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For the people and dogs on my journey who have taught
me, given me opportunities and stuck it out through the
tough times.


To James & Maeve. Thanks for sharing your dad with
so many other kids. You probably won’t learn much here
that you didn’t already know!




A NOTE FROM BERNIE


When I was first approached about writing this book, I had to think about it for a bit. How could anyone capture the real essence, the real heart, of what we do at BackTrack – how it is a team effort and how dedicated the staff, local community and supporters are to help the young people who come to us for assistance. I decided to go ahead with the book with the wish that it will provide hope and inspire others.


Kids from all walks of life, from the North Shore of Sydney to the remote western deserts, are toughing it out. I was lucky growing up. I had a family that loved, cared and supported me. Sadly, the reality is that many young people are not so fortunate. I hope this story can show that no matter what, and no matter how tough we’ve had it, we can all make a difference in our community and in the lives of others.


Like many success stories, ours had a humble start. A burning idea, an empty shed and seven busted kids who we believed wanted a better life. We turned to the local community and its leaders for help and they responded generously, and still do to this day. We are forever grateful for all the help and support we have received, particularly by those who saw our potential in the early days and have stood by us ever since.


BackTrack was a hard grind at first but we stuck to our core ideas that we will give these young people as long as they need and keep putting opportunities in front of them. They are all different, they have all had tough times, and each takes as long as they need


to turn their life around. It’s not easy, and requires incredible patience, skill and dedication from all staff – the backbone of the organisation – to help these wild kids through.


We’ve been around at BackTrack long enough now to know what works, and we’ve seen it time and time again, not only here in Armidale but also in other communities who are now taking up the challenge to provide similar programs. Our hope is that the BackTrack approach can take seed in many more communities. BackTrack will always be ready to assist in any way we can.


Bernie Shakeshaft, 2019




AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book is the story of Bernie Shakeshaft and the organisation he founded: BackTrack. Both are extraordinary.


The major interviews for Back on Track occurred at Bernie’s home and in his office. However, such is his affable nature, Bernie rarely gave the impression he was being interviewed. Instead, it seemed he and I were just having a very long chat, the type mates might have at the pub when they haven’t caught up for a while. As a result, I hope this comes across in Back on Track where at times readers may not only feel they are being told stories, but are part of an ongoing conversation. It must be said that Bernie can slap expletives into his language at a cyclonic rate, and regularly drops consonants off the ends of words. Occasionally I have put some of these in verbatim; for the rest of the time the reader need only use a little imagination. Also, Bernie uses a specific term to describe Indigenous Australian people in the Northern Territory: he calls them ‘countrymen’. It is a word he uses with the utmost respect, and, as you will read, the influence of countrymen on his life has been profound.


There are many secondary interviews in this book. Nearly one hundred in fact. Bernie’s parents and siblings; his partner; his children and his friends; BackTrack staff, both current and former staff; BackTrack boys, girls and their families; teachers; youth workers; police officers; businesspeople; a horse-breaker; graziers; drovers; an advertising executive; a Test-cricket legend; a school principal; a psychologist; an Aboriginal elder; a dog handler; a dingo tracker; a politician; a filmmaker; a council employee; a former Governor of New South Wales (now the Governor-General of Australia) and his wife; and a former ward of the state (one of the first people Bernie helped in an official capacity). Most of these interviews were conducted face to face at locations across New South Wales and Victoria. The remainder were held over the phone and one by email. Due to the sensitive nature of some material, and the age of some interviewees, some names have been changed or not used at all. Also, some place names aren’t included, and at other times, descriptions of people and places have been kept to a minimum.


Also, a quick word about style. Each chapter begins with a small scene setter about day-to-day happenings at BackTrack. Some themes in these pieces then carry through, in both big and small ways, to the body of the chapters. I have done this to provide greater insight into an organisation that is so rich with stories that it is impossible to tell them all within the pages of this book.


There are people who might read Back on Track and think: ‘Why doesn’t Bernie stop those kids from smoking?’ or ‘Why do the kids swear so much?’ In a perfect world, maybe we wouldn’t have to ask those questions. But, this isn’t a perfect world, is it?


Working with high-risk kids is a game of inches. We are talking about kids who’ve suffered unbelievable trauma in their lives: domestic abuse, sexual abuse, alcoholism, drugs, crime, broken homes … the list goes on.


As a result, there are many more incredibly complex issues at play. At BackTrack they make choices every day about what battles they choose to fight. Do they work on stopping a kid from smoking? Or should they be more worried about where that kid will sleep that night? And if he doesn’t sleep in the right spot, what are the chances he might hit the ice until he lands back in the Accident and Emergency Department? In the work at BackTrack it is rarely ever a case of simply saying: ‘Please stop doing that, there’s a good boy.’ Sadly, tragically, with the kids at BackTrack (and others like them), changes in behaviour and attitudes can take years. One step forward, twenty back. All right, let’s go again the next day. Two steps forward, ten back. That’s an improvement. A game of inches.


Some readers might be offended by some of the things they read in this book, but as Bernie says, these things are happening in the not-so-perfect world. Not only that, but they might be happening on your street, or just around the corner from you. The issues you’ll read about are very, very authentic. There’s no sanding off the edges. These things are happening in our society, and you can’t un-happen what’s happening.


Bernie and I thank you for coming into his not-so-perfect world.


Finally, I have to say that the personal journey while working on Back on Track has been revealing. I feel so very privileged to have been allowed into so many lives. Everyone willingly shared stories with me, even when some of those stories exposed individual vulnerabilities and raw emotions. My eyes, mind and heart were opened more than I ever could have imagined. Thank you to everyone involved. BackTrack is an amazing organisation. It takes my breath away.


