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To the four young pilgrims,


Gus, Clementine, Alexandra, Rory.


Travel well.




‘I can honestly report that he went away, poor dear fellow, as well as could be expected. He was pale and had been crying and (Henry said) had broken down in the railway carriage after leaving Higham Station, but only for a short time …’


Charles Dickens to his daughter Mary (Mamie),


September 1868




1


A long ocean voyage seems plentiful in small incidents at the time, but is remembered as a blur when it ends. On my journey to Australia on the Sussex, a gentleman in the saloon said one day off Africa that only being wrecked would save us from the tedium. But after Cape Town it was all wind and fury as we tore across the Indian Ocean and the base of the Australian continent to our destination.


Even at sixteen, after I arrived in Melbourne I knew it was a remarkable place and that I would have no trouble writing about it to Mama, Aunt Georgina and the guvnor. A great city built on the riches provided by the gold of Victoria’s hinterland – unlike Manchester or Liverpool or Nottingham or such – it had not grown from some dreary medieval village or fearsome coalpit. It was a lively British city fifteen thousand miles from its parent.


In such a place one finds a particular kind of Briton. My Australian mentor, George Rusden, was a scholarly, British sort of Melbournian. He had come to Australia as a boy with his clergyman father and had later explored the country and driven livestock through it. As clerk of the Parliament of Victoria, he had the final say on parliamentary procedure in a booming and self-governing colony.


Rusden had somehow met up with my father in London some years past. He struck me as a Tory and was certainly not therefore the sort of fellow who would have consorted with my father – and he wasn’t pliable in the way I sensed the guvnor was, nor likely to wear a flash waistcoat nor be a critic of slums or an honest roisterer down towpaths. He was, though, a scholar and a billiard-player. The guvnor was indifferent to the sport of billiards.


Mr Rusden had done a lot for the colony – including building a statue of Shakespeare at Melbourne University. He saw the Empire as a sort of Federated States of Britain, and Melbourne sang from the south to London and Edinburgh in the north, and they – as it were – sang back. Rusden was the sort of fellow determined to ensure the chorus would continue.


But having been charged with helping me, he took his duty by me very seriously from the moment he and my brother, Alfred, met my ship and took me to the Rusden house in the Melbourne area of Brighton.


It was good to have Alfred there, sitting by Mr Rusden’s desk and winking at me now and then as Rusden spoke to me. For Alfred had become something of a sport, with none of the adolescent sullenness he used to show me when I was twelve. He had been managing a sheep station named Conoble, deep in the hinterland, for some time, and had a slightly weathered face to show for it. Corona, his new post, was a place of some thousands of acres with 100,000 sheep that needed to be shorn each year. And that was what I noticed: here tens of thousands of acres was the normal astounding fact, and everyone forced themselves to be calm about it. Alfred had written to my father saying he was happy as a king at Conoble, and now he was going to manage another station of similar dimensions, this place named Corona up in New South Wales. ‘Are you working through the alphabet?’ I asked him, but there seemed a quaver in my voice perhaps only I could hear. Like him, I wanted to be happy as a king at the sheep station I was slated for, Eli Elwah, which was five hundred square miles and had a twenty-mile frontage on a river named the Murrumbidgee.


Alfred winked at me again as Mr Rusden said, ‘Do not be seduced by the egalitarian principle here. Do not allow the men working on the station to treat you as a familiar. If they show any tendency to do so, quash it at once with firmness. Under these different stars, you must remain an English gentleman and maintain the reserve associated with that high office.’


‘I’ll remember, sir,’ I said earnestly, half still a schoolboy.


‘Make no mistake, it can be lonely on a station out in the bush,’ Rusden continued, ‘and many good men are seduced into rough company. There is an answer to this in matrimony with one of the many sturdy and handsome daughters of neighbouring squatters. But you are too young yet, and if you wish to be a pastoralist on your own terms you must maintain your distance from your inferiors. Some of the men are roguish and would not be beyond corrupting you with native women while you’re in your cups, do you understand?’


I nodded. As the youngest of ten children I could see that even jovial men might think it somehow funny, as older men considered all bullying funny.


‘I hope that advice is not repellent to you,’ said Mr Rusden. ‘But you are as good as a man now.’


‘As good as a man,’ Alfred confirmed, smoking his cheroot and calm as Socrates.


‘And of course, beware of the wretched habit of drinking nobblers.’


