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				Author’s Note

				Author’s Note

				I read from an old diary, from times gone by, that was always in my swag:

				With a plate of curried corned beef, a fistful of damper and a quart pot of black tea, I sat on the tailboard of the wagonette to enjoy my evening meal in the cattle camp.

				It is not only the beauty of the sun’s effect on the towering crimsoned storm clouds that makes a sunset so glorious out in the bush. It is also the pulse effect of the animal and insect noises and the birds settling down for the night. These all blended together to make the last of the sun’s shafted rays so becoming ...

				It is to my friends of the stock camps of long ago that I would like to dedicate these memories. Some are mentioned in these pages, many are not. Many have rolled their swags for the last time, and many have gone to their place in the dreamtime. I am grateful to them all for the knowledge I discovered under their wings, and I would be grateful to know that they reckoned I had come up to scratch.

				It has been a great journey for me, to carry my swag and go bush through the years of recollection. I went back into those rollicking wagonette and packhourse mustering camps, and relived the wonderful friendships with bush mates along the way. The life we knew never really left us; it was who we became.

				I hope this book will give others less fortunate the opportunity to absorb something of the Australian bush spirit as we knew it. Times have changed, but the bees still buzz in the bloodwood trees and the yellow bellies still bite in the Barcoo River, and most everything is within one’s grasp, if you but try. This is a spiritual country; nurture it and be rewarded.

				I would like to thank Carene and daughter Tania for preparing the manuscript, and sons Martin and Glenn for their wonderful support. I am grateful to Jean Dunn, my original editor, and especially to Matthew Kelly of Hachette Livre Australia, my publisher.

				Brian Taylor
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				I WOULDN’T BE A BUSHMAN

				I wouldn’t be a bushman

				If I didn’t write some lines

				And tell about the yarns we spun

				And our hell-raisin’ times;

				The nights we spent together

				Around the campfire glow

				Quoting verse and singing songs

				That only bushmen know.

				Abou how we stuck together

				When the going was getting rough

				And showed those dashing pikers

				That we were just as tough.

				And how Jim Doolan saed the day

				When his mare went crashing down;

				He got her to her feet once more

				And wheeled the lead around.

				I cherish now the memories

				Of those cool, still moonlight nights

				As I sat for hours by waterholes

				That reflected a thousand lights.

				The munch of hobbled horses

				And the song of the Condamine bells,

				The thoughts that used to linger then

				No words can quite retell.

				BRIAN TAYLOR
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				THE MORNING

				Daylight dawning sends shadows sprawling;

				Dewdrops dripping from green leaves hanging;

				Jewelled webs waiting, in soft breeze wavering;

				Shafted sunlight through dark shadows searching.

				Solitary wedgetail, on corkscrew winding,

				Higher and higher to watch over all.

				The milkers are wending their way from the valley,

				Nostrils are steaming with clover-sweet breath.

				At the howl of the dingo, the mare’s to her feet;

				With plaited legs flailing, the foal’s to her flank.

				In an instant the geese by the creek are a gaggle, 

				And the curlew gives its last eerie night call.

				The ravenous crow in jerky flight follows,

				His echoing call of contempt, for all.

				BRIAN TAYLOR

			

		

	
		
			
				Up the Creek

				Up the Creek

				‘The Daintree’ is a belt of coastal country in Far North Queensland that encompasses the Thornton Range and the McDowall Range catchments, and is thought to have been in perpetual rainforest for the last one hundred and ten, or so, million years. Thankfully, it is still in existence, having escaped the volcanic activity that wiped out many Queensland rainforests twenty million years ago and affected some areas on the Atherton Tablelands even more recently. The tremendous tropical rainfall over this large catchment area to the west feeds the Daintree River, which can be placid and beautiful, though at odd times I have heard it described in non-biblical terms.

				My link with the Daintree began many years ago when I ventured up the river, to be stopped at the last gate on the gravel road by a sign which read, ‘The Bible says we should forgive those that trespass—we don’t, we shoot the Bastards’. How could I refuse such an invitation? There was no need of a further sign, ‘Beware of the Dog’. Too late—a pack of ankle biters, and upwards to bull tossers, tore out to meet me as I neared the humble dwelling on foot.

				This was my first encounter with the Harlow family. They were reputed to be a no-nonsense bunch, brought up ‘pullin’ tits’ on the Daintree, so to speak, in the early days of dairying. The boys had learnt to pull their weight when their father went to war, so earning their place as landholders in this unforgiving but picturesque valley in the rainforest.

				I later left in great spirits, with a mass of knowledge, but knowing full well that I had yet to come to terms with brother Bob—who lived over the other side of the McDowalls with his Aboriginal wife and a tidy bunch of ‘billy lids’.

				It was Bob who had first walked a crawler tractor across the tops, through the scrub to China Camp, paving the way for the power-line construction and a track later to be affectionately called the Creb track. It was literally a track, which twisted and turned over the contours in an agonising fashion, crossing gullies and onward through the scrub. Its four-wheel-drive wheel ruts had become like tram tracks for vehicles to follow. When dry, it was a pleasure trip; in the Wet, a quagmire, frightening and threatening beyond belief.

				The first time I did meet Bob, he came out of his old home among the trees down on the Bloomfield River, all bristly, like a boar out from under a log with the dogs onto him. Have you at any price! Well, Bob’s price was, has been and always will be, Fair and Square. That’s all it has cost me for one of life’s great friendships.

				Over the years since, Bob and his wife, Vivien, have, until her untimely death, been so kind to me, helping me to understand the Daintree country, learn its ways, its history, and its significance to the Aboriginal people. What I learned from them complemented the knowledge passed on to me by another great bushman of the area, Charlie McCracken of Miallo.