James Knight, 2019




PART ONE
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When I was twenty, I was bulletproof and I knew
everything. When I got to forty, I was thinking:
‘Oh, there are a couple of things I’ve still got to
work out.’ When I got to sixty, I went: ‘Shit, I need
to learn a lot. I know nothing at all.’


Paul Roots, cattleman and former drover




1


Armidale, 2018. The home town of BackTrack.


The nor’wester blows across the hills. It scuffs up dust, bends yellowing grasses and sends a shiver through the lustreless leaves of the eucalypts. A few clouds hurry by; earlier in the morning some had teased the earth but the rain that fell wasn’t enough to wet a pebble. It’s the middle of a long winter. It has been a much longer drought.


A dark grey Holden Colorado dual-cab heads out of town. Its driver wears a black puffer jacket, a blue woollen jumper, blue shirt, blue thermal vest and dusty, grease-stained blue jeans. His eyes are also blue. So is his language.


‘I’ll fuckin’ sort it out later,’ he says to someone over his phone’s loudspeaker. His delivery is direct but not brusque. He holds a steaming cup of coffee that has failed to wash away the nicotine gravel in his voice.


Even when sitting he appears lanky: skinny legs, long arms, bony fingers. His skin is scarred and blotchy, and his reddened face is framed by wrinkles across his forehead and a grey-speckled gingery beard on his chin.


He drives further out of town, occasionally easing his work boot off the accelerator to look at a shed, a business, a paddock, a fence. He knows them all. Finally, he heads over a crest on the bitumen and finds what he has been looking for. A small mob of pregnant Angus cows, as black as the morning, are dawdling along the side of the road. Behind them, a teenage boy sits on an idling motorbike. When the boy notices the Colorado pull over, he stop-starts on the throttle until he reaches the vehicle. The driver winds down a window.


‘Good to see you got the warnin’ signs out, well done.’


The boy nods. His eyebrows are stitched together by the squeeze of a balaclava and tight helmet. Pimples and freckles dot his face. A drop of snot hangs off the tip of his nose.


A short exchange follows:


‘Where you pokin’ em to?’


‘That gully over there.’


‘Much traffic?’


‘No.’


‘You keepin’ an eye out in case one of ’em starts droppin’ a calf?’


‘Yeah.’


The boy’s answers can barely be heard above the wind.


‘All right, just one more thing,’ says the driver. ‘What would happen if that helmet fell off?’


‘Um, I um, I could hurt my head.’


‘Well, then, it might be an idea to tie up the fuckin’ chin strap.’


The boy, with his fingers stiffened by the cold, does as he should.


‘That’s the way,’ says the driver. ‘Stay safe, all right?’


The Colorado moves off, and for a moment the driver watches the boy in his rear-vision mirror.


Then he does what life has taught him to do. He looks ahead. As Bernie Shakeshaft always has. 


[image: image]


Bernie Shakeshaft lives on a sixty-acre ‘piece of dirt’ near Armidale, in the northern tablelands of New South Wales. The house he shares with his partner, Francesca, is about eighty years old, a weatherboard homestead with a wooden-floored verandah flanked by gauze-covered windows that overlook a garden. An old cart tips its nose into the weeds, and further away is a yard holding a few horses, each with a story. The bits and pieces on the verandah could be sifted through time to many bush homes across Australia: black-and-white wall photos of cattle being sold, an esky, whips and reins, a rusting rabbit trap, a pair of elastic-sided boots left near the outside door, a sideboard holding a magazine whose front cover shows a smiling red kelpie … all and more are statements of life and work under big skies.


If, above all, there are objects on the verandah that define Bernie’s life, they are found on a row of hooks: jackets of various makes and sizes, creased and marked by use and abuse but now just hanging around with shoulders slumped, waiting to be filled with purpose. Over the years Bernie has seen too many youngsters whose lives are like the jackets. He knows them well because he too has spent time on the hook.


‘I’ve had my moments,’ says Bernie, smiling slightly as he settles into a black cane chair at the end of the verandah. He’s wearing a few layers of clothes, all blue, to ward off the morning chill. Shirt, jumpers, jeans and socks. No boots. We’ve just begun the first interview for this book, and Bernie appears very comfortable.


‘Right, where do we start?’ he asks.


‘At the beginning. And we’ll see where that leads us.’
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Bernie was born in Sydney in 1967. His father, Joe, and mother, Denise, were Catholics. Joe worked for the NSW Child Welfare Department, a government organisation (a predecessor to the current Department of Family and Community Services) whose main duty was the provision and supervision of foster-care services. Denise was a teacher, although she surrendered her job to domestic life after she gave birth to her first child, Maree. Then came Bernie and Anthony. Three children in as many years. It was an abrupt awakening for Denise, who was in her early twenties. Nowadays, she lives with Joe in a small, neat timber home in Sydney’s northwestern suburbs. They were well prepared when I went to speak with them. There were photo albums and pictures on the kitchen bench, and on the kitchen table sat plates of chocolate biscuits and fruit, waiting to accompany a fresh pot of tea.


‘Looking back, I didn’t know how to be a mother,’ Denise said, while picking a crumb off her pink jumper. ‘When Bernie was a baby, I wasn’t able to breastfeed. One time when he was very upset, I didn’t know how I was going to settle him down. I went to the doctor and he looked at me and said: “Go buy a tin of Carnation milk, take him home and give him a feed. That’s all that’s wrong with him.”’


As was the way of the time, Joe had a less hands-on parenting role. He was the worker, the provider; he reflected his generation – this is what a father did. From orchardist stock near the Hawkesbury River just north of Sydney, he had hoped to become a priest, but after spending five years in a seminary he turned to the public service. Beginning as a clerk with the Child Welfare Department he worked in various offices across Sydney, where he became familiar with the ‘Fridge Test’, a popular criterion used by senior staff when evaluating the ability of junior employees to identify problems in family homes. Joe learnt it was sound practice to always check the fridge – an empty one was commonly a sign of hardship.


