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In loving memory of two good men –
Thomas Henry Phelps, my grandfather
and George Thomas Phelps OAM, my father.


Here it is, Dad.






‘Longer, higher, steeper, wetter, colder and rougher than Kokoda.’


Peter Ryan, author of Fear Drive My Feet







Author’s Note


All families have stories that weave into the fabric that defines how each member views themselves. My grandfather’s wartime experiences in New Guinea, along with those of my father and his sisters back home, have become part of what carrying the Phelps name means to me – resilience, the importance of family, the loyalty of mates and an optimism that can carry you through the worst of times.


Growing up, I knew bits and pieces about Pop’s time in the New Guinea Highlands during World War II. He taught pidgin English to my cousins and me, and he would entertain us with stories of this mysterious other place. For a kid it sounded like my grandfather went goldmining in the jungle with Tarzan. The scariest, most fun and adventurous time. We were only ever told the good stories, of course. Nothing about enemy air attacks or cannibals on the trail, or the death and disease that surrounded the men on my grandfather’s journey. I discovered all this and more many years later in my research. My dad and aunts would also share what they knew. It was only in recent times, as my father’s health declined, that I realised I needed to write down what had happened to Tom Phelps in those years, before his story was lost forever. I also needed to capture on paper the way his absence affected his children; specifically, my father, George. This paternal absence was one of the high prices of the Depression and of World War I and World War II as men were forced to leave their families in order to fight or to find work.


My father was on the road for most of his working life, whether it was inspecting pubs as an engineer for Tooth’s Brewery or fly-in/fly-out trips when he himself worked in New Guinea, commissioned by the army as a supervisor in a multi-million-dollar Army Expansion Program. Dad had sworn to Mum that he would never spend more than a week away from his family. He always loved his old man and knew his absence was for the benefit of his wife and kids, but he would never forget his feeling of longing and abandonment and wouldn’t let it visit his own family. So, Dad brought my mother, sister and me to live in New Guinea for the three years of his tenure.


When my family returned, Dad would never miss a footy match, swimming meet, surf carnival or theatre production I was in and this has impacted my approach to fatherhood with my daughters. He would always be there for his kids as I am with mine today.


Pop and the men on the Bulldog Track weren’t soldiers, so when they came back no one gathered their oral histories. And when he came home, Pop, like many others, at first didn’t want to talk about the things he’d seen and the hardships he’d faced. He wanted to get on with things and not look back.


His recollections came in fits and starts, and it took many years for the pieces to slot together and for truths to be revealed. Pop’s connection to New Guinea was forged when he arrived in the Highlands to work for the Bulolo Gold Dredging Company (BGD Co.) in 1939. Even after such a harrowing exit the first time round – one that I will reveal in the pages that follow – Tom returned several times to work in what would become Papua New Guinea and would often visit Bulolo locals who, he told his grandsons (including me), had saved his and his mates’ lives on the journey that forms the basis of this book.


I am not a historian. This book is not a concise history of chronologically factual happenings that occurred after the Japanese invasion of New Guinea and the evacuation of the Bulolo township. It is a family memoir of rememberings and imaginings that spin off from key moments in the lives of my grandfather and father.


I am an actor and so I have spent years bringing to life other people’s stories by using the truth of them to create the moods, actions and responses that can convey that life to others. This is what I have tried to do in The Bulldog Track. At times I have condensed and sped up events to highlight the key moments. I have tried to banish my present-day judgements in the telling to capture the authenticity of the times, and in doing so I have employed the language my Pop used, which was commonplace in Australia and New Guinea in the 1930s and 1940s. The terms ‘bois’, ‘Japs’, ‘natives’ and ‘waitmen’ might not resonate in today’s parlance but they were the descriptors everyone used back then. This story is informed by the knowledge I gained from my grandfather, my dad and my aunts; from research I undertook at the State Library of New South Wales; and through my contact with other families whose relatives trekked the Bulldog at the time; all this raw memory and material helped me to imagine what happened in those key moments. My own time in Papua New Guinea has also bled into these pages. I began my first two years of school in Port Moresby, school shoes optional, and would often go with my mother and sister to Dad’s workplace at the army barracks or fly into towns around the country. We would visit the town of Bulolo and the goldfields where my grandfather lived and worked.