				I had become interested in the ancient walking track of the Wugil Wugil people, from Bloomfield River to the Daintree. This had become the overlanding stock route from Laura across to China Camp, Salt Box pocket, up to Gold Hill, across to Devil Devil creek, down the Zig Zag track, and onto the Whomp-hole and Baird’s Crossing of the Daintree River. This was a tremendous undertaking for those early drovers.

				The first time Bob and I did the journey, we too did it on foot, the track having long been overgrown since the cessation of the droving days. We left China Camp at a reasonably early hour and climbed right across the ranges and down the Zig Zag onto the rocky upper reaches of the Daintree River, arriving just on dusk. From then on, we went down the river in the dark, having to negotiate crossings. The only light we had was Bob’s cigarette lighter and the evening star overhead, whose brilliance contrasted with the blackness of the river and the unfriendly rainforest that grew practically to the water’s edge.

				Passing broken water, it was hard to hear myself think. The air was fresh and heavy, and all the sounds seemed magnified. In long stretches of still water, the river just seemed to sit there, black and ominous in the starlight. The reflection of the stars on that soulless water could, to the faint-hearted, have been a host of crocodile eyes. Awesome, frightening yet beautiful, we were walking through the most pristine, organic place on earth.

				Suddenly, there was a frightening crash. A wild pig, disturbed from its fossicking in the forest floor debris, bolted for somewhere within the forest, which was blacker than the night itself.

				On edge now, we listened for the sound of crocodiles that Bob knew lurked in these big pools of the upper reaches. The constant sounds of frogs, insects and birds of the night, all the while signifying that all was normal, gave us a false sense of security. When there is silence in the night, there is trouble.

				Near a pile of pulpy forest debris, left high and dry by an abated flood, Bob stopped, listening intently for some considerable time. Then, removing the ever-present cigarette, he got down on his haunches and eyeballed the water, to pick up any movement at all in the starlight. The moments seemed too intense even to breathe.

				Then, he said, ‘When I say go, you better hit your straps quick smart, and follow me. Don’t stop till you hit the other side. I can’t pick anything up in the water, but you never can tell. These crinkly-backed bastards are pretty cunnin’!’

				And so, on down the river we went. Hearts were trumps and my eyesight become better by the minute! All the aches and pains from such an arduous day’s travel, the persistent stinging of the nettles and the uncomfortable drag of wet clothes, were shed like a lizard’s skin after the first crossing, and I became truly alert.

				We made it down to Bob’s brother’s place at ten that night, where a great mate, Mike Gale, had lit a fire on the riverbed gravel and been patiently waiting for some considerable time. We arrived just as he was about to put out the fire and move on, having decided that we must indeed have fallen on bad times. In a huddle around that little fire, we shared a drink and shivered in our boots as we recalled, undramatically, the day’s travel—glad to be alive; glad it was all behind us.

				It was then that Bob told me of the horse taken up near Landers Creek, and a bullock at Baird’s Crossing quite recently. ‘Never crossed my mind to mention it before’, or so he said. ‘I always thought we’d be here well and truly before dark. Bet that’s why the missus would have gone on down to the township. She musta reckoned, by now, we bin took, for sure. Aboriginals are funny like that, you know.’

				The next time we came through over the same track from Bob’s cattle property on the Ten Mile, we had saddle-horses and a packhorse plant, and it was an equally exciting adventure. I knew where I was going in the now familiar country, thoroughly enjoying the magnificence of the rainforest, the bird life and the magic little creeks that came out of story-book hideaways in the undergrowth. There were also magnificent views of this playground, which has been home to a people for longer than anyone will ever know.

				We left the horses hobbled at the bottom of the Zig Zag, covered the packs and saddles with a tarp and came on down the ‘goat track’ onto the Daintree proper—then by boat, ultimately in the dark, for the eight miles down to the Daintree township. The river had a fair run on, and it was dirty, rolling and powerful. We had precious little freeboard to play with. The bloke we had in the bow with a spotlight took great delight in spotting crocodiles on the banks and was paying little heed to guiding us away from broken and surging water, which may have caused us to founder.

				•

				The first trip I did through the Daintree from the river crossing and over the top to China Camp in a four-wheel drive was also a heart stopper. There was one other bloke in the cab with me, and four at the back, on the deck of the flat top. I had learned to treat this country with respect, with no room ever to rip, tear and bust, for its sheer massiveness and isolation were daunting.

				The dropaways on some of the inclines could put the fear of Hell into the uninitiated. I recall getting to the bottom of a bad slope in a hurry; it was too steep for the gears to hold us back, and to brake was out of the question. My cab companion, a grown man, was huddled in fear under the dash of the Toyota. Meanwhile, the ones on the back had bailed out on the way down to avoid an imminent disaster, or so they reckoned.

				I have been over the Daintree and ridden the Track on horseback three times since, and feel completely comfortable with the country’s many moods.

				•

				They really do happen—these phone calls requesting help in the middle of the night. It was my mate Gordon, who was employed by the federal Aboriginal Affairs department.

				‘You want a job?’

				‘Yeh, where is it?’

				‘Somewhere in the Daintree National Park.’

				‘When do I start?’

				‘Now!’

				‘What have we got?’

				‘Two no-hopers from Canberra; government blokes, who went in south of Ayton on the Bloomfield road, to come out on the Creb track, in a four-wheel drive, but no gear and, my guess, no brains either. They are well overdue and the weather has turned bad. I have got the old Land Rover and half a set of wheel chains down on the coast. You wanna be in it?’