With the need to put food on the Shakeshaft table, Joe accepted a transfer to Orange in central-west New South Wales after he agreed to do a minimum of three years’ country service. It was a difficult move for Denise. Although born in the NSW bush town Warialda, she had spent nearly all her life in Sydney, where her father had been the head mechanic at Liverpool Ambulance Station. Her mother died when she was young, and Denise became both a sibling and a surrogate mum to her younger sister. She was also close to her two brothers. So, while a relocation to Orange may well have promised new opportunities for a young family, it also shut some doors to an older one. However, trepidation faded over time and Denise discovered that Orange provided ‘too good a life for us to go back to Sydney’.


The Shakeshafts stayed for five years, until Joe was promoted to the head role at the Child Welfare Office in Armidale. The town, population 18 000, was about seven hours’ drive north-north-west of Sydney, and only two-or-so hours from the coast. It was the commercial and administrative hub of the New England region, home to the Anaiwan Aboriginal people. It had four distinct seasons, was renowned for wool growing and education – there were three boarding schools, a university and a College of Advanced Education (formerly a teachers’ college) – and was a popular tourist location close to spectacular gorges. It was also the preserver of the legend of Captain Thunderbolt, the area’s most notorious bushranger of the mid-nineteenth century. But all this meant nothing to Bernie. He was too young and spirited to regard his new home town as anything but a playground, and as he tore through his childhood, his enthusiasm for physical adventures grew. ‘Bernie was always fleet of foot, fast to jump fences,’ said Maree, speaking to me over the phone. ‘We were always chasing each other round. Bernie and Anthony fought a lot, too. They were very competitive with each other.’


By the time Bernie was in early primary school, he had two more brothers, Paul, born in 1972, and Mark, 1975. To Denise, it seemed that she had ‘two families of children’, the former of whom were well on their way to developing their own distinct traits: Maree was the sensible older sister; Anthony was quiet, organised and studious like his father; and Bernie was the ‘one with the most get-up-and-go’. Significantly, he could also talk himself out of any situation. This didn’t mean he was a troublemaker, but he could be mischievous, and his penchant for launching into action without thinking of the consequences ensured he was never going to walk a straight-and-narrow childhood. After the family rented a house for a short while, they bought a place in a residential area in north Armidale that was just starting to develop. The lure of nearby paddocks and bush was irresistible for Bernie in an era when many parents were comfortable to impose no greater play rule on their children than: ‘Just make sure you’re home before dark.’


And the dark was something that Bernie kept his parents in. All these years later, Denise admitted: ‘I hate to think what the kids did. There were probably lots of things that we never heard about.’


‘We had a cracking old time,’ recalls Bernie. ‘I kicked round with two, three or four mates, just small crews. Some of it was harmless stuff; you know, go for a bit of a look in a farmer’s hay shed. But, crikeys we did some stupid things around town, too. Some of us would hide in busted old cars in gullies, and the others would roll down big rocks until someone got whacked, and then we’d change teams. We also used to crawl like rats up stormwater drains, for hours. Geez, if I saw someone do that today I’d be letting them know what could go wrong. And when we got a bit older, sorta late primary, we made bombs out of shotgun shells; you know, pipe bombs and that sorta shit. Anything that would go bang. How we’ve still got all our fingers is beyond me. But I wasn’t always that lucky. As more houses were built in our area, we worked out the half-finished places were full of great cubby holes. Of course, you had to pick your mark when the builders weren’t there – in other words, weekends. One day I was with this kid who was a bit craftier than me and he was saying: “Walk here, don’t walk on that beam,” kinda stuff, then all of a sudden he yells out: “Quick the builders are coming!” and I ran over a spot for a chimney, straight through some gyprock and crash! Two storeys down, a busted ankle, but we still got out before the builders came.’


Bernie spent much of his childhood nursing various injuries. At Freeman Crescent, where the Shakeshafts lived in a double-storey, double-garage red-brick home, there was a sharp downhill left turn on the bitumen road, perfect for getting the pulse racing in a blue billycart that Joe bought for the kids. With ropes for steering, and cement wheels at the back, it wasn’t a well-designed contraption, but, ‘Shit it was quick!’ Amid spits of gravel and sparks, skin was ripped off, feet were smashed, knees were banged, but heads somehow managed to stay intact. On wet days, when water rushed down the road that was yet to have drains, the billycart was left in the garage, and out came large plastic box-like containers (which had been ‘secured’ by Bernie and others). Normally they were used for home deliveries, but never mind meat and vegetables, these containers were big enough for ‘a lad to sit in’, and strong enough to handle the toughest rapids in the neighbourhood.


Yells of fear and delight on the bitumen were matched by the stereotypical summer shouts from backyards. Bernie, wearing thongs, Stubbies shorts, and an Adidas T-shirt with three stripes across the shoulders and running down the sleeves, held the same dreams as many boys of his time: he wanted to play cricket for Australia and be the next Dennis Lillee to terrorise the poms, or Greg Chappell flicking a ball through mid-wicket on his way to another century. Long, hot afternoons with Anthony and all the neighbourhood kids who could be mustered were pierced with ‘Howzat!’ on the front lawn or driveway of the Shakeshaft home.


Sport was important to Bernie. Whether he was playing cricket, soccer, rugby league or competing with Maree and Anthony to climb to daring heights and hang upside down by their legs on playground equipment, Bernie never held back. However, his zest was noticeably absent from another integral part of his childhood. ‘He wasn’t one to sit down and read a book or do a jigsaw puzzle,’ said Denise. And that meant that formal education, particularly in the constraints of the classroom, did not dovetail with a boy who was at his happiest when he could walk out the door, scale a few fences and feel free.