Seeing my confusion, Alfred said, ‘Mr Rusden means glasses of spirit. Rum or battleaxe brandy. They’ll nobble anyone.’


‘Especially in the early hours of the working day,’ Mr Rusden told me. ‘Hutkeepers, blacksmiths and other pastoralists will always offer you nobblers because it is part of the courtesy of the bush. But if you yield to the importunity of one you will not be able to refuse others without causing offence because colonial fellows have a great deal of sensitivity in these matters. If you become known for polite refusal from the start, you’ll offend no one person.’


‘Very good advice,’ said Alfred, winking at me again.


In a way I was pleased he did, but also confused. Alfred seemed to be implying I should have a nobbler when appropriate. But how would I know when was appropriate? I was trying to feel out the rules of the country, and hold onto them in the immensities ahead.


I think my father believed that with me on one station and Alfred on another, we would be near-neighbours. Now I had seen Alfred, the way his face carried my mother’s high brow but my father’s refined lower features, I wished it were true.


At last Rusden stopped telling me the facts of the bush and invited me and Alfred for tea on the veranda. Not being married, he vanished a while to organise things, giving me the liberty to at last ask Alfred what he thought of Rusden’s pastoral advice.


‘Look, he’s right, but you can’t get away without being a fellow too,’ said Alfred, his full dandy-ish moustache quivering with conviction. ‘I would have said, join the jockey club, field some of your horses, and join the cricket club. They’ll all support you. Go to church sometimes and drink with the squatters at their pub in town. People will stick by you if you make the social effort.’


I was delighted to hear my brother’s simpler exhortations.


‘Plornishmaroontigoonter!’ he said suddenly in a secretive voice, using my father’s nickname for me, generally shortened to Plorn. ‘Above all, it’s important in Australia to be seen as a sportsman and a likeable chap.’


In the shadow of that nickname invented by Father, an old shame revived. My father had his empire of readers, not only in the British Empire but in America and France and Russia. But I had never read any of his novels. I had not read anyone’s novel, not even Wilkie Collins’ The Moonstone, which I’d been told that once begun you could not help finishing. I had told no one this but felt I must confess it to the guvnor himself before I left England. I’d intended to tell him that I hoped after I made my way to Australia I would gain in time the power to read his work and behold his great imagination.


Mind you, I was a cunning child and had put together a sense of my father’s tales. I knew Our Mutual Friend had a boatman’s daughter named Lizzie Hexam, a world beater of a lass in the last book the guvnor had written before I left. (He told me he was too busy with readings to write a new one.) I knew that the book before had a lot to do with the guillotine, and people were crazy for it. I was able, if I needed, to pretend in front of strangers I had read at least some of his books.


I felt it was dishonourable and an insult to the guvnor to pretend to him, however. And though I meant to confess that shame to him, I was at school in Rochester and then at the agriculture college at Cirencester a great deal of the time, and he was often away from Gad’s Hill when I was home, reading in theatres or going to France for his health. There was never the right time to tell him. I had wondered whether to tell Aunt Georgie and get her to intercede for me, but I could not bring myself to tell her either.


Before I caught the train at Higham, I decided I’d confess and beg the guvnor’s pardon.


The day I left the dear, bright house at Gad’s Hill, I said farewell to Aunt Georgie, and to my big sister, Mamie, who also lived there. Mamie was a quiet and gracious and affectionate woman and was being courted by a brigade major from Chatham named Lynch, who would soon find there was more steel in Mamie than he might have expected. Brimming with tears, Mamie told me she had said goodbye to too many brothers. More than ten years back she had seen Walter off to India, and while she wept she had told him she could not support his loss. Walter was never to return, she said. She told me all this unnecessarily, but with grievous affection. She had seen Frank off to the Bengal Mounted Police four years back, his loss from home insupportable, she said. Then Sydney went to the navy and next came the departure of Alfred for Australia. And here I was, the youngest, the last child, the last of the insupportable losses that Mamie would have to endure.


I was accompanied by the guvnor and my brother Henry to Higham station, and after booking most of my luggage through to Plymouth the three of us took the train to Paddington. It was a journey we made all the time, but it was elevated this time by the fact it could be my last run to Paddington. That finality demanded I notice every smallest thing along the track. Henry was nineteen and, in so far as any of us were handsome, he was handsome. He was also very bright and, after finishing school in Boulogne, had gone to Brackenbury’s military school at Wimbledon, which was considered a good school to prepare a boy for the army or the Indian Civil Service. But Henry hadn’t wanted anything to do with either of those destinies. He was going to be a lawyer and, unlike me and the rest of my brothers, Henry could afford to take his future success for granted.