However, this book is not a work of fiction. The truth of this story lies in the emotional journey of my grandfather and my father – and of my own life’s work – and it is a tribute to the resilience and strength that saw my grandfather survive, and his family hold together while he was gone. It is a tribute to all those who survived the Bulldog Track.


Peter Phelps


Sydney, 2018




Introduction


Under a full moon at Edie Creek, near Bulolo in the New Guinea Highlands, late at night on 4 March 1942, my grandfather might have heard or even said the following sentence: ‘Mipela bai kirapim bilong mipela hat wokabaut.’ It means: ‘We will start our hardest journey now.’


Pop had a good handle on Tok Pisin, or what he and his mates knew as pidgin English. Years later, as children, my cousins and I used to love learning the words and phrases he taught us. ‘How you read it is how you say it,’ he always told us, ‘so have fun saying it out loud.’




Mipela bai kirapim bilong mipela hat wokabaut.


We will start our hardest journey now.





And they did.


* * *


The Bulldog Track is the story of my grandfather Tom Phelps; and the story of his son, my father, George. It is a story they deserve to have written, and one that I need to tell.


Forty-one days after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor announced that nation’s entry into World War II, and just two weeks after the Japanese bombed Darwin, a smaller but just as lethal fleet from the same Hawaiian attack that started the war in the Pacific, strafed and bombed the mining town of my grandfather. This was the catalyst for the Australian military to destroy the town in a scorched earth destruction of Bulolo, leaving nothing for the impending Japanese invaders. And nothing left for the European residents. A planned evacuation by plane from the neighbouring town of Wau (pronounced ‘Wow’) was aborted by yet another bombing of that town and the destruction of all aircraft. To quote my grandfather: ‘Again our hopes were dashed by being bombed twice in a week.’ It became the trigger for Tom and a group of 200 or so other civilians based in the Highlands of New Guinea – goldminers, tradesmen, professionals and local carriers – to set out on a momentous trek along what came to be known as the Bulldog Track. They were fleeing the Japanese army, which was now pressing down through New Guinea. My grandfather again: ‘We hatched our plans to go overland by this unknown trail in the hope of reaching the coast of Papua.’


Most of the party were unarmed. Some were old, and some sick, but all of them were unprepared for the wild rapids, the impregnable jungle – in which tribes known to indulge in cannibalism resided – the unseeable enemy, the air raids, the disease and the deaths. It was a journey similar to that made by Australian servicemen on the Kokoda Track later in 1942, but the Bulldog Track was – according to Peter Ryan – ‘longer, higher, steeper, wetter, colder and rougher’.


The Australians on Tom’s epic trek – all of them too old or unfit to enlist in the military – knew of the atrocities committed on behalf of the Japanese Emperor as the enemy advanced south. Tom and his mates believed an invasion was inevitable.


This part of New Guinea was, at the time, an Australian territory. As the Aussies of Bulolo saw it, the Japs had already busted down Australia’s back fence and were poised to kick in the door of their native land. The members of this small community weren’t going to hang around and wait to be killed. They would try to reach safety the only way they could: by foot, through some of the most rugged terrain on Earth.


My dad, George Phelps, was ten years old in September 1939, when his father left for New Guinea. George was bitter at what he saw as his father’s abandonment of his family. Tom had left to work as a goldminer and carpenter, not to join up to defend his country. What’s more, his father wouldn’t be around to watch George – who was obsessed with rugby league – fulfil his ambition of playing representative football.