Bernie attended St Mary’s Catholic Primary School, which was on the same block as the Saints Mary and Joseph Cathedral. Dominated by its spire that towered above Armidale’s business district, this dark-bricked bastion of traditional faith was to become a symbol of confusion for Bernie. Among his earliest problem-makers was a nun described by one former pupil as ‘having arms like hams’. When children lined up for one thing or another, misbehaviour was frequently dealt with by a smack or tap that could send youngsters ‘falling like skittles’. Another ex-student still remembers ‘the sting of that nun’s hand on my back’. It was inevitable that Bernie’s free spirit would collide with conformity, but the most painful moment still came unexpectedly: ‘I was drinking at a bubbler at the wrong time, and then I got whacked by that nun. My head snapped forward, and my mouth banged the bloody bubbler hard.


Like many others, Bernie experienced the rap of a ruler everytime he touched something with his left hand while in school. ‘I was growing up in a right-handed world. I think that probably messed my head up with maths and spelling and things. Throughout my schooling nuns, brothers and lay teachers either loved or hated me. There wasn’t much inbetween. I always felt like I was down the bottom of the class. I learnt the art of being seen as naughty rather than stupid, which helps me make sense of things in my work at BackTrack today.’


In hindsight, Denise believes Bernie had some degree of dyslexia, a condition that only began to gain widespread medical acceptance in the 1970s a decade after the term ‘learning disability’ was first used. Bernie told his mother that words used to bounce on the page. Slower to read than his classmates, he needed to place a ruler under lines to guide him, but this didn’t help him to eradicate such problems as mistaking b’s for d’s. Nowadays he is a much more competent reader, and his writing is legible, although his style is awkward as he curls his right hand at such an angle around the pen that his fingernails are hidden – the left-handers grip transferred to the right hand.


From very early on in his education Bernie thought: ‘This is not a good place for me, this school thing.’ His fondest recollections are of playing the fool and pushing the limits by breaking rules, such as mucking around with his mates in out-of-bounds areas, including underneath the nuns’ convent where hide-and-seek was a favourite pastime. ‘This one teacher used to get angry and come in looking for us with a torch, but there was no way we were coming out, and we knew he was too big to come in all the way and get us. One day he locked us in, you know there was a big padlock on the hatch, but that was all right coz locks are only for keeping out the honest, aren’t they?’


The ends of Bernie’s mouth curl ever so slightly upwards when he tells that story. Sitting in his verandah chair, he appears content to be unveiling his past. At times during the interview he pauses and utters a crackling ‘uuuuum’ or ‘aaaargh’, and at other moments he squints into the distance to check on the horses, or yells, ‘Be quiet Gibson!’ to a barking dog, one of half a dozen or so tied up out of sight on the other side of the house. Meanwhile his two ‘senior citizens’, Girl and Lou, black-and-white collie sisters who are partially blind, curl back to back in a patch of morning sun in the garden. As the interview continues, Bernie’s words are periodically threaded with blue wisps, statements of an addiction that too was founded in his childhood.


‘I probably got into smoking because someone along the way would’ve told me: “You can’t do that.” And that was enough for me to say: “Wanna bet?” The old Nelsons; they’d sell them to you in the shops even if you were in primary school. I don’t know how many people I taught to smoke, especially down in the gullies where the cars were. I even taught Anthony, but then he dobbed me in. Mum and Dad tried to stop me – a few good belts with the wooden spoon, and grounding me – but that wasn’t gonna happen, was it? I think I started to get that “little black sheep” thing going on.’


Anthony, now a university professor, remembers a big brother who ‘wasn’t out of control, but he was always on the larrikin continuum’. ‘He was obviously very adventurous,’ said Anthony in a phone interview. ‘He’d duck off and do naughty things that I wouldn’t have done. He was quick to work things out too. He worked out Santa Claus didn’t exist and told me about it!’


To Denise, Bernie was ‘lively and different’ but he wasn’t a black sheep, and nor was he the subject of any complaints from the community or the school. Indeed, Bernie’s Year Six report showed no cause for concern:


‘Bernard is a friendly and co-operative student. He is well accepted by his peers and has established a good rapport with the teachers. Bernard willingly applies himself to the set task and his improvement academically and socially this year is pleasing. Bernard participates actively in a wide range of school activities including sport, drama, music, singing, art and craft.’


But such a summary was perhaps rendering over small but spreading cracks that no-one other than Bernie really felt. In the eyes of Joe and Denise, ‘Bernie was just Bernie’, but for the boy himself there was some form of a rebel rumbling close to the surface. Some indications were innocuous. In Year Six he set up the ‘Black Mitten Gang’ a small group of friends who each wore one mitten on a hand. There were no crazy rituals or reckless dares, but there was a sense of belonging. One member, Justin Flint (‘Flinty’), who has been close to Bernie since they met in Kindergarten, recalled the gang as a combination of brawn and brain. ‘Bernie was definitely the brains, he was the stability in the group. It was only really a school thing, mostly roaming around in the playground. But you know, we could have thought of something better. Wearing gloves without fingers in an Armidale winter wasn’t much chop.’ 


While frost at the fingertips left no lingering damage, fire at the fingertips was a more troubling by-product of Bernie’s developing character. A young bloke who puffed durries when away from adults was also likely to take other risks, especially when he had accomplices in his pockets.


‘I was always muckin’ round with matches,’ says Bernie. ‘One afternoon this grass fire got away from us on the edge of town. It wasn’t deliberate, but a few fences were burnt down, and the police were called. I wasn’t in the hot seat for that one; someone definitely got into trouble, though. We’d actually started out trapping birds – we were always making traps and catching things – but I don’t know, the matches came out and next thing you know: “Shit, we’ve got a problem here!”’