The guvnor was proud that ‘H’, as we called Henry, was going to Cambridge in the new year, an institution which, along with Oxford, had gone unadorned by the shadow of any Dickens progeny before.


I cried on the way to Paddington because I feared I might not manage to tell my father the truth about my failure to read his books. H and Father did not reprimand me for my tears but pressed my shoulder at various points, with Henry telling me, ‘After you make your quick fortune, Plorn, you should just come back to us. You’ll be playing for the Higham cricket team at Gad’s Hill again before you know it.’


This was good brotherly comfort. And Henry was coming all the way to Plymouth to keep me company onto the ship. Yet it was not entirely cricketing comfort I needed. I felt that without having read my father’s work I was going naked and barely formed into the wilderness. I could not believe that at this late hour of departure I had been so negligent as not to speak to him about it before.


At Paddington we went towards the boat train and there by the gate Father stopped. Though he was wearing a sportive hat and a good satin vest of colourful design, he looked tired and thin, as if he hadn’t eaten enough lately. His face was seamed and his dark curls and beard were lank and streaked with an unhealthy grey. But his gift for being there, his advanced power to occupy a place, was still intact. He had been going away to France, where he was not as well known, to have quiet times, but he seemed to come back more restless. He still held his weekend court at Gad’s Hill, and all his faithful friends turned up, the barrister Le Neve Foster and the painter Augustus Egg. The great tragedian Macready and his young missus also often came.


But since the guvnor had returned from his readings in the United States in the spring, lame, he’d excused himself from the long walks he used to go on. Yes, his life, I see now, was restless and he remained absent a lot and when there were no visitors at Gad’s Hill, talked a lot about the charges on him. I hated it when he mentioned how much it cost to keep Mama. He’d even talked about coming to Australia to do readings, to which John Forster had said, ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Dickens. It will kill thee.’ (Forster was a Northerner and said ‘thee’ all the time). But I hoped the guvnor would come, and Alfred and I could protect and guide him.


And I must now tell him of the sad state of my reading. The confession would man me for the new world. ‘The traveller!’ the guvnor said when we paused closer to the barrier for the boat train. ‘The colonist! The King of the Bush!’ He had tears in his eyes as he extended his arms but I shook his hand instead. Henry hung back and seemed to study the contents of a porter’s trolley to allow the guvnor and me to talk. I wanted to say, ‘I’m sorry. I haven’t read any of your books. But I will when I learn to penetrate those armies of paragraphs you put in them.’


I knew he was famous for not being conceited, not in that way anyhow. But I felt I would expire with shame if I said it. I simply sweated.


‘You have everything you need?’ he asked.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Adequate clothes to cut a dash in the cities and on the sheep stations?’


‘That’s right,’ I said, still unable to tell him. ‘Papa, I’m sorry you have the cost of the cabin on the Sussex.’


He reached out and took my hand and kissed it. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Plornish. I would not have it otherwise.’


‘I was not a good student.’


‘Yes, but you can be a good man.’


Tell him, tell him! went the terrible imperative in my mind. I began to cry, not caring who saw me on the platform. I was going away, and as an undeclared entity.


‘Dearest boy,’ the guvnor said, extracting, as if just remembering it, a letter from his pocket. ‘For you, my dearest Plornishgenter! You must apply yourself, Plorn. That is all. You have all the gifts but that one.’


If I read one of your books, if I penetrate all that text … would that count as application? I wondered.


I got on the train to Plymouth with Henry, who said, ‘Cheer up, old fellow. I don’t doubt Australia’s the go. You’ll come back able to buy and sell us. Have you read David Copperfield?’


‘Of course,’ I claimed through my tears.


‘Then there you are! And what about Great Expectations?’


‘Yes,’ I lied.


‘Well, there you have the convict Magwitch, disqualified from life in England, giving our hero Pip his colonial fortune. Have you ever noticed how close to Plorn is Pip? It’s my theory the old man wrote it specially for you.’


This idea served to dry up my tears.


‘If Magwitch could make a fortune in Australia,’ said H, ‘how much more could a robust and free and well-founded boy like you make?’