				‘Yeah, boots and all. I’ll meet you at Kuranda, quick as I can get there; be a couple of hours.’

				The Land Rover was an old campaigner. It was neither weather-proof, warm, dry or comfortable, but it was practical, and it was all we had.

				It was well into the night when we eventually headed out on the recovery, and we became aware of the sudden cold, as some tropical weather changes can become in the North. It would not be long before the first hurdle, our confrontation with the Daintree River. At this time of the night there was no one to contact as to the condition of the water. Gordon had said that the deteriorating weather had been mostly over the McDowalls during the day, which may not have affected the river yet.

				The tiny Daintree township appeared, came and went in our watery headlights. It sat in the valley, lifeless, snuffed, like a drowned hurricane lamp in the gloom. Jim Bouleaux, one-time manager and top cattleman of Bluff Downs, would be sleeping the sleep of contentment in his house behind the humble Daintree store.

				Rumbling across the wooden decked bridge and gravel road along the Daintree River flat, we became instantly aware that the rain had come over the McDowalls. It was not too long before the characteristic hum of the motor gave way to the screeching of perished wipers and the squelch and rattle of the rough gravel road. I could feel Gordon’s anxiety building in the dark cabin. The damp cold was creeping up through my body, and I shivered at the thought of that ominous first river crossing. Would we be able to pick the shallows if it had already begun to rise? The river at the crossing is wide, and the gravel beds shifted from time to time.

				We continued on up the valley and stopped at the first real vantage point where, on a clear day, old man crocs could often be seen basking, or just waiting! Nothing could have been further from my mind right then; all I wanted to see, if possible in the strong torchlight, was the river flow. The visibility was bad, but I couldn’t hear the river, so at least that was a good sign.

				‘Too bad,’ said Gordon, ‘can’t pick it in the beam. It’s hard to tell from here, but we’ll soon know.’

				Off the road now, through the last gate and down across the grass terraces to the water’s edge. Through the smeared windscreen I could make out the expanse of slow-moving black water, which seemed to swallow up our meagre headlights.

				‘Doesn’t look too bad just yet, mate. What do you think?’

				Overcoming a hollowness in my stomach I replied, ‘Well, Gordon, I can see the sandbank below the gate over there, so if we take it easy and stay on the edge of the ripple-line all the way across; can you pick it? Where the water lifts up over the shallows.’

				‘OK, here we go, there’s no stopping us now.’

				It is always a concern, in deep water, when the water rolls away off the top of the mudguards and comes rushing in under the doors. The headlights reflecting off the bow wave play tricks with vision, and it’s a relief to get safely to the other side and have all the water drain out of the vehicle.

				Gordon hesitantly announced, ‘That was pretty dumb mate—water that high—we should have taken the fan belt off.’

				‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘we’re on a tough call, better sharpen ourselves up.’

				Now the bush, and what lay ahead for us. What of the two blokes who were the cause of all this concern? Were they dead, alive, drowning, frozen, starving, or just hopelessly lost? We had to proceed cautiously and do our best in a practical manner, keeping within the bounds of safety. The McDowall Ranges are no place for heroes, least of all fools. We put the chains on the front tyres, and away we went.

				The seldom-used track presented a curtain of foliage. On inclines the debris-littered clay track was running water in the wheel ruts, and the rain was intensifying with every incline we traversed. A shower of mud would occasionally come up over the front leaving us temporarily blinded and the windscreen wipers begging for mercy until the squally rain gave the vehicle a brisk sluicing. Progress was slow as we rocked, slid, waddled and ground our way forward. The old Land Rover seemed to know we were on a mission.

				The dimly lit cabin was cold, and I could see Gordon’s white knuckles bared as he wrestled with the steering wheel on yet another muddy incline. Hard to the left, pause—hard to the right, as he endeavoured to use the chains on the outside of the tyres to get the maximum grip. We zigzagged and practically clawed our way up the slopes.

				I thumbed the torch on to check the time and, on looking across at my friend, I was shocked to see that his face was almost pallid and gaunt looking. He had been doing such a good job, it never occurred to me to take a turn. On the changeover I ran around the front of the vehicle, got a boot full of mud, and realised the temperature was plummeting. 

				‘Pity the poor buggers out in this tonight.’ 

				On and on through the night; dawn, and we were still going. A couple of major creek crossings to go, then over the top and down the dreaded red slope. If these city slickers were alive, not lost but just bogged down, we reckoned that would be where we’d find them. The red slope was renowned for its treachery when wet; nearly four hundred yards of volcanic red clay; it was like a slide going down, and almost impossible on the homeward run in the wet.

				‘There is a vehicle down there, mate’, said Gordon. ‘It’s off the track and up along the creek a bit. Grey Toyota. Can’t see any smoke—poor buggers must be frozen by now.’

				As we pulled up alongside I noticed the remains of a small campfire on a mound in front of the vehicle. Half-burned sodden wood and an empty cigarette packet; it had been a pathetic effort that would not have survived even on a fine day.

				The two would-be bushmen extracted themselves from the vehicle, almost in slow motion, like expressionless green tree-frogs climbing out of a pot of cold porridge—limbs quite dysfunctional and a ghost-like expression on their faces. They stood huddled before us in the rain, shoulders wrapped in sodden cotton bedsheets. ‘This time of the year in the far north you don’t need blankets’, they’d been told down south.

				‘Are we glad to see you blokes’—shiver! shiver! shake! shake!—‘got any smokes?’ 

				‘Nope—neither of us smoke.’

				‘Got any rum, you blokes?’

				‘Nope—neither of us drink.’

				‘Just our bloody luck—anyway can you get us out of here?’

				‘Too right mate, that’s what we’re here for.’