It was not the type of behaviour expected from an altar boy. But … Bernie was an altar boy. Having to wear ‘white dress things with different coloured belts for new and old players’, he and Anthony and some of their mates, including Flinty, participated in weekday and Sunday mass. Sometimes he would leave home before sunrise and hurtle his pushbike down a few steep roads, through the fog, before reaching parkland near Dumaresq Creek from where he could see the Cathedral’s spire. Then, it was head down, puff hard uphill for a few minutes to complete the three-kilometre trip. Bernie didn’t enjoy being an altar boy, but although he rebelled in other aspects of his life, he wasn’t yet ready to completely oppose his parents’ religious wishes. ‘At least it gave me the chance to swig on the wine,’ he jokes. The ultimate delight came at the end of Sunday services when Joe and Denise often bought their children small treats, including Scanlens rugby league footy cards; the memory of opening a pack to be hit with the sweet scent from a stick of pink bubble gum will surely never be forgotten. 


Despite adhering to his family’s religious conventions, Bernie began questioning ‘the whole Catholic thing’ when he was in late primary school. His incident at the bubbler, together with other hard knocks – ‘You know, bashed on the knuckles by some of the nuns and being told how dumb you are’ – did nothing to endear him to the church. As he grew older, his resistance grew too, but never in a way that led to heated dinner-table debates with his parents. Indeed, his statements against Catholicism were wrapped in a naughtiness that befitted the skits of the popular Irish comedian of the time, Dave Allen.


‘Yeah, I was very confused by it all. Who was God? I don’t know. Prayers before dinner, Rosary on Friday night, don’t blaspheme … bugger that. I think I only ever heard my dad swear once, and that was when he hit his head on something and said, “Shit!”. I nearly died.’


Catholicism may have prompted ridicule, but it also worked on Bernie at a deeper level, one that indisputably shaped his attitudes and the type of person he is today. Soon after they were married in 1965, Joe and Denise began taking home and caring for a young boy from St Michael’s Children’s Home in Sydney’s Baulkham Hills. At first it was for a day or two at weekends, and then for the Christmas holidays. They were too busy to do it in Orange, but once they’d settled well into Armidale, they resumed ‘doing what we felt we should do’.


The Shakeshaft children became well used to trips to the south side of town in the family’s beige Ford Falcon XB station wagon. Up and up they seemed to go, passing a few houses and many vacant blocks, until they turned a corner from O’Connor Road and looked ahead. There it was at the top of the hill. Dark and daunting. Through a child’s eyes it was an enormous building: two storeys high with arched windows, a steep roof, verandahs, crosses reaching for the heavens, and a white statue of a bearded man holding a staff and standing high in a curved shelter. St Patrick’s Orphanage, run by the Sisters of Mercy, had been operating on the site since 1919. As Joe drove closer, the crunch of gravel underneath the tyres announced entry to a curving driveway. Sometimes there were children playing, reading, sitting and chatting in the expansive gardens. Joe would park near the building and leave his kids in the car as he went inside, then minutes later he would return with one or two other children, often Aboriginal Australians. Colour differences meant nothing to Bernie and his siblings; seeing Aboriginal children in the playgrounds, classrooms and around town was part of everyday life. But Bernie had already learnt that some came from desperately poor families; one tell-tale sign was when they wore to school the only shoes they owned: footy boots.


Armidale, as with every country settlement across Australia, had its own distinct relationship with Indigenous people. It was only in the 1950s and early 60s that about one hundred dispossessed Aboriginal Australians lived next to the municipal garbage dump. They built shelters from corrugated iron, cardboard, hessian – whatever was sturdy enough to provide protection. There was minimal water, no sewerage, no electricity. Some town locals knew it as The Dump, others referred to it as Dark Town, a description open to varied interpretations.


To Joe and Denise, the only difference that mattered was one of circumstances. The need to help the hapless was in their souls. So, they took the orphanage children and gave them what they could: fish and chips, balls to kick and catch, Lego, soft beds, The Flintstones, and for one boy a camping trip to the Warrumbungles National Park 320 kilometres away. It didn’t matter that Joe and Denise rarely had money to spare, because personal richness could never be measured in dollars. ‘It was just us. We had to help,’ said Denise. ‘Without us actually telling them much, our kids picked up on what we did,’ continued Joe. ‘There was never any judgement.’


Nevertheless, the cogs had begun turning in Bernie’s mind.


‘I can remember going and picking up those kids and thinking: “There’s something not right about this system.” The poor little bastards, you could see their relief when they came out with us. But a lot of them didn’t smile much, either. I didn’t form any great friendships with them, but I knew they had to be looked after. And I did look after them, especially at school. I was pretty tidy with the knuckles. With a name like Shakeshaft you learnt to have a smart mouth or fight like someone possessed. I was always in dust-ups, not all because of protecting others, but that was one of the things that got me fired up.’


That behaviour didn’t surprise Denise and Joe. While their eldest son may have had a rough-and-tumble persona, they had witnessed enough incidents to know he had an ability, rare for someone so young, to recognise injustices. And then, he acted on them. Bernie may not have been able to correctly spell such words as ‘empathy’ or ‘sensitivity’ – and nor would they have been on high rotation in his vocabulary – but he modelled them in a manner that left no doubt of their importance to him. Denise remembered: ‘In Bernard’s very first year of school, there was a little boy in his class who had cerebral palsy, and Bernard stood up for him. Any kid who pushed this boy or did anything unkind to him, Bern was there: “Don’t touch him!” I remember very clearly we had a birthday party for Bernard when he turned six, and he was so protective of him that day. From those initial years, we could see he had something inside that drew him to help others.’


In an efficient and blunt assessment of behaviour, the type for which Bernie is now renowned, Joe said: ‘Bernie knew when to put his foot down and say: “I don’t want bullshit, this is what we’re going to do.”’