We went through the boat train, with a final wave to the guvnor. There were tears in his eyes, but I knew the busy city day at the premises of his magazine in Wellington Street would seize and console him.
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‘My dearest Plorn’, his letter read,




I write this note to-day because your going away is much upon my mind … I need not tell you that I love you dearly, and am very, very sorry in my heart to part with you … It is my comfort and my sincere conviction that you are going to try the life for which you are best fitted. I think its freedom and wildness more suited to you than any experiment in a study or office would ever have been; and without training, you could have followed no other suitable occupation.


What you have always wanted until now has been a set, steady, constant purpose. I therefore exhort you to persevere in a thorough determination to do whatever you have to do as well as you can do it. I was not so old as you are now when I first had to win my food … and I have never slackened in it since.





The guvnor’s letter then urged me never to take mean advantage of another, and never to be hard upon people in my power.




As your brothers have gone away, one by one, I have written to each such words as I am now writing to you, and have entreated them all to guide themselves by this book [the New Testament] … as questionable as the barbaric Old Testament might be, and putting aside the interpretations and inventions of men.


You will remember that you have never at home been wearied about religious observance or mere formalities.





He concluded by asking me to say night prayers, as he did, writing, ‘I hope you will always be able to say in after life, that you had a kind father. You cannot show your affection for him so well, or make him so happy, as by doing your duty.’
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As it turned out, my stay at Eli Elwah would last only twelve hours in all, and even now my memories of the place are painful. After travelling north by train, then west on the long Murray River, I arrived at a little town named Moama where I made arrangements for the bulk of my firearms and books and bush saddles, my clothes and tools and other impedimenta, to be taken to Eli Elwah by dray. After that I travelled north by coach until it stopped, then continued on my mare, Coutts, a bay with a white blaze. I had bought her in Melbourne on Alfred’s advice and named her in honour of the guvnor’s friend Miss Coutts.


Coutts appeared to have great stamina, which the man who sold her to me said was because she had some Waler in her, explaining Waler was the name of the New South Wales breed of horse that had emerged from a melting pot of thoroughbreds, Arabs, Cape of Good Hope Dutch breeds, Timor ponies, with a little Percheron or Clydesdale thrown in for ruggedness.


My thoughts on horseflesh were interrupted when I came upon a lantern-faced boy drover who was very amiable and forded some creeks and lagoons with me, which he told me the colonials called billabongs. According to the drover they were astonishingly full for this time of year.


And so I rode into Eli Elwah station one morning to see a fine old homestead house, with drovers’ huts, a blacksmith forge, cook and carriage houses, with a camp for blacks off by a fringe of trees along a creek. It seemed to me that everyone had visible, understandable functions, and I liked that. An ageless-looking manager with a mahogany face welcomed me in a looping accent that showed he was born here, or had been here a long time. He told me his name was McGaw and that I had better stay in the homestead with someone called Britton. He informed me, I thought unnecessarily, that if he let this man Britton loose in the drovers’ huts half of them would bugger him and he wouldn’t even notice.


He told me the time for dinner, and that his wife was away so I needn’t dress in either a formal or semi-formal way. A drover’s wife who was McGaw’s housekeeper then showed me to my bedroom – a pleasant room with a bed, a desk and a long window giving onto a veranda.


I changed my boots in the long melancholy twilight and wore a tie and jacket to dinner. There was another young man with gingery hair, moustache and complexion standing behind a chair at the set table in the dining room. This was clearly the earlier-mentioned Britton, who was probably two years or so older than me.


Soon after, McGaw entered in shirtsleeves, as was his managerial right, and riding boots. He looked distracted and was holding a cut page of newspaper thick with text, which he put on the table by his plate and continued to read for a while, before looking up at me and asking, ‘You met Archie Britton?’


After Britton and I made affirmative noises McGaw nodded and sat down in his place, where he continued to read the newspaper.


‘How are things at the new dam site?’ he asked Britton without looking up.


‘The men are working with a will,’ said Britton with an accent that had a bit of Yorkshire in it. ‘The Chinese men working on the scoop are thorough tigers.’


‘I was told they were good before I hired them,’ McGaw murmured, his gaze still on the newspaper. ‘I wanted a depth of seven feet at the wall. Are they delivering that, do you think?’


‘According to my measurements, Mr McGaw,’ said Britton, who seemed at home here, which I felt a bit cheered by.


McGaw now looked at me from dark creases within his leathery face. ‘I think Britton’s a bit overawed, Dickens. You are very clear proof that the great man exists.’


‘I’m afraid I’m a very ordinary fellow,’ I said, long practised at people making a nod towards my father’s literary fame as a prelude to addressing me.