Despite his anger, George promised his father that he would be the man of the house for the next three years (the length of Tom’s contract). He pledged to look out for his mother and three sisters.


At the time, neither Tom nor George realised they would soon be tested like never before.


* * *


Tom Phelps’s eldest child, my Aunty Joy, is the family historian. I began my research whilst staying on her and her partner Joan’s coffee plantation in the northern New South Wales town of Woombah (pronounced ‘Womba’, population 844). Joy rediscovered Tom’s photos from the time and I have included some of these photos in this book. Each time I flip through them I am amazed at how a camera and its film stock made it out of whitewater rapids and knee-high mud and torrential rain and all sorts of adverse conditions to, thankfully, survive so the images can make it onto these pages.


I couldn’t find out which one of Tom’s sixteen other miner mates lugged the camera along for the ride, but surely it would have been a prized possession. A favourite shot, and one that typifies that Aussie spirit in the face of adversity, is one of the smiling men aboard their newly handmade raft, moored to a riverbank by vines, posing for the camera as if they were Boy Scouts recreating Huckleberry Finn’s raft trip down the Mississippi River. I believe it was my grandfather who took the shot from the riverbank, as at this point the miners had split up into groups of four, five or six. In the shot are Pop’s group of six, minus Pop.


I did mini detective work like this numerous times throughout the book.


The only other remaining physical evidence of Tom Phelps’s journey is a rudimentary diary written with his carpenter’s pencil onto what was once a white round-domed, canvas covered pith helmet. He began with the title at the crown on top in capitals – ‘WALK ACROSS NEW GUINEA’ – and made entries in a spiral pattern until there was no further room to write just as the men had reached the Yule Island Mission near the end of their trek. He also created a map written on baking paper, which records the names of his fellow trekkers – those who survived and those who did not – where burials took place, and every camp along the trail.


I kept Pop’s map, diary and helmet close to me while I wrote his story. These artefacts – his handwriting and his drawings – travelled with him, on his head, in his pack and in his pockets. I can picture him settling in at a new camp after a nine-hour hike, a feed and a communal chat about the next stage of the journey, then jotting down the day’s events. Now, more than seventy-five years later, all the witnesses have gone to their graves, but Pop’s possessions speak to me. The inscription on his helmet, made somewhere around the halfway point of the journey – where the cloudforest meets the Eloa River and becomes the Lakekamu River, at an abandoned mine camp called Bulldog – is typically simple: ‘fished native style … hunted game with new natives fleeing Japs too’. It’s all written in his beautiful looping handwriting.


I built on these snippets with morsels picked up from my research, and a lot of time spent at the State Library of New South Wales. Information was minimal. The battles, skirmishes, manoeuvres, personnel, dates and all things military were well documented, both at the time and later, by great journalists writing for Australian readers – Chester Wilmot, Osmar White and George Johnston, to name just three. But the experiences of civilians in New Guinea at the time are lesser known. In large part, they remained silent.


Pop did write one extraordinary letter about his time travelling the Bulldog Track. He wrote in response to an article in the paper published nine days previously, which was written almost exclusively about the army engineers, road builders and native labourers who, phenomenally, created the Bulldog Road from the Bulldog Track in what Australian head honcho General Sir Thomas Blamey said ranked among the ‘great Army engineering feats of history’. It became a vital supply route for the battles ahead with the Japanese, including the Kokoda campaign. It was the highest road ever constructed in Australian territory, at 9857 feet and earned its Chief Engineer, Lieutenant Colonel WJ Reinhold, the OBE and the Military Cross. The army gave the road an alternative name – the Reinhold Highway. But the miners who first set a white foot on it would never call it that.