But there would be one critical exception to this modus operandi. As Bernie approached his adolescence, little did he or his parents know that he was entering a period of destructive paradox. It may have been in his nature to help others, but would he know how to help himself?
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The sunrise sets the clouds alight. Golden pink, glowing at the edges. Blue smoke loiters low above the streets; with the smell of burnt wood, it’s a reminder that at this time of year Armidale spends the evenings stoking and billowing and wakes in the morning to ashes in the fireplace.


Early light spills over the racecourse and stretches along the fences of the straight before it reaches the iron tips of a rotating walker in which two horses, wearing rugs, step with indifference. Elsewhere the light travels across MacDonald Park where leafless trees stand in the cold. Weatherboard houses, brick houses, stone houses all begin to bask in the rising sunshine, and so does the clock tower of the old courthouse that stands in the mall. Magpies sit on power lines along Dangar Street and set melodies adrift, while a semi-trailer laden with hay bales turns a roundabout and grumbles towards Tamworth. On the other side of town, the Wollomombi school bus heads out with seats to be filled on return.


An hour later, gates are unlocked at a compound that was once a council work depot. A red dog, not a kelpie, but a welded statue with a body made from an old compressor, stands on its hind legs, props its front ones against a fence, and watches passing traffic through its eye-bolts. Occasionally a vehicle comes in. Teenage boys get out in ones or twos or threes. Many wear sneakers and either jeans or tracksuit pants. Hoodies are the jumper of choice, an unofficial uniform.


Most boys gather in the car park. Some are sitting on rolled-up swags that have been tossed on the gravel next to a 4x4 dual-cab. A pair of denim legs and boots poke out from under the vehicle. A shifting spanner lies nearby. Elsewhere, four or five collies meander through legs. Hands rub snouts, ears are tugged. A black-faced pup, a long way short of growing into its paws, is cradled by a boy who has sleep-dust in the corners of his eyes.


‘His name’s Maximus,’ the boy says to a visitor.


‘He’s the runt of the litter, so we had to give him a big name,’ adds team leader, Daz.


Another boy comes across. He’s the only one who wears a cowboy hat, black and battered. Peach fuzz curls and points off his chin.


‘How did you get here?’ he asks the visitor.


‘My car.’


‘Which one?’


‘The Hyundai over there.’


The boy scoffs, then scuffs his boots and turns away.


‘What’s the matter with that?’ asks the visitor.


‘Oh shit, you know, I’m a LandCruiser man, myself.’


Laughter erupts near the swags. Two boys are wrestling, wriggling in and out of playful headlocks. Others are content to chat and blow smoke rings.


‘Big day, today,’ says one boy.


‘Where are we stayin’?’ asks another.


‘The Sydney Cricket Ground. The SCG, they call it.’


‘Yeah, do they? Must be good.’


‘Yeah, I reckon it is.’


Soon enough, the boys hurl the swags into the back of the dualcab. Doors open and shut, Eminem shouts from the speakers, and the journey begins. Six or so hours ahead. Then get ready for a dog show and a sleep-out with the stars.


Sydney, eh?


What a different world.


[image: image]


The weekends were filled with family activities for the Shakeshafts. Joe and Denise were the regular sports parents, taking their kids to tennis, hockey and football games. They were outdoors people. Dangarsleigh Falls, a short drive south of Armidale, was a popular recreation spot for them. They had barbecues, went bush-walking, and admired the views in bushland dominated by cliffs and plunging gorges that came alive with waterfalls after rain. Maree Shakeshaft celebrated her thirteenth birthday there. While her parents remained in a picnic area at the top, Maree walked with some of her friends and Anthony and Bernie to the natural pool at the bottom of the main falls, where they then did as many a country youngster has done, and it was only once they returned to Joe and Denise that they realised their larking had been seen by others. ‘We went skinny dipping,’ recalled Maree, ‘and apparently some teachers saw us from above and told Mum and Dad. I think they were too far away to realise we didn’t have clothes on, but they were worried because we were swimming in an area that could be dangerous.’


As much as it was an incident that told of childhood fun, it was also symbolic of who Bernie had become: when in the bush, he was so very comfortable in his own skin.


But then, life became tougher.


At the end of 1979, Joe and Denise decided to return to Sydney. It proved a troublesome move. After being granted a transfer with the Child Welfare Department to the northern beach suburb of Dee Why, Joe needed to begin his new job in January 1980. However, the search for Catholic schools in which to enrol the children was a challenge during the holiday period, and when classes finally resumed, only Maree had been successfully placed. The Shakeshafts were suddenly fragmented. Maree stayed with family friends and went to school in Strathfield in Sydney’s inner west; Joe lived in a hotel in Manly; and Denise, without a car and facing the added stress of trying to sell the family home, remained with the four boys in Armidale, where Bernie began his high-school education at O’Connor Catholic College.


By about Easter, the family’s shifting pieces fell into place and the Shakeshafts were together again. The Child Welfare Department helped them secure accommodation in an old Victorian home on Marrickville Road, Dulwich Hill just a handful of kilometres west of Sydney’s CBD. To Bernie, the evolving landscape of flats, shops, cottages, Lebanese, Greeks (some called ’em ‘wogs’), concrete, red brick, red rooves, red rattlers, kebabs, graffiti, too many traffic lights, too few trees, screeching tyres and sirens was an enormous culture shock. He attended De La Salle College, a bus ride away to nearby Ashfield. It was an all-boys school that had a considerable population of students with Italian heritage. After his upbringing with Aboriginal Australians, Bernie had never judged a person by skin colour, but as a country boy he’d barely had any exposure to foreign cultures, and after his first few days he returned from school and told his parents: ‘These kids have got funny names.’ But while that was a new experience for him, there was a worrying theme of sameness as he resumed his altercation with formal education. In Years Five and Six in Armidale he’d been buoyed by working in open-plan classrooms where copying others’ work needed no great subterfuge, but at his new school, desks in single file demanded risky sideways glances and forward leans with eyes searching beyond the shoulder of the person in front. On the scale of school misdemeanours such actions were minor, but the fact that Bernie practised them was telling: he was not a model student, nor was this classroom a place in which he felt eager to learn.