				There was nothing wrong with their vehicle, a hired near-new four-wheel drive. It had plenty of rubber on the tyres, but no chains. They obviously had no experience in bush driving. Going by the tracks left at the base of the red slope, the vehicle had been driven without engaging four-wheel drive!

				Gordon and I decided we would take one vehicle at a time up the slope. It seemed the best option, as we didn’t have a winch. Then once on top we should be able to take a vehicle each all the way out. The old Land Rover had made it quite clear on the journey in that it could climb trees, swim and do anything but quack. However, on the way out it would have to pull out all stops. The prospect of failure was a possibility, but not an option.

				The persistent rain had cleared the muddy slurry from our wheel tracks and, with everybody helping, we somehow managed to get the Land Rover to the top, but not without incident. Near the top the old track used to swing to the left, and it was here that there was a momentary falter.

				The vehicle paused in its progress, lost all traction, and I feared that it would begin a backward slide. I ran to the front, jumped on the bumper bar, hanging on to whatever was available, and stacked out to the left like a trapeze on a yacht, putting all my weight over the wheel. Gordon seized the moment and swung the steering wheel; the chains on the outside of the front wheels grabbed and, in an instant, with a roar and a crash and a shower of mud and a ‘Yackai!’, we disappeared over the top and into the scrub.

				That could have been dangerous but, as it turned out, loss of skin and wait-a-while rips around the ears were compensated by the elation of our success. The trudge back down the bare ominous slope was done in good spirits, and the taste of success spurred us on for the next assault.

				The government blokes were amazed at how their machine went up that hill in a rush, with a shower of mud, to the first bend. It was beginning to go sideways and off over the side. So, stopping with the hand brake on and the motor idling, I began to cut and lay bladey grass, bush trash and bark to the wheel tracks. When the others caught up, we continued this program of corduroying the way ahead.

				Things were looking up. You could see by the look of the two woebegone refugees that they were taking on a new stature. They were filthy, wringing wet, mud spattered and dripping fatigue. The discarded town shoes were in the vehicle, and they had just discovered their toes, as they gripped and clawed their way about their tasks with boyish enthusiasm. Maybe for the first time in their adult lives they were doing something basic, and with dedicated purpose. Pitching in, in order to survive, I saw two men grow up before my eyes.

				Everybody was a team now. There was no way this vehicle was not going to the top, and all the way out of there. Just for a moment, as I took a deep breath before easing the clutch out again, a vision flashed to mind of that magnificent double Victoria Cross winner, Charles Upham. In the middle of the night, in a pitched battle in the western desert of Egypt, he had actually convinced enemy soldiers to help push his truck out of a sand bog, then driven his men to safety.

				I had a great team backing me up as well, and away we went. Heaving and shoving, busting their boilers, clawing and grappling with every resource their bodies could muster, keeping that machine going upwards; they earned every yard. We faltered a couple of times. The vehicle slewed sideways and threatened to give up the ghost, go backwards, or slide over the side and do a ‘sugar-doodle’ all the way to the bottom. Then the tyres would grab traction and go again, onward and upward and, finally, over the top.

				There were no cheers; no time for looking about or enjoying the view. We were physically drained. Chests were heaving and burning from exhaustion. Now our bodies were becoming instantly cold and it was obvious we would have to get out of there and head for Alcatraz as quick as possible. Nothing would stop us now, not even a couple of ‘humpty doo’ crossings of creeks that would by now be well and truly swollen.

				‘You OK taking the Rover up in front by yourself?’, I asked Gordon.

				‘Sweet as a nut, mate—sweet as a nut.’

				He meant it too, as he had a great deal of affection for that old green good-as-gold machine. Its reliability gave him all the confidence in the world. It was the first time I had seen him smile all day.

				Alcatraz, as it was known, had been a base camp for the electricity pylon gangs. The compound was surrounded by high steel-mesh netting and barbed wire. It had never looked a hospitable place, on the little flat clearing in the scrub, not far from the Daintree River crossing. And the area was now overgrown with bladey grass and bracken fern. However, it was a welcome sight that day, in the rain, wind and drifting fog.

				Inside the neglected camp building, it was dreary, dark and damp. Miscellaneous belongings were scattered everywhere, and it looked like a boar’s nest after a bad night. I could smell the vermin, and it was a haven for ‘kooty skeeters’ and ‘wonga bugs’. At least the roof didn’t leak. I was able to get a fire going in the old wood range, out of bits and pieces. Then we drew a couple of old steel camp-stretchers closer to the fire and sat around sharing what tucker we had, and waiting for the billy to boil.

				‘You got anything else in that tucker box, mate?’ asked one of the government men. ‘I’m as hungry as Hell!’

				Words could not describe the look on their faces when I stood a bottle of Bundy and four pannikins on the table, then punctuated that with a packet of tobacco and some Tally-Ho papers.

				‘Well, look at that, he’s even got the makin’s!’

				I have been called many names in jest over the years, but what came next was beyond all those.

				‘If I hadn’t kept that up my sleeve, we wouldn’t have got you fellows to move. You certainly did pull your weight, and now it’s payback—Cheers!’

				As we sat around the gathering fire, sipping our enamel pannikins of rum, the world began to come alive again. Relaxed now, I was going back over the events of the day, and what a day it had been. Then I fastened on to the vision of Gordon, stripped and testing out the depth of a crossing on our way in.

