-nicki’ (tobacco). Alcohol wasn’t
         allowed.
      

      
      Keep and payment varied from station to station. It was just one example of the feudal-like relationship between white Australian
         pastoralists and Aborigines, a history that includes many dark episodes. Coolibah had its share, but as for Gordon Downs under
         Stan and Mary Jones …
      

      
      
      ‘Stan was very good and polite to people,’ said Bill Harney. ‘You know, he give them [the Aborigines] the right directions,
         he took the lead and he showed them what to do. They liked him so much. His missus used to go to the Salvation Army place
         collectin’ clothes. The men and the women, they reckoned it was ideal.’
      

      
      Mary, with a treadle sewing machine, added to the collection by making her own dresses for the Aboriginal women. This was
         when she wasn’t working in the kitchen or cleaning; she was a meticulous housekeeper who was also fastidious about her own
         appearance.
      

      
      The Joneses were fond of social occasions, and none were livelier than the Gordon Downs Christmas parties. Everyone, black
         and white, on the station was invited. There were numerous races along a rock-strewn road: 100-yard sprints, three-legged
         events, and Bill recalled ‘jumpin’ like a kangaroo’ in empty chaff sacks. Jockeys of all shapes and sizes steered camels and
         donkeys over a dirt racetrack; there were boxing bouts, spear and boomerang throwing contests, and painful tugs-of-war where
         men would stand toe-to-toe with a belt or bull-strap tied over their heads, and the winner would be the one who, using only
         his neck strength, pulled the other across a line drawn on the ground. Bill’s favourite event was the bull-fighting, a memory
         that prompted him to imitate the snorts and bellows of an angry beast while he recalled the scene.
      

      
      
      ‘It was two fellas head to head chargin’ like bulls. You’d try to hit him down or to lift him. You couldn’t get up – you only
         had hands and knees, that’s all. You’d have a time limit and the fella who tipped the other over was the winner. It was great
         to see. If anyone had a long nose, he’d have scratches all over his nose because he’d have to get down underneath his belly
         to lift anyone, and then anyone with a flat nose would have scratches all over his forehead from tryin’ to do the same thing.
         It was great.’
      

      
      The other main events on the social calendar were race meetings. One of the biggest in the Kimberley region was the ‘Negri
         Picnics’ where for four days every August the trails of dust led only to the Linacre Course at Nicholson station, the northern
         neighbour of Gordon Downs. People would come from hundreds of kilometres away for the carnival that had ‘grass fed’ horseraces,
         a rodeo and campdrafting competitions. It was there that Stan, wearing a smart pork-pie hat that he reserved for only the
         best occasions – and always tipped when being introduced to a woman – basked in every moment. Although riding stock horses
         with cattle was in his blood, training thoroughbreds to pin their ears back and gather up country in a blur was when he truly
         felt alive.
      

      
      ‘He told me he bred and trained a lot of horses at Gordon Downs for Vestey’s; they imported blood horses there,’ said Milton.
         ‘He was a smart trainer. He used to get the gins and give them an extra stick of nicki-nicki if they brought in a sugar bag full of spinifex seed. He’d feed the horses that to give ’em a bit of sting. He won a lot of
         races that way because his horses had a bit of guts in ’em. He had trophies, lots of trophies. He was also one of the first
         to ever put a horse on a truck and take it to the races. Before that, they used to send blackfellas in the lead and they would
         trot the horses to the track a few days before the races.’
      

      
      Stan was so devoted to his horses that, when his other jobs allowed, he headed out well before sunrise for trackwork along
         stretches of road on Gordon Downs. His jockeys were Aborigines, probably in their teenage years.
      

      
      ‘There was Jock Mosquito,’ remembered Bill Harney. ‘Old Stan would say, “Jock, come on you mosquito, you can fly like a mosquito.”
         There was another young one, Tomato, yeah Tomato Gordon. Stan was a trainer for the human and he was trainer for the horse.’
      

      
      It’s worth further noting the names of Stan’s riders. While ‘Jock’ was simply short for jockey, ‘Gordon’ was a term of identification.
         It was common in those days for white station owners or managers to give their Aboriginal workers the same surname as the
         property where they worked; to this day some of their descendants continue to carry those names.
      

      
      Racing gave Stan an outlet from his work. Bill reckoned his boss delighted in the combination of horses and speed.

      
      
      ‘One day I went with Stan to have a look at a stock camp. And I stood at the side of this buggy and we had swags and everything
         on top. We were drivin’ along and all these camels were lyin’ down and these horses [pulling the buggy] had never seen a camel
         before and God almighty they took off, and Stan said: “Hang on, Bill, hang on.” There were swags flyin’ off and billies have
         gone and buckets have gone. And I’m hangin’ on pretty tight. It was scary. And Stan says: “Isn’t this good fun?” And I say:
         “No!” And he has put a whip on the horses to make ’em go faster. Oh God almighty!’
      