‘I’d say I was overawed!’ declared Britton. ‘Who wouldn’t be?’


‘Well,’ I assured the two men again, ‘I don’t have my father’s gifts.’


‘But what sort of a pater was he?’ asked Britton, wanting, good fellow that he was, only to hear the best of my immortal sire.


‘We used to have plays and cricket matches in the garden. When boys from school visited us they would be in awe and trembling, but after an hour or so of fun and games they’d say, “By Jove, Dickens, your guvnor is a stunner and no mistake!”’


This was exactly what Britton wanted to hear, and he laughed as if reassured that God in his heaven and Charles Dickens’ power to charm boys in the garden were two signs that all was right with the earth. Even McGaw looked amused.


‘And you play cricket?’ Britton asked.


‘Yes. I’m told by kind people I’m an all-rounder. Middle-order batsman and medium-paced bowler.’


‘We have a station team,’ Britton told me. ‘We’re playing Burrabogie a week from Saturday.’


It felt as though things were falling my way. The cricket team at Higham had asked me to bat for them whenever I was home during the past two years. My batting figures were better than I had implied.


‘I read this surprising press report,’ McGaw said, looking at me and tapping the newspaper clipping by his plate.


McGaw’s reflections on what he had read had to wait a while due to the arrival of the drover’s wife and a little black girl carrying dishes.


After serving the three of us soup, the woman called, ‘All set, Mr McGaw?’ to which he replied, ‘Set as houses, thanks, Molly.’ She and the black girl disappeared.


‘Yes,’ said McGaw, patting the newsprint again, ‘there were some troubles in your house, I believe. With your ma, was it? I wouldn’t mention it except – well, here it is. In your pa’s words.’


‘My parents separated years ago,’ I said, blushing. ‘And the press make too much of it,’ I added. Generally when I blamed the newspapers people nodded sagely and said, ‘Well, we all know about the press, don’t we?’ And the conversation then moved blessedly to other matters, but McGaw wasn’t finished.


‘This is a piece in the Argus,’ he said, ‘but reproduced from something called the New York Tribune. It quotes your pa as saying, “Mrs Dickens and I have lived unhappily together for many years. Hardly anyone who has known us intimately can fail to have known that we are, in all respects of character and temperament, wonderfully unsuited to each other.”’


McGaw turned his dark, lizardy gaze up at me again, saying ‘Did he really write that, d’you think? “Wonderfully unsuited?” Or is that made up?’


‘He would put it differently now, I think,’ I replied. ‘But, you see, at the time there were so many rumours around.’ I despised myself for defending the guvnor as if he were the accused. ‘I was only six, but even I knew people made too much of it all.’


McGaw slowly returned his gaze to the text, and again read. ‘“I suppose that no two people, not vicious in themselves, ever were joined together who had a greater difficulty in understanding one another.”’


‘All this is exaggerated,’ I said, as if it might save me, or as if McGaw would pity me and leave off.


He did not.


‘But they say that these are your pa’s own words. Are they wrong?’


‘No, but you have to understand … when he wrote that he was in a desperate state … And people were being mean towards my Aunt Georgie. I don’t know … I was a child, as I told you, Mr McGaw.’


‘I mean, we all know about troubles in marriage,’ he continued, sniggering. ‘You don’t get to know a person by marriage but only by staying married. But if it was as bad as your pa says, why did he marry your mama in the first place?’


Before I could answer, he read on. ‘“For some years past, Mrs Dickens has been in the habit of representing to me that it would be better for her to go away and live apart; that her always increasing estrangement made a mental disorder under which she sometimes labours – more, that she felt herself unfit for the life she had to lead as my wife and that she would be better far away. I have uniformly replied that we must bear our misfortune and fight the fight out to the end, that the children were the first consideration, and that I feared we must bind ourselves together ‘in appearance’”.’


Britton looked away and concentrated on the prints of stallions on the wall, embarrassed for me.


‘Mr McGaw,’ I began sternly, before being interrupted by the housekeeper and the girl coming back to set up our plates with roasted lamb and vegetables.


Britton took the time to discuss my ship with me and I tried to give a polite account of my voyage on the sailing ship Sussex, mentioning my good cabin and my friend, William Dempster, who’d been on board with me. I lamented I wouldn’t see much of him because he was bound for Western Australia.


The woman and child served our meal, and we discussed my journey out under sail, and the fear many had of steamships being set alight by a spark from the engines.