				The creek was coming out of a tight gully. It was swollen, and rolling through in a consistent wave motion. Gordon went across and followed the same path back again. Blue with cold, arms outstretched for balance and striding ever so slowly and purposefully, he was a picture of dedication and focus. One stride, then another, left and then right, swinging his arms in unison. It was a gallant effort, and as he was about to leave the water I was shocked at his appearance. His body looked like a gaunt and twisted carcass and his face was distorted in a grimace against the driving rain. I had barracked him in and home again, knowing full well that it would be my turn next.

				He came from the creek and stood looking at me through the open window, and he could not speak. Frozen, he looked from me back to the water and then back to me. Looking at my mate in the darkness of that musty camp, I saw the flame’s flickering reflection across his now cheerful face.

				‘Gordon; Gordon G–R–I–M–W–A–D–E!’

				‘Yeh,’ he said, ‘that’s my name—so?’

				‘GRIM WADE’, I said. ‘Sure was mate, sure was. Cheers all round.’

				‘I’ll drink to that, mate,’ said Gordon, ‘I’ll drink to that!’

			

		

	
		
			
				The Watermelons

				The Watermelons

				Steam billowed across the platform, momentarily dampening down the dust, as the big engine pulled itself to a stop at Charters Towers, on the North Western Queensland line, in 1942. It might just as well have been 1914, as very little had changed in this goldmining and military town. A wave of khaki-clad soldiers disembarked, creating a tremendous noise with hustle and bustle, kitbags and gear.

				Soon everyone was gone, save a lonely bedraggled vagrant, a ten-year-old boy whose sole possessions were under his floppy hat and locked in an old Gladstone bag he clutched to his chest with both hands. Around his neck he wore a kind of dog tag, attached to a loop of butcher’s string. The Salvation Army captain walked quietly up to the lad, put one gentle hand on his shoulder, and with the other turned the piece of cardboard over. A message read, ‘Please deliver me to Old Sandy Station. My name is Alan.’

				The homestead where Alan’s new Aunt Steff and Uncle Jebb lived was a big old wooden building, a haven of contentment. Inside, it was all smoky, stained and polished, with high ceilings. Outside, on the verandah, it was cool compared to the heat haze that danced across the dry grass of the plains. In the shade hung a canvas waterbag, plump, with the sweat dripping off it. An old enamel pint pot hung from the rolled-leather bung. Alan didn’t take the pint pot down, he just stood spellbound at the view and held the cool canvas to his cheek.

				The bushland seemed to extend forever. Not a tall building or a train in sight; just the mournful repetitive cry of a crow as it passed overhead in jerky flight. Like the crow, Alan was aching from loneliness. Sure, Dad had to go to the war, but Mum never had to go and die.

				Under the canopy of affection, freely given by his new family, whose own two sons had gone to war, the young battler was able to shed his grief and come to terms with the tragedy in his life, and gradually grow within himself. He soon settled into the security and routine of rural life. It was great in the country school, with kids to play with, ‘miggles’ at little lunch and cricket at big lunch, then home again to the station in the afternoon.

				As the weeks and months went by, the chores became easier and even more interesting. Alan got to know all the farmyard animals, even the chooks, by name; and he liked the smell of the woodheap, where he used to sit on a stump and eat his afternoon smoko of a fistful of Aunt Steff’s brownie cake and a pannikin of homegrown milk. That was before he set to with Uncle Jebb’s old Kelly axe to cut the wood, which fired the huge wood range in the kitchen.

				Going to bed at night in this big old house was something of an adventure for Alan. He had a full tummy, a nice springy bed and a room all on his own; not like the orphanage. In the quietness he lay awake thinking about his father; and memories of his mother, too, flooded his mind. These would come to life in the middle of the night, as Aunt Steff shuffled slowly along the hallway in her sloppy slippers on some mysterious mission, carrying a candle before her. The light of the candle cast a giant shadow up the walls, which seemed to linger in the darkness even when she had passed his doorway.

				Huddy, one of Alan’s schoolmates, had invited him to stay for a week in the Christmas holidays. This was to be a most joyous occasion, with plans to go exploring in the old gold-diggings down along the Burdekin River. There was a rickety shack down behind Huddy’s place, which looked out over the river. Unpainted, with a verandah round one side and a rusty witch’s hat roof, there was a tin chimney on one end which always had smoke curling out of it. It was a quiet place most of the time, but sometimes in the evening the sounds of a button accordion came from the verandah and would float out over the water, hang in the wood smoke for a while, then fade away into the night.

				All the kids at school said there was a retired Swedish miner living there, a huge cranky old coot who grew the best watermelons. He never sold them, but gave them to the sisters up at the convent. Alan and Huddy were about to change that, as a matter of necessity.

				The kids at the railway end of town made the deal: watermelons, or Uncle Jebb’s chooks were to get the chop! That would have broken Aunt Steff’s heart. There was no other option. The two happy-go-luckies were forced into minor crime, which they would otherwise not have considered.

				It was out of the question to sneak up past the shack in the dark, carrying the watermelons in a sack. The ambitious plan adopted was to roll the melons down the bank and into the river at night, and pick them up downstream at the weir in the morning.

				In the morning, due to a fresh, the water was lapping the top of the weir. Luckily, the boys had taken two pairs of grown-ups’ woollen socks, to grip the concrete of the weir as they walked out across the river to collect the bobbing watermelons. Hooking those slippery melons out of the river, carrying them across to the bank one at a time, keeping balance and trying not to fall down the six-foot drop on the downstream side of the weir, was a tedious and frightening task.

				By the time there were nearly a dozen plump melons safely on the bank, in a heap under a quinine bush, the fear and the butterflies had gone and things were falling into place. The sun was well up, so the bullies from the railway gang should be down any time.

				‘There they are now’, said Huddy, as he lifted the last melon from the river. Twenty yards away on the bank, it was not watermelons but a Waterloo about to take place.