There was only passing mention in the piece of the evacuated civilian miners and no mention as to how they achieved their extraordinary feat. Many of them were consulted by the army upon reaching safety to gain information, including my grandfather, whose map and diary were studied and given back to him. Pop felt he and his mates and the natives ‘to whom most of us owe our lives’ (he writes in his letter) should be recognised and in his quiet and subtle way he stated his case. I find in my grandfather’s letter, in his voice, how underplayed and reticent this character trait of the Australian man was at the time and how so often the men who returned home said little or nothing of their experiences, whether they were soldiers or civilians.


The letter was addressed to the editor of the Sydney Morning Herald, and published in that newspaper on 29 May 1944.




Sir—


The article by Edward Axford (SMH, 20/5/’44), on the building of the Bulldog Road, made known the part played by the men who blazed the trail from Wau and Edie Creek to the Papuan coast by way of Bulldog and the Lakekamu River. Being one of the original party who left Edie Creek at 11 p.m. on March 4, 1942, I can fully substantiate all he says in regard to the hardships endured. I was working on the Bulolo goldfields when the Japanese attacked New Guinea by air on January 21. They destroyed our company’s three planes on the ground at Bulolo, making our evacuation by air impossible. Two days later we proceeded by road to Wau in the hope of being evacuated by air. Again our hopes were dashed by being bombed twice in a week. Now hopelessly cut off from Port Moresby and our own people, we moved up the mountain to Edie Creek. It was from this place that we hatched our plans to go overland by this unknown trail in the hope of reaching the coast of Papua. So we set out a few nights later with very little food and a few of the natives, to whom most of us owe our lives. I should also like to express my gratitude to Dr Giblin, an elderly man, who did everything possible, under terrible conditions, for the sick and injured. We eventually reached the coast very much the worse for wear, I having lost 4st on the journey. We then walked 60 miles down the beach to Yule Island, and later by schooner to Port Moresby, where we gave all the necessary information to the authorities which probably prompted them to build the road. The task they performed can only be appreciated by those who travelled the trail through this country.


THOMAS PHELPS


Punchbowl





This letter was the only first-hand account of the Bulldog Track journey I have seen. It was the inspiration to tell this story and it’s my determined aim, Pop, to let a few more than your fellow travellers appreciate this epic journey.




CHAPTER 1


Bulolo Bound


My family has had a connection to Papua New Guinea ever since Tom Phelps arrived in the Owen Stanley Ranges towards the end of September 1939, two weeks after Hitler invaded Poland. He had come to work for the Bulolo Gold Dredging Company (BGD Co.) as a carpenter and goldminer.


The pioneers of goldmining in this area – men such as Cecil Levien, William ‘Shark Eye’ Park and Jack Nettleton – knew how to entice an international workforce. They made the town of Bulolo as much like home as possible for their expat workers, most of whom came from Australia, New Zealand or the United Kingdom. In 1934, the newly arrived Administrator of the Mandated Territory of New Guinea, Brigadier General Walter McNicoll, observed: ‘Bulolo is an amazing place. Less than four years ago, impenetrable jungle; today a well planned and well established township … A more striking example of careful and skilful planning and successful execution can hardly be imagined.’


Goldmining done on an industrial scale in New Guinea involved extremely tough working conditions, isolation, a confronting cultural difference and adverse weather, so keeping their employees socially and physically content was the only way the mine owners could ensure they had a consistent workforce, which was critical to a well-functioning mine. And so they did. Bulolo’s 330 ‘Europeans’ didn’t need to go outside of their purpose-built township. Everything required for comfortable Western living was grown there or flown in.


At sixteen, Tom had enlisted to serve in World War I, but on the day in 1914 he signed his forms, took his medical and was given an Australian Imperial Force service number – 82949 – his mother, Margaret, hauled him out of the recruiting office by the ear, probably to the laughter of his mates bound for the European slaughterhouses. She scolded the recruiting officers for signing up underage lads. The Phelps women have never been backward in going forward.