After the women left we set to on our dinner, and even McGaw spent time purely relishing it. But after a while he looked down at the newspaper report again.


‘Edward,’ he said, ‘I trust you’re willing to discuss these matters. You are not so tender in feeling as to avoid these issues, are you?’


‘No,’ I declared. I didn’t feel I had had the chance to say otherwise. ‘But –’


‘What about this then?’ he interrupted. ‘“Nothing has, on many occasions, stood between us and a separation but Mrs Dicken’s sister, Georgina Hogarth …”’


‘My Auntie Georgie,’ I said wearily, hoping it might remind him he was addressing living and breathing entities. It didn’t.


‘Why would she stay on after your father had sent her own sister away?’


‘For us,’ I cried. ‘Purely for us.’


But the beggar went on reading. ‘“From the age of fifteen she has devoted herself to our house and our children. She has been their playmate, instructress, friend, protectress, adviser, companion. In the manly consideration towards Mrs Dickens which I owe my wife, I will only remark of her that the peculiarity of her character has thrown all the children on someone else, indeed on her sister. I do not know – cannot by any stretch of fancy imagine – what would have become of them but for this aunt, who has grown up with them, to whom they are devoted, and who has sacrificed the best part of her youth and life to them.”’


I knew the guvnor had written a letter for the papers, but I hadn’t heard it read so coldly and so cruelly.


Again, he raised his eyes to mine. ‘Manly consideration towards Mrs Dickens …?’ he asked with a frown.


‘You need to understand, Mr McGaw,’ I warned, ‘he was provoked by malicious people. You see, he was answering the most malicious rumours at the time.’ But had the guvnor not realised that papers would re-publish his letter whenever they were short of copy?


‘“I hope that no one who may become acquainted with what I write here can possibly be so cruel and unjust, as to put any misconstruction on our separation, so far. My elder children all understand it perfectly, and all accept it as inevitable.”’


McGaw breathed in emphatically. ‘But let me see here, Edward. It gets very confusing. First he defends your aunt, and then he goes on to mention another “spotless young creature”, someone as innocent and pure as your sisters, and malicious persons who spread rumours about her. Very confusing to a colonial reader, I would say.’


I was not about to tell him the ‘spotless young creature’ was Miss Ternan, who the guvnor had tried to help in her career as an actress. Now and then she visited Gad’s Hill, but she was bad at cricket.


My dinner lay cooling before me, but molten steel had begun to flow through my veins. Two of the malicious persons referred to were Thackeray’s daughters, Minnie and Annie, who we’d been friends with when we were little. During his life Mr Thackeray would come to Gad’s Hill and play cricket. He and my father would also devise plays and give all us brats a part in them. Then, one day when I was six, the guvnor called us all together and told us that our former friends the Thackerays had betrayed us with vicious rumours. That was the year everything changed, with Mama going back to her other family’s house, taking my eldest brother, Charles. It was also the year the guvnor grew old.


‘Do you know who this “spotless young woman” is?’ McGaw asked, bully that he was.


‘You are not a gentleman, Mr McGaw,’ I declared, choking with something broader than rage, more demanding than panic. I wanted in truth to kill him.


‘I am a bloody gentleman, you know,’ McGaw insisted. ‘I was quoting your own deathless pa, after all. Come on, Dickens, don’t be like that. You need a thick hide to be successful in the bush.’


‘Damn you, Mr McGaw. I won’t stay under your roof and I will not stoop to work for you.’


‘You’ll feel different in the morning. Look, let’s have a nobbler and make peace.’


‘You are lucky I don’t demand honour,’ I said furiously.


‘Demand what?’


‘A duel, a trial of honour.’


McGaw turned to a flushed Britton, who was sitting, looking at us wide-eyed. ‘A trial of honour? Can you believe this bloke?’


‘My father is a gentleman, Mr McGaw, whereas you are a lout.’


I got up and walked away from the table, and was in the corridor before he called out after me, with some anger in his voice, ‘I’ll let all that guff go till tomorrow. We’re all bloody human, you know. Me, you, your immortal pa.’


It felt like shame was devouring me from inside – shame for my guvnor, for my mama, for Aunt Georgie, for myself, for the entire breathing world. I had to leave McGaw or kill him.
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Back in my room I packed into my saddle bags and valise the few items I had already unpacked, retrieved my shaving gear, then left the room and sought the front door of the homestead.