				With a quick eye and consideration for his friend, Huddy suddenly dropped the melon over the weir and, with a fistful of Alan’s shirt, dived into the river. Huddled against the weir wall, frantically treading water, Alan gasped, ‘What the hell was that all about?’

				Huddy had his eyes fixed on the bank, the melons, the kids, and the huge frame of a man. He had his arms outstretched, with big hands open like turkey’s tails, blocking any retreat for the boys—who were standing mute, with a melon under each arm, mouths open and truly in a state of shock. Over the gurgle of the water draining out of their ears and the lapping of the water against the weir, Alan and Huddy heard the big man demand, ‘Vot ist your farder’s names?’

				There was hardly a ripple as the two lads slid under the water to swim as far and as fast as their bursting lungs would allow. As they scrambled with some difficulty up the distant bank, they realised for the first time how they had been hindered in their escape by the dragging drapery of Uncle Jebb’s woollen socks.

			

		

	
		
			
				A Class of his Own

				A Class of his Own

				Massey Rowan was a cattleman, but then again, he was everybody’s man. He could do anything, and he would, for anybody at all. He was tall, neat and tidy, a nice old man whose good manners put him in the chivalrous age of Australian stockmen from ‘way back’.

				I first met him when the family still had Emu Plains, a holding on the upper reaches of the Bowen River. It was just a stone’s throw from Tent Hill, where there was once quite a prolific silver-mining field. The diggings were evident everywhere across the flat that nestled under a conical hill, from which the field got its name. It looked for all the world like there had been a wombats’ picnic. On any account, it would have been tough digging, going by the look of the hard rock rubble in the mullock heaps.

				What was special to me about Emu Plains Station was the construction of the homestead and the out-buildings. They were all grey, and all timber—constructed with the adze, the axe and the cross-cut saw by men who obviously knew what they were about. That the buildings were still well in use was testimony to their workmanship.

				•

				It was one of those lovely, rare days in the bush, when there is not a lot to do. Massey and I were sitting under a tree waiting for the billy to boil on dinner camp, at the washpool on the junction of the Bowen and Broken rivers. The country around had been his lifetime stamping ground, and he belonged there.

				Sheep had once been washed in this waterhole before shearing, as was the custom; and where the sunlight danced on the broken water as it skipped around the rocks and cascaded into the main pool in an endless melody, Massey had lost a horse to a crocodile. His horsetailer, unknowingly, had put the horse plant in too far up at the crossing and, before he knew it, it was all over.

				The wool industry had long gone—spear grass had probably put the death knell on that—and all that was left was the old woolshed scales which, as far as he knew, were still on the verandah outside Ted Cunningham’s office over at Strathmore Station. ‘Strange they should be there,’ said Massey, ‘Ted being a cattleman and all. He suffered sheep and sheepmen lightly.’

				The billy had boiled and Massey tossed in a bit of tea, let it roll over a few times, then took it off to set. As he gave the billy a couple of taps with a stick, to settle the tea leaves, a broad grin crossed his face. He had obviously remembered something that stirred his fancy. Still looking into the billy of tea, he told this story.

				•

				‘Tell you one time,’ Ted says to me, ‘I’d like to go and have a look at some country that is offering. We’ll take the plane; won’t be away more than a day or so. Would you like to come? I’d like you to if you could get away.’

				Anyway, away we went. Ted used to fly that plane on the seat of his pants, like sitting on a stockyard rail. Nothing fancy; nothing bothered him at all.

				Well, eventually we came over this property in question, and Ted did a pass over the homestead. He knew where the strip was, but was a little concerned as it had quite a heavy covering of dry grass even though the owners had given notice that it had been grazed recently. He made one more swing around the strip area and, having made up his mind which way to come into it (as there was no wind-sock showing), announced: ‘Hang onto your hat!’—which seemed appropriate safety instructions, even if not encouraging. Then, in we went.

				Well, we went up that landing strip like a drover’s dog under a swag cover on a cold night. Could not see a thing for grass. How the plane never stood on her nose is beyond me. Somehow, he managed to keep her going.

				Then, what do you reckon. Through the blur of the prop I could see that there were sheep going Hell west and crooked, parting in leaps and bounds. We went straight through the lot of ’em at a gallop. They must have been having a midday camp in the middle of the strip, and dead set asleep. Didn’t they liven up their footwork quick smart! Definitely a sign of an early spring, I’d say.

				As we slowed down, Ted spun the plane around, short of the fence, and as the dust settled I got my wind back. I looked across the cockpit at old Ted, who was as calm and cool as a cucumber, and he said to me, ‘Quickest bloody shearing they’ve ever had!’

				•

				After dinner camp we went south, over to the other catchment and on to the Bowen River proper. Between the hill where the old woolshed used to be and Exmoor Station there was, in a timbered gully, a natural stone bridge, or so Massey had said. As a matter of interest we were off to inspect it.

				Sure enough, there it was; quite a span really. It was a great shelf of rock that had been left high and dry, spanning the gully while the creek, which only flowed during the wet season anyway, continued to erode the gully deeper and deeper each year.

				‘This used to be a feature in the garden where my wife grew up’, Massey said. ‘Her and her folks used to live in a slab house, just over there on the knob. It was known as Quilban. Beautiful it was in those days.’

				As we walked quietly together now, across this natural bridge, I had a vision of the past and of a beautiful bush garden, and I felt that Massey held the hand of his bride and also heard the voices of yesterday.