Twenty-five years later, as the clouds of war hovered above Europe once more, Tom was again unable to enlist, this time on medical grounds. While working on a building site in 1938, his foot had been crushed and became gangrenous as a result of the black dye from his sock infecting the wound. My dad once told me how he remembered seeing the poison rise towards his father’s heart. The doctors had wanted to amputate, but were met with a strong refusal. ‘You’ll amputate my head before you take my foot off,’ Tom swore at the medical men. My hard-as-nails grandmother, who similarly dismissed all medical advice, managed to get Tom up and running again with love and ichthyol – black ointment.


If the Sydney doctors had had their way and amputated Tom’s foot, he would never have gone to New Guinea as a carpenter at the goldmines. Yet if he had been fit, he would most likely have joined his mates and enlisted – and he may well have seen action on another track, 130 miles to the south, which ran from the Highlands town of Kokoda to Port Moresby.


After Tom recovered, his bad leg hampered his employment chances for a while. Times were tough, and he had mouths to feed – his wife, Rose, and four children, George, Joy, Shirley and Ann. When a mate told Tom that working for the BGD Co. could earn him as much money in a week as he could make in two months in Sydney, he made the fateful decision to sign a contract to live and work in the mystical Highlands of New Guinea. Rose would be able to pick up a regular cheque at BGD Co.’s office on the fourth floor of Shell House on Carrington Street, Sydney.


And so Tom Phelps left Punchbowl and travelled to Bulolo in late September 1939, his goldmining contract and his carpentry tools in hand, ready for a three-year stint on the goldfields. World War II had commenced only a couple of months earlier, but at that stage it was confined to Europe. Tom’s arrival in the Highlands came only six years after that of the first ‘waitmen’ – the Western adventurers and prospectors who appeared out of the jungle trails to make contact with a Highlands population of around 750,000 people. As Tim Flannery has written, ‘This was the last time in the history of our planet that such a vast, previously unknown civilisation was to come into contact with the west.’


Tom didn’t rave much to Rose and the family in his letters and rare telegrams about the relative luxury of the joint he found himself in, but he could have. At the time he alighted from Bertie Heath’s Junkers G31 transport plane from Port Moresby, Bulolo already had a sports club and a golf club, cricket pitches and a 600-yard rifle range. The settlement had teams in many sports, including table tennis, billiards and the less strenuous but more stressful poker. They would compete against players from the other Highlands town, Wau, which sat nineteen miles upriver at an altitude 1247 feet higher than Bulolo, and against the northern coastal towns of Salamaua and Lae. The mining company itself flew the sports teams to their away matches. Bulolo also had a library with reading rooms, a theatre and a cinema where movies were shown on Wednesday and Saturday nights. Sailing regattas were held on disused dredge ponds, and night tennis was played on floodlit courts. Three swimming pools were fed by natural springs, and there were also six bowling greens.


All this for 330 miners and tradesmen, medical staff and their families.


A refrigeration plant had been built in Bulolo early on, in 1932; less than a year earlier, no one in the district had ever seen ice. So, fresh meat, fish and veggies were always on hand. And the weekly tonnage of Foster’s Lager airlifted in – on the freight planes named ‘Peter’, ‘Paul’ and ‘Pat’, and captained by either Bertie Heath or Les Ross – made sure the place was never dry.


Around a third of the miners had their families with them. The mine owners were always willing to accommodate this if it kept a man on the job. Tom had asked Rose to come with him, but she’d flatly refused. The fact that the kids’ education would be interrupted, combined with her fear of the unknown and the ‘primitive’, meant the idea was too much for her. So, Tom lived with the bachelor workers, three blokes to a house.


For many among its white population, Bulolo offered a far more luxurious existence than they’d been used to at home. Less salubrious, yet still very liveable, were the native labourers’ huts of local timber and thatched roofing, which were built on the fringes of the township. The Highlanders’ original villages lay in the uncleared jungle a little further on, and almost all of the 12,000 natives of the district would come and go. The mining towns injected more funds and trading options into their village than would have been the case had the waitman never come.