Bernie spent a mere few weeks at De La Salle before a moment outside of school led to a premature end to his time at those singlefile desks.


‘I was doubling a cousin on a bike out the front of our house. It was on a roundabout sort of driveway with space for parking, and I can’t quite remember what happened, but I think I might have got too close to a car and hit its mud flap. It’s not a flash thing to do when you’re in bare feet. I nearly cut off two of my toes on my right foot and ended up having microsurgery in Marrickville Hospital. How lucky is that? Perfect timing. No school Monday.’


By the time Bernie had recovered, he and his family had moved to Eastwood, and Bernie was enrolled at the local Marist Brothers High School. There he discovered that one teacher had three different canes: one called ‘touch up’ for minor offences; a slightly bigger one to ‘shorten you up’; and one the teacher called Big Brother, which was ‘the longest piece of bamboo’ Bernie had ever seen. The new kid who’d arrived in class with a slight limp soon enough found out that his two injured toes weren’t the only appendages to suffer from numbness, albeit temporarily: ‘I think I got caned in my first lesson for not shutting up, and that straightaway put me into this state of mind: “It doesn’t matter how much you’re gonna hit me, I’m not gonna bend.”’ So, stinging fingers all became regular parts of Bernie’s learning outcomes. However, these never deterred Bernie from ‘standing up for the fellas who couldn’t stand up for themselves’, and his clenched fists found their targets more often than they missed. But in his self-appointed role as a protector, Bernie also opened his hands and cradled the vulnerable in ways that were as unexpected as they were incongruous for someone with such a tough exterior. One day, when he was in Year Seven or Eight, he arrived home with a shetland dog. Time has toyed with the memories of those involved – Bernie thinks he asked his parents to mind it because the teacher who owned it was going on holiday, whereas Denise remembers Bernie telling her that the teacher had moved house and didn’t have a fence. Either way, the boarding of Brandy was meant to be temporary, but the little sheepdog lived with the Shakeshafts for many years until he died in old age. It was Bernie’s first true experience of looking after a pet; the family had had a dog in Orange, but Bernie was too young to recall much about it, and in Armidale he had befriended a stray dog, Scruffy, but it came into his life just before the move to Sydney, and the wiry-haired bitza was ‘surrendered to the pound’. ‘That was pretty traumatic for me,’ says Bernie. ‘I knew what was likely to happen to him at the pound, so I gave him a chance before that. I hopped on my pushbike and took him for a run along this dirt road out of town. I picked my mark where I took off, then I rode like a lunatic for ages before I lost him. Job done. But then I got home and the bugger was there waiting for me.’


Bernie bonded easily with most animals – except cats, which he was ‘never much good with’. In Sydney, as they moved from Dulwich Hill to Eastwood, and then to the home where they still live today, Joe and Denise became used to Bernie welcoming surprise additions to the family. Among the most memorable were a pregnant guinea pig that was given to Bernie by a friend (a litter was later discovered in the shed out the back) and two chickens, both merely days old, that Bernie brought home for a school project. When he announced the first one’s arrival he told his parents: ‘We’ve got to be its mum and dad and see if we can raise it.’


‘I was very uncertain about doing it,’ said Denise. ‘We put it in a box and had to have a light on it all night, but I was worried about doing that in an old house, so we turned the jolly light off and the poor chicken was dead next morning. Oh dear, wasn’t I in trouble for that!’


Looking forward and not to be denied, Bernie brought the second chick home that day, and that night the light stayed on. The first few weeks of ‘parenthood’ were so successfully negotiated that Bernie built a cage in the backyard to house his bird, Winky, which was allowed out during the day to roam. All went well until a few months into the chicken’s life the Shakeshafts were woken by ‘cock-a-doodle-dos’ that grew in decibels and regularity over the following weeks. ‘It used to chase everyone round the yard and crow at all hours,’ remembered Joe, laughing. The teacher in charge of the project agreed, euphemistically, to take the rooster ‘back to the farm’.


Amid the comings and goings of Shakeshaft creatures, Bernie collected his first ‘busted thing’ in an act that set a precedent for the years ahead. He was in the early days of his first real job, as a pamphlet dropper in the Ryde area, when he found a pigeon with a broken wing in a park. While nursing it back to health, he put it on the handlebars of his pushbike, and rode from letterbox to letterbox in what was a twist on a carrier pigeon’s convention.


The bird lived for only a few months, but this was much longer than Bernie held onto his job. After a week or so of working for a pittance – ‘I think I only got about fifty cents for a whole round of drops’ – he decided ‘to do a bit of erosion control’.


‘I kept riding past this gully and started thinking: “That’s a pretty good place to finish a round pretty quick.” So, I dumped all the pamphlets there one afternoon. The problem was, the bosses had these houses that they checked on to see if I’d done the deliveries. Yeah, that didn’t end well, for me and pigeon.’


Nevertheless, all his pedalling over many years served him well. Although he continued to smoke, Bernie remained fit enough to excel physically. By the middle of high school, his focus had shifted from cricket – ‘it was hard to have a Nelson on the field’ – to basketball, a sport that suited his tall, lean frame. But despite his stature and athleticism, it was his leadership that stood out; he read the game well, and from his position as centre, he organised and inspired his teammates. In his senior years he was a logical choice as captain of the school’s Firsts.