				‘The old man died and the house was burned down eventually, in a bushfire’, Massey continued. ‘Sad part was that the old lady’s ring was lost here and had never been found. Some years later I got one of them metal detectors and came back in here looking. Blow me down if I didn’t up and find it. When I scratched the dirt away under the detector and picked up the ring, all these memories of my courting days, the trips out here in the sulky and the great meals the old lady cooked over the open fire came back to me. They were battlers; we all were in those days.’

				‘Looking down at what I had found, I could not believe my eyes. I felt like I was holding my youth in the palm of my hand. As I rolled that ring around a few times in my hand, it was just like I was fumbling a set of harness reins. It made my fingers tingle for a while there.’

				‘I took the ring to the hospital in town, where the dear old lady was fading fast. Would you know it, that ring snuggled up that wedding finger as her hand lay flat on the white counterpane, like it too had found a long lost friend. I could not describe the look of happiness that slowly grew on that familiar, lovely old face. As she lay there, a glorious peacefulness came over her, just like a magnificent sunset you sometimes see in the bush, at the end of a hard day.’

				Massey turned to walk away, off the knoll of the old homestead site, still reverently holding his hat in his hand. It was then I saw one of the jewels of that ring, as the sunlight caught it, making its way down the cheek of his weatherworn face; and then it was gone.

			

		

	
		
			
				Banjo’s Friend

				Banjo’s Friend

				I can see her yet. It was quite late, and the elderly Aboriginal lady I had come to know fondly as Nan Ruby was sitting sidelong in a well-worn chair, backed up to the warmth of her blackened wood range. Her hands were folded, almost reverently, in the lap of her tidy candlewick dressing-gown. The firebox door was open and the flickering firelight played on the black velvet skin of her cheek, highlighting the silvery hair that fetchingly escaped her crocheted bonnet. 

				She had nodded off, with one foot resting on the chair brace and the other snug on the warm coat of Banjo, her old dingo house-dog, curled up asleep at her feet on the bare floorboards. This big knocked-up, yellow-eyed dog was her shadow, even on cloudy days. I was envious of Banjo, as you could kind of tell that he knew all the stories, and there was no way he would betray a trust.

				As hard as I tried, it was impossible for me to come to terms with her life. It was a waste of time assuming anything at all, so it was important to be there at story-telling time. That could be any time. Sometimes, some of her life would unfold when we camped on the upper reaches of the Barambah Creek, on the Petersen Dam, fishing all through the night.

				There was always a main campfire glowing, with a billy swinging handy, but Nan always had a little fire of her own close by, down at the water’s edge. This was ever so small, just to give her a little comfort and keep those djungerie away. The kerosene lamp, on her other side, gave all the light that was needed for the fishing.

				As the night wore on and the water became still, birdcalls would carry across its great expanse, and eventually drown in the distance. The frogs and insects of the night would let everyone know how important they were, until they too finally gave up. Then there was only the occasional call from an owl, the cussing of an enraged possum and the twinkling star’s reflection, bouncing off the water, for company. Through those long hours of darkness, when the short, hairy djungerie people of Nan’s world kept their distance from the firelight, her stories gave her life a reality for me.

				The family had come down from Wave Hill country in the Kimberley, but with the forced relocation of her people for the last three generations she now had family across Queensland, at Yarrabah, Palm Island, Woorabinda and Cherbourg. She too had been taken from her mother and deprived of her language and culture. From her early teens she was submitted to the Christian dormitory existence. But her Aboriginality never left her; she never forgot the kindness of her people, the magnificence of the corroboree, the firmness of the social discipline and the great purpose of her people, living in harmony with natural law.

				Morning would come and, as the light lifted across the lake and the early shift of air came towards the land, the water would ripple and the first flight of black ducks would rise, heading for the feeding grounds. There would be a honking as pelicans exchanged acknowledgments, followed by the ritual of bill clapping. Stiff from inaction, we would make secure the chaff bag in the water containing our live catch, and head up the bank to the main campfire.

				I should have been there hours ago, but never wanted to break the spell of the long night vigil, Nan’s story-telling, the song and the prayer-like dirge, broken intermittently with ‘Hey, lookout, Yakkai, got you, big ole fella!’ Then back we’d go to a state of semi-slumber, curled up on the ground, one eye shut and the other focused on the little white paper atop the flimsy stick held vertical in the ground, across the top of which, passing through a slit end, was our line. Any action on the line and we could see the movement of the paper, even on the darkest night.

				A billy of tea around the stoked-up campfire was the beginning of a new day. The night-time was dead and gone, and now the djungerie would be down at the water’s edge warming their bodies by our little fishing fires that had been stoked and left burning, especially for them.

				Sometimes those night-times would be happy times, sometimes terribly sad. On one occasion I found her high up on a ridge near some caves in a state of despair, crying such a mournful cry of absolute sadness. I could not bear my grief at the sight and came away unnoticed. The pain of suffering through her lifetime was mostly hidden by her sheer will to portray kindness and goodness in all things. 

				I found it hard to understand that there was never a conflict in her life between the love she had for the true Christian teachings, and the great scars which stockwhips had left on her back. Little wonder the corroboree ‘Yarraman, Yarraman! Guddigidah, Guddigidah!’ persists, for it portrays the movement and sound of a galloping horse.

				Over the years I had come by various Aboriginal artefacts, two of which are authentic corroboree headdresses. ‘Don’t you ever let them “oogee” out of your sight, Brian’, said Nan. ‘They real you know, they special.’ They are made from paperbark and garlanded with twisted fur and hair string from top to bottom of the conical shape, painted with brown and white ochre in vertical stripes and topped with the plumed brisket feathers of an emu.