      
      Gordon Downs was established in the 1860s. It was initially a sheep station. But by Stan’s time, Shorthorn beef cattle had
         taken over. In the pragmatic terms dictated by the balance sheet, stock was money. However, this wasn’t a business protected
         by a lock and key. Instead, the land itself was the cash register upon which the pounds and pence were free to wander for
         months at a time. When it came time to collect and count numbers, even the very best cattlemen were challenged, for no two
         musters were ever alike. Gordon Downs had a mix of country, from spinifex plains to lignum and turpentine scrub that could
         rip the shirt off an unwary rider’s back. Deviant gullies that had a tendency to appear when horses were at full stride added
         further obstacles for the stockmen. From Bill’s experience there were few tougher places to pull cattle in from. One moment
         small mobs could be seen on the flats, the next ‘the tricky little mongrels’ would be rushing into the gullies and out of sight after hearing the horses
         or voices. It was there that Bill passed onto Stan a valuable practice he’d learnt from another stockman. It concerned the
         use of a ‘killer’, a beast that was shot to provide meat for the station or a stock camp.
      

      
      ‘You take a killer’s blood in a bucket, and you spread all his blood all around here, and you take all these coachers [quiet
         cattle] and you let ’em go there. And they’d be cryin’ for the blood. God, they make a lot of noise: oh, oh, oh, ohhhhhh!’ said Bill, producing a sound that could best be described as a blend of a pig’s grunt and a foghorn. ‘Everyone was just
         goin’ ohh, ohh, oohhh! That would encourage all the other ones comin’ in from the scrub, and they all put on a turn then. And anyway, then we’d
         bring this blood all the way down to where we were with another lot of herd and the other mob would come cryin’ all the way.
         And we’d come in behind ’em and push ’em over. Bulls and everything. All cryin’, everybody cryin’. That’s the only way we
         could get ’em out of the scrub, cryin’ for the blood. You’d see them lopsided with their heads to their side puttin’ on a
         different show. Then, after the blood run out they’d be lookin’ round and you’d see ’em thinkin’, Oh, the men got us. Too
         late! Some of them old bulls were really fiery then.’
      

      
      Jenny Jones says her father delivered 6000 head each year to the meatworks, the most ‘fats’ of any Vestey station in the area. This required walking various numbers at different times to the Western Australian port town of Wyndham,
         about 550 kilometres to the north. It’s believed the journey sometimes took several weeks. On other occasions walking could
         be a dramatically different proposition that revealed how savage the country and its climate could be. During one desperately
         dry year on Gordon Downs, Stan and about 50 stockmen took 14 000 head – or thereabouts – off the station and went in search
         of adequate water and feed. They passed through Birrindudu, and other Vestey stations, Limbunya and Waterloo. They were on
         the move for months, a relentless grind of setting up camps and assigning ‘watches’ to keep an eye on the cattle every hour
         of the day. There was one directive above all others: if the situation demanded it, shoot the calves and weaners, but keep
         the cows (breeders) alive. The memories have faded too much to know how many times a .303 bullet cut the numbers.
      

      
      Although witnessing life and death on a daily basis is often the reality for those on a remote station, a brush with both
         had unexpectedly dramatic consequences for the Jones family. It happened so quickly: a horse that was tied to the children’s
         slippery slide pulled back without warning, and in the crash that followed, Terry, who was about five or six, was crushed
         across the stomach. The Royal Flying Doctor Service was called, and when the emergency plane approached, Stan had to light
         flares on the airstrip. The pilot, doctor and nurse stayed that night, and flew out the next morning with their patient who’d been vomiting
         blood. Stan began a day-long drive to the hospital at Derby not knowing whether his youngest daughter would survive.
      

      
      She did. But as Terry recovered, a decision was made: after twelve years at Gordon Downs, Stan knew it was time to take his
         wife and children away. It was 1964. Unbeknownst to the family, the decision marked the beginning of a period that was to
         have longstanding consequences for everyone, especially baby Milton.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      YOUNG MILTON

      
      After leaving Gordon Downs, Stan took to droving a mob that was never allowed to settle down for too long: it was his own family.
         As time passed, the numbers dwindled as each member went their separate way; being the youngest, Milton had to stay with his
         parents for the longest in a relationship that was frequently on the move. In the first twelve or so years of his life, Milton
         was to have no fewer than eight homes.
      

      
      The first stop was Rockhampton, but when a job opportunity for Stan fell through, the Joneses headed west to Longreach, central
         Queensland, where Stan returned to droving cattle and sheep. Later, he accepted the manager position at El Rita station about
         450 kilometres to the north. His family stayed behind, but joined him when they could, usually in school holidays.
      

      
      During this period Milton grew from being a white-haired baby – the neighbours called him ‘Snowflakes’ – to a little boy with a penchant for creating mischief. One day Mary couldn’t find her three-year-old, but discovered where he’d
         been when flames leapt from a mattress and bedspread in an outdoor area at the back of the weatherboard house. A frantic search
         located the culprit striking matches under Jenny’s bed. The incident gave rise to a favourite family saying: ‘Where there’s
         smoke, there’s a Jones.’
      

      
      In pursuit of adventure, Milton found a willing partner in Terry, five years older, but closest in age to him of all the siblings.
         Their lively spirits prompted Mary to develop a unique strategy at El Rita.
      

      
      ‘Because the house was so big and Mum was always scared we’d run off, she used to lock us in a meat safe when we had our afternoon
         sleeps,’ said Terry who now lives in Katherine. ‘I was on the bottom shelf and Milton on the top. We each had a little pillow
         and a rug. It was quite a big meat safe, would have been a couple of metres high. That’s where Mum would cool down all the
         beef and bread.’
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