I heard McGaw call, ‘Are you going to join us, Dickens?’ as I walked away, up the hall and out into the night. I made my way to the drover’s quarters and asked a man to saddle my mare. He did it, only asking once where I meant to go. I told him it was not his business, to which he reacted as if democracy demanded a person was required to tell any inquirer all their intentions.


‘I am leaving,’ I told him then.


‘Tonight?’


‘Instanter,’ I said. ‘As fast as I can.’


‘Nice saddle you’ve got,’ he said as he put my best Australian saddle on Coutts. ‘But watch for rabbit holes.’


‘Open the homestead gate for me, will you?’ I asked him. ‘I would appreciate it.’


He did that and I cantered out, my shame and outrage still larger than the immensity of stars. Utter darkness soon consumed me and I put poor Coutts into a gallop for relief. If we killed ourselves it would be a sweet release at least for me. What I had been through, and the just rage I carried, crowded out everything normal.
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It was a long ride. I rested in a few raw slab-timber public houses on the way to a little town named Deniliquin. Southwards then, I reached the great trench of embankments and maze of billabongs where the River Murray ran and so the stage road. I was by then in a more equable frame of soul, and still glad I had made a protest against the abominable McGaw. I reached Melbourne after three days’ travel, and took a room at the Savage Club, for which the Dickens name and the patronage of Mr Rusden qualified me. Then, after putting on a good suit, I made my way to the grand freestone Parliament at the top of Bourke Street, and presented myself at Mr Rusden’s office. But on being admitted, I found myself treated like a miscreant.


‘I cannot disguise that I am severely disappointed with you for passing up such an excellent position,’ he told me. ‘One not at all easy to procure. What caused you to move away without reference to me or your brother?’


‘Please don’t tell my father, Mr Rusden.’


‘He’d expect that I would,’ he replied and I felt that Rusden’s letter would join all the unsatisfactory reports on me from a range of schools that had distressed the guvnor and convinced him I could not apply myself. But my defence in this case was the unutterable McGaw.


‘Whatever possessed you?’ demanded Rusden.


I said I knew Mr Rusden had gone to a lot of trouble to find me a place at Eli Elwah. All I could tell him was that McGaw was not a gentleman as I felt unable to reprise McGaw’s performance because it contained things – Aunt Georgie and Mama and the Irish girl – I could not mention to the austere Mr Rusden. It was not so much that I wouldn’t. I couldn’t repeat those foul insinuations. I would go too deeply, it seemed to me, into my own depths of shame.


Shame over what? I could not tell Rusden in what sense McGaw was ‘no gentleman’ and later I could not define it for Alfred either. When I wrote to him that night I could only use the formula ‘not a gentleman’.


I now had to report to Rusden daily but could see he’d already concluded I was ill-suited to Australian life. I had hoped he would spread the news that McGaw was a cad. Instead if he spread any news it would be that I was green. And I was not. I had shown the bush what I was made of by racing poor Coutts in darkness down the red soil road amongst great stands of bush. So though I might have been green in colonial terms, I was not in a way that disqualified me for colonial life.
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To my club in Melbourne, the Savage, where I stayed with all the irrelevant comfort appropriate to a London club, with some of the guvnor’s friends peering at me from framed photographs or portraits on the walls – Macready as Shylock, mad old Walter Savage Landor. Papa and Mr Forster used to visit him in Bath to drink a toast to the beheading of Charles I, and to recite the doggerel Mr Landor had written and Papa taught us as a joke.




George the First was always reckoned


Vile, but viler George the Second;


And what mortal ever heard


Any good of George the Third?


But when the Fourth from earth descended


(God be praised!), the Georges ended.





And, here in this club, even the full-bosomed Lady Blessington, the free spirit who rushed around town with her comrade (at least that’s one way to put it) Count d’Orsay, one of Alfred’s godfathers. And most sinister of all, my own godfather, Edward Bulwer-Lytton, who had married for love and then endured his wife writing a novel satirising him and calling him a hypocrite. However, he was a statesman and a grand writer and I was honoured to bear his name.