				•

				One morning at home there was an absence of the customary twittering of the willy wagtail that frequented our garden. I went outside and there he was, most forlorn, sitting on a twig, no busyness about him at all. I mentioned to my wife how strange the bird looked, then it came to me: something had happened to Nan. Sure enough, we got word that the old lady had just died.

				At that time there was a drought on, and we were going downhill fast. We cut our stock numbers down and couldn’t plant any crops as there was no soil moisture. The wind had blown away the soil we had cultivated the previous year. There was no hope anywhere in sight. In the previous twelve months we had had only seven inches of rain. Trees we had planted were under stress, and even mature trees in the forest were shedding their leaves and dying. Some jovial people suggested I don my corroboree hat and do a rain dance.

				In a state of desperation I took the suggestion seriously and confided in the memory of dear Nan Ruby. Armed with a corroboree hat and with the kindness and sincerity of that wonderful lady sitting easily in my heart, I sat down on a log and seriously contemplated the drought. A process of inner questioning and of enlightenment concerning the well-being of all living things is the best way I can explain what took place in my mind. That old Aboriginal woman led me by the hand through her spiritual land of the soil, the plants, the trees and the birds. Of course she had taken me there before, but only a little at a time.

				Now, every living thing was screaming out for rain. The drought had a stranglehold, wringing the life out of the tiniest creatures. The spirit of the land was in jeopardy. On my journey of awareness I seemingly visited all those plants, and the tiniest microbes in the soil, and the roots of the trees on their fruitless search for moisture in the arid soil.

				Some time later I managed to walk away in a somewhat dazed and exhausted state, and put the corroboree hat back on its pedestal in the house. To clear my head, I decided to go for a walk about the property.

				Struth, it was dry. I stopped my wandering and leant on a crusty fence post, noticing that the lichen had dried, died and curled like the end of a Bedouin’s boot. I stood there with an empty feeling and looked to the sky in faint hope of something, anything at all. There was nothing; just the blue overhead, the haze in the distance and the godforsaken parched earth. Not even a Molly hawk; just a swirl of dust as a willy-willy went past, grabbing a roley-poley bush and tossing it into the air in a dizzy spiral.

				Pondering on the good seasons, it did seem a long time since I had seen swallows, those gallant little warriors, herding flying ants. At storm time, ants would sprout wings and go skywards in countless numbers to migrate and form new colonies. They relied on strong air currents to assist in their migration, and rain-softened earth enabled them to build quickly their new habitat. This was feast time for swallows who, in their great numbers, would muster the masses of flying ants and then feed on the wing, in the same manner as do sharks on bait fish in the sea. The closer the weather was to rain, the heavier the atmosphere became, bringing the swarming ant masses closer to the ground. Thus the magnificence of this natural phenomenon became even more apparent.

				Leaning on the post, I mused over times past when I had witnessed other battles of the sky. From a wisp of white (known to the Aboriginals as ‘jombok’, from ‘jumbuck’), seemingly organic storm clouds grew like mushrooms, then became dark, ominous, cold and frightening. Great thunderous claps belted around inside these billowing tinderboxes, then the most amazing drench bucketed down, seemingly from nowhere.

				How long now had it been since my shirt stuck to my shoulders and the water ran down my face? Brand spankin’ new water, straight from the heavens, you could say. The only consolation that came to mind was that as each day wore on, we were one day closer to a rainy day.

				A movement on my hand drew my attention. I looked down at a most inquiring wingless ant. He was busy negotiating his way around, in the faint hope of finding something useful. I rolled my hand over to accommodate his busy search. We each had nothing to offer the other; only life itself prevailed, and I guess that to the ant at least was hope.

				Then it happened. Away to the west I saw a flight of pelicans. ‘Funny,’ I thought, ‘this is not pelican country.’ As I watched, they lost height and came down towards me. There were eleven birds, and they looked so graceful, holding their wedge formation and gliding so effortlessly. They came down even lower, and to my amazement did two complete circles right above me. They were so close that I could almost see the expression in their eyes; then they flew away eastwards.

				As I watched them go, something grabbed me, and I said ‘Thank you old Aboriginal lady for talking to me.’ I now knew that in eleven days’ time we would get two inches of rain. Just for a joke I told a near neighbour that I could get him two inches of rain in eleven days and that it would cost him a thousand dollars an inch. Sure enough, in eleven days we got the rain, two inches of it, and not predicted by the meteorological people I might add!

				In the early morning following that deluge, I went down to the creek, just for a look. I heard a horse tread on the sodden ground, and saw a horse and rider coming down along the track. The sun was rising through the trees behind him, presenting a classical golden silhouette. Even before he pulled up, I knew who it was; it was the ‘old fellow’.

				Reg Williams sat his horse like no other that I have known. Confidence, balance and patience; his tranquillity was emphasised by the collected stance of his grey Arabian. We exchanged greetings, and then he said he was heading for the stock route, where he reckoned some of his cattle would have gone, as all his fences at the creek crossings had been washed away. We discussed the wonderful rain, and I couldn’t resist telling him that I had contributed in a way. My old friend sat and listened attentively to my story.

				This great old bushman had known Ruby Bond, and over the years at Rockybar Station he had employed members of her family as stockmen. The glint of his stock-knife handle, held in place on a well-plaited belt, reminded me that he and Ruby—arm in arm, shoulder to shoulder—had once cut a cake at a multicultural dinner with that same stock-knife. That was a special day, 8 August, the day I remember as the anniversary of the death of Albert Namatjira.

				When I had concluded, Reg just sat his horse, fingering the reins and nodding his old brown hat in acknowledgment; I would like to think in approval.

				Since that time, whenever or wherever I see pelicans, there is an opportunity for me to say, ‘Hello. Hello Nana Pelican.’
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