CHAPTER 2


Bulolo Gold


Tom never looked at his Hartford Lever wristwatch when working on his wooden creations. That would be too much like being on his shift at work. His work was as a full-time goldminer and carpenter for the company, and it was the reason he was so far from his family. When he toiled as a goldminer on the conveyer belts and turbines and water cannons and sluices and the massive, moving machinery of those eight monolithic dredges that floated a quarter of a mile and back in a year on the Bulolo River, he’d watch the clock. All the men did. Just like those who toiled at the tailings on the riverbank and cleared the surrounding jungle of growth that some swore they could see growing before them. Work accompanied by the non-stop steel-on-steel, steel-on-rock clanking and slamming twenty-four hours a day that echoed all over the ridges and deep valleys and through the town day and night.


For those full-timers constantly oiling metal parts that were in unceasing motion, it was always about time. Smoko time, eight-hour bundy on and off time. First beer time. Sleep time. Then came the swim club and activities scheduled at the Bulolo Sports Club. Billiards. Table tennis. Hiking. What’s on at the flicks. Sailing or canoeing the disused dredge pits. Prospecting. Golf and rugby league against the other towns. Butterfly collecting. Family time.


The carpenters, who were also employed as miners, like Tom, worked less shifts and more flexible hours than those doing only mine work and were paid a slightly higher rate of 30 pounds a month.


Tom always took his watch off and placed it away from the dusty workbench. He didn’t want to count the minutes. He spent a great deal of his time in the work shed off the recreation hall, where usually it was only him and his sometime assistant Una Beel – his ‘house boy’ – and a few other carpenters during working hours. For Tom, after almost three years on the goldfields, Una Beel had become a friend. Like many locals, Una Beel mixed his time between the goldfields and the native labourers’ quarters along the ridge above the European settlement where he lived with his wife and kids, returning less and less to the village of his Buang people down the river as he absorbed the comforts of the white man. Una Beel’s set-up was unusual in that of the 1231 labourers only thirty had wives at the native quarters.


Tom had found varying definitions of ‘indentured’ in a dictionary in the recreation hall’s library, and he decided ‘apprenticed’ was probably the closest description to Una Beel’s position in the company town. ‘Enslaved’ wasn’t at all the case. Native labourers were paid 6 pounds a month, no tax, free board in the native labourers’ compound and the same forty-four-hour week and six shifts as white miners. That poorly compared with the Europeans 24–28 pounds a month depending on the station of the man on the dredges, no tax, free board, overtime at time and a half and twelve days annual leave on full pay. If white employees worked in wet places they were paid 2 pounds 6 shillings extra per shift. The Native Labour Superintendent, the tall Pom Ted Knight, allotted men into jobs suitable to their strengths, and they were punished the same as the waitman – by docked wages – if they were a no-show, and if any man committed a crime they were imprisoned regardless of race.


There was no favourite duty, but the one job all the men hated was working the myriad underground passages through which water was cannoned to eventually wash the gold. More men had been killed in these subterranean chambers – shot by water cannon, perishing in rock falls, drowning or by other means – than died of natural causes or murders in the township. White and black.


The underground passages were where Una Beel was usually assigned as a labourer. He told Tom that he was aware of the dangers of the pits but that he was all right because he was more cautious than his workmates, especially the ones who had died on the job. He also said that if he or his wontoks, his mates, got too frightened or were injured they could leave the job after two years. The money he earned was good and he took some of his wages back to his village, but there it was next to useless. What was highly prized, instead, were the goods he could buy with his money at the BGD Co. store. Bringing knives, matches, blankets and lap-laps – men’s traditional wrap skirts, secured with a rope or belt – and especially the steel axes that could replace the stone ones still being used in his place of birth, made him a bit of a hero to his family, as well as increasing his standing in the village.