If only he could have shown the same qualities in the classroom. But that would have taken leaps greater than the ones a rookie named Michael Jordan was soon to make famous in the NBA. There was, however, one exception: in Year Ten he was hand-picked for a TV production course that was run by industry professionals and an American man who was one of the few school teachers Bernie connected with. They produced numerous film clips and stories, including one about an Aboriginal hostel they visited in Kempsey, on the New South Wales mid-north coast. Bernie didn’t like editing, but he had a good eye for camerawork and showed promise as a scriptwriter. ‘It was fun, and probably the first time I’d ever had a decent experience at school. It was practical. You know, we were doing real things with real skills.’ Finally, he’d found a subject that interested him. He was happy to learn. After the course finished he packed away memories that he would only come to truly understand and benefit from many years later.


TV production and basketball were two safeguards for Bernie at a time when he was becoming increasingly reckless. The Venturers (Scouts) was another. After accepting an invitation from neighbours to go on an outing he found himself relishing expeditions in Sydney’s national parks and further afield. But no number of bush tracks was ever going to keep him off the path to an uncertain future.


Now, standing on his verandah and holding a lit cigarette in a tunnel made by his fingers, Bernie reflects on that period with suitable bluntness: ‘Those middle to late years of high school were the start of me really not giving a fuck about myself.’ We will never know the definitive reasons – Bernie is not one to deeply analyse his past – but it’s reasonable to suggest that his dislike for school, the reaction of some teachers towards him, and his move from the bush to the city were all contributing factors.


Unsurprisingly, wild streaks of adolescence clashed with baby-boomer conservatism in the Shakeshaft home. In particular, Bernie argued heatedly with his mother. ‘Yep, we had some cracking blues, but I now know Mum was always doing what she thought was right; it’s just that I was a rogue and there was no way I was going to listen to her. I gave her a pretty tough time.’


In response, Denise acknowledged: ‘I guess I had a chequered relationship with him at times because I was the tough one, whereas Joe was laidback. I have a few regrets, but that’s the way it goes. If we could go back, we might do a few things differently, but we are who we are, and we did what we could.’


At times Bernie hung with the wrong crowd, and on other occasions he was the wrong crowd. He was ‘thickest’ with his schoolmate Rob, who was much smaller than Bernie but a feverish example of Mark Twain’s timeless quote about the fight in a dog counting more than its size. He was a brilliant scrapper. Fast. Impeccable timing. ‘He used to challenge kids just for fun,’ says Bernie. ‘He’d say: “I’ll give you the first three hits for nothing.” If you’d been smart enough you’d have picked up a baseball bat and dropped it right across the bridge of his nose and hoped that knocked him out. I never saw him go down from a punch. Kids would lay their best ones on him, and then he’d carve ’em up. He taught me a lot about fighting, especially that it’s not about how good you can throw a punch, it’s how good you can take one. And you know what else? I always made sure I was on his side!’


Rob also put his hands to another valuable use: he was a very good forger of signatures. Even Denise’s complex twists were no match for him, which meant Bernie had the luxury of his very own get-out-of-school-free cards, and wagging became one subject in which he and Rob were proficient.


While cursives may have helped bring the two errant mates closer together, it was their need for greater and faster independence that most bonded them. Getting a driver licence and having a vehicle for cruising has long been a rite of passage for teenagers, and Bernie was no different. He began his passage under Joe’s direction in the family’s XB, which was subjected to the traditional kangaroo hopping of a learner searching for symmetry; work the feet between the clutch, brake and accelerator, steer with one hand, and how the hell do you get that bloody stick into position? Clunk, clunk, the good old ‘three-on-the-tree’ (three-gear stick on the steering column). Joe may have provided the ‘proper school instruction’ but Bernie also learnt from individual trial and error, and from Rob. However, for these latter two teachers, something essential was needed.


‘We were only in the two-hundred-dollar-club when we bought out first car,’ laughs Bernie. ‘My parents didn’t want it to happen, but it happened! A two-door, four-on-the-column Cortina. She was a ripper. We kept it at Rob’s place. I think he might have just got his P’s; I dunno if I had my licence yet or not, but that’s a minor detail. We used to sneak out in the middle of the night and drive up to Gosford and back. About a hundred and twenty k’s. On other nights we’d go into school and do doughnuts, stupid shit, on a grass bank. We got bogged there once.’


Apart from his disregard for his own wellbeing, Bernie was confident he would not get caught; he was one of those youngsters who had the knack of avoiding trouble without really meaning to. This wasn’t to say that he slipped the net on every occasion. However, when he stood toe to toe with authority, usually at school, he often found he had someone of regard who was willing to defend him. His TV production teacher was one such ally, although on one occasion Bernie tested his loyalty to, if not beyond, the limit.


‘Holy shit, we were lucky,’ recalls Bernie. ‘Rob and me, we’d been wagging class, but we weren’t far away from it. I was driving. No seatbelts. Didn’t give a fuck. I wheeled around this corner and rolled the Cortina. Upside-downed her. We jumped out, full of adrenalin. No-one was hurt. “One, two, three!” – we flipped this thing back on its wheels. The roof had caved in, windows smashed. Then our teacher drives around the corner and sees us. I’m already thinking: “How do we get out of here before the cops turn up?” But this teacher walks over to us, looks at the mess, then he looks at me and in this deep American accent he says: “Shakeshaaaaft, what are those Tally-Hos doing in your top pocket?”’


Bernie grins and his eyes glint with mischief. Before continuing, he shifts in his verandah chair as though he has just completed a bumpy ride. ‘Yeah, cars, we had a few of them.’ He then talks of pulling apart motors, fiddling with suspensions, and ‘wheeling and dealing’ in sales. Even the Cortina was found a new, unsuspecting owner who was ignorant of the car’s accident history and the concrete and silicone cosmetics that two young bush-cum-burb mechanics used to fix it. ‘We sold her for the same price as we bought her. We must have put a bag of concrete into that thing’s roof.’
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