Most days in the work shed were the best time, for Tom in Bulolo. He was pretty sure it was the same for Una Beel as well, when he saw the look of fascination and excitement come across his friend’s face as he used tools on timber that he could only have dreamt of a couple of years earlier. Both men knew that the workshop was a far better place to be than the noisy, stinking grind of eight-hour shifts on the dredges.


Tom was a master carpenter and rookie goldminer when he first arrived in Bulolo. He’d undertaken gold-dredging training the day he got off the plane nearly three years earlier, which meant he could come off the carpentry bench and work many of the jobs that required extracting the gold stuff from the river. His contracted duties, however, mostly included on-site carpentry and joinery, making and maintaining the massive timber sluices connected to the mine that collected the majority of the gold. He also helped either build or maintain all of the substantial European-built houses and native labourers’ huts, the halls and offices in the village, and the bridges striding the rivers.


From the pioneering days of gold, when the precious yellow stuff was panned by hand from the rivers and creeks of the Morobe province, timber was as valuable to the miners as the stuff they were prospecting. Mining had well and truly evolved from rudimentary camps of canvas tents to small solid cabins of mostly klinkii and hoop pine sourced from the surrounding rainforest. Timber housed these men. It kept them warm and cooked their food. Gold couldn’t do that. Gold was taken out of the river and sent away for company profit. That was the beginning and end of it. It wasn’t what made up the town, though it had given birth to it and continued to fund it.


The infrastructure of Bulolo wouldn’t exist without the local timber that built the houses, the hospitals, the power station, the dredges they toiled in, the tables and chairs they sat down to eat at. For Tom, it gave a sense of satisfaction. It showed how much his work meant.


For the company, the importance of Tom’s carpentry skills was on par with his goldmining, yet that wasn’t the case for him. To him, goldmining was toil, an external means to a cold monetary end. In contrast, working the wood with his hands was a spiritual exercise. It gave him an inner sense of happiness and fulfilment that all those years of entrenched religious adherence – up to the moment he renounced his faith – never did.


This wasn’t work on the bench in front of Tom. This was what seventy-five years later would be called mindfulness meditation. Breathing and wood and touch. Time didn’t exist when he was at one with his tools and timber. The hours it took for the goldmining and village machinations, the carpentry for the company – he always had some leftover for his own projects.


The Dredgemasters, Wally Doe, Arthur Smith and Chester Mayfield, and BDG Co. manager Captain John Simpson, were decent enough blokes. Mayfield trained up the many Australians who would go up the chain of command on the dredges quicker than any other boss. He had good stories to tell in the Sports Club of working the gold dredges in California and in the Klondike in Canada, and like a few other pioneers who were still around the place, he added to a sense of gold-rush romance that existed at the time.


The miners, a diverse mob of dozens of trades and professions including three doctors – none of them from these high valleys, most of them escaping something or someone – all shared three things: debt and hope and the same gold castle in the air. Just like Tom.


But his was not a nine-to-five bundy on/bundy off job like the miners who worked in groups of three eight-hour shifts to ensure the mine kept churning twenty-four hours a day, three hundred and sixty-three days a year. The only time the metal-on-metal pounding of the dredges stopped was Christmas Day and Good Friday.


It rained nearly every day, or so it seemed to Tom. It was warm throughout the year with some cold nights, and nearly always muggy in his adopted town, 9487 feet above sea level. It was hard to stay dry with the incessant rain, the sweat of the mining work and the work’s proximity to the river.


A day or two after a deluge, gold nuggets and dust would often greet the miners, sluicing and tumbling from higher upriver to be gouged from the riverbed by steel digging buckets the size of a sofa and then dumped into smaller buckets on conveyer belts. This continuous line of twenty-two per minute steel digging buckets shunted the valuable gold onto hoppers, which in turn fed a large rotating circular screen that pushed the gold, gravel and sand onto sluiced timber tables to capture most of the gold. If there was a run of the special yellow stuff, it would be all hands on deck.
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