None of them helped me here. None of them knew or could silence McGaw. None of them was advised to give up chemistry and Latin and spend a half year at an agriculture school for farmers’ sons in Cirencester. The faces of our godparents, seen in full flesh at Devonshire Terrace and Tavistock House or Gad’s Hill, were, in their bleared pictures in Melbourne, a reproach.
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I felt liberated when, one evening a few days after I’d last seen him, Rusden came to the Savage Club and told me I was to be given one last tilt at settling in the bush. He sounded weary, as if he had little faith in me, and I knew I must depart into the interior and stay there. He said he’d found me a place at a station named Momba, a good way north of Eli Elwah. He told me I would need to catch a steamboat up a river named the Darling, which fortunately still had enough water in it after last winter’s rain, until I reached a town named Wilcannia. I would then have to report to a certain stock and station agency which sent a monthly wagon of provisions to Momba. ‘The best thing is,’ said Rusden, ‘you’ll have a good man, Mr Bonney, there as a mentor. And the storekeeper, young Suttor, is an educated colonial – do pass on my respects to him.’


Though he had also said McGaw was a good man, I had a new ambition. The guvnor had said application was all I lacked, so I would show application now such as would astonish him. I would apply myself like McCready and Landor and Lytton and Lady Blessington. I would relieve my father’s anxieties with a heroic scale of application. And one day I would return to him, Daniel from the furnace, as an applied man, and one familiar with Hard Times, Martin Chuzzlewit and all the rest.


I went north again by rail and stage to a town named Yarrawonga, then caught a ferry which would take me all the way along the Murray and up the Darling. I had a small cabin in the Eliza Jane, which was narrow in the beam to make it less likely to hit submerged snags that might damage its redgum hull. The captain of the ferry, Burgess, was a proud man with a wizened face and a basso voice. He boasted of what the Eliza Jane carried inland, reciting its inventory like a parson who never gets tired of reciting the Credo or the Paternoster. ‘We have on the stern and in our shallow hold every requirement for civilisation,’ he claimed. ‘Woolpacks, soap, kerosene, galvanised iron, drapery, some on order, some on speculation, curtains ditto, sherry, stationery, sawn timber, wire, sugar, candles, potatoes, earthenware, books, glassware and claret.’


I half-expected him to say at the end, ‘For these and other gifts may the Lord be praised!’


There were three men who travelled on the foredeck, sleeping under the stars in comfortable-looking bush swags they called bedrolls. I was walking up and down the foredeck after breakfast on the long, casual haul down the Murray – we had not yet reached the Darling – when one of these men approached me and said in a native-born Australian accent, ‘Excuse me, Mr Dickens.’ He had a half-amused face and a black beard which would soon reach the dimensions of the blade of a shovel.


Wary of all Rusden’s warnings about the trap of over-familiarity, I frowned and said, ‘Yes?’


‘Just,’ said the man, ‘I’m on my way to Momba too.’


I was surprised, but pleased. He looked like a reliable escort. However, I was still trying to be as severe as Mr Rusden wanted me to be. ‘Is that so?’ I replied.


The look of amusement did not leave his eyes. He did not take a step back as an English working man would have by now.


‘I’m Tom Larkin,’ he said. ‘I’m to be blacksmith for Mr Bonney. He wrote to me and told me to look out for a Mr Dickens, to say hello and that I was riding to Momba Station from Wilcannia too. So, there you go.’


‘I am pleased for your company, Mr Larkin,’ I said, as much like a threat as I could manage.


‘The Bonneys seem decent fellows,’ he said cheerily. ‘You see, I grew up on Moolbong with Mr Brodribb. My father and mother worked for him donkey’s years, ever since they left Ireland. I went up to Wagga then to get married myself last month. And said to the wife, “Time to see the world beyond the Darling, my dear.” She’s game for it. A Welsh girl, sea-captain’s daughter. She’s to come up to Momba in the autumn.’


‘My felicitations,’ I risked saying. But I could not let him know I liked him at first sight. I felt I liked far too many people at first sight.


The ferry stopped frequently along the way. Sometimes we would put into timber camps, where tree-fellers with smoky complexions had stacked their timber by the riverbank. Sometimes Captain Burgess needed wood for the boilers, but other times he would buy roughly milled timber. Sometimes there was an ageless woman in sackcloth with her bush brats in these camps. You could see these flimsily clad offspring running like rabbits to avoid being seen by passengers as we put in. I noticed Larkin was amused by them, as if they reminded him of his own childhood.


When we stopped at bigger towns, Captain Burgess would often spend time with merchants, while the three fellows from the foredeck went ashore and started a fire, drank tea and rum and yarned with each other. The cook and the steward fished for river cod. If it were day time, one of the saloon passengers, a Mrs Desailly who lived at some place west of Wilcannia, whom Burgess treated as a sort of bush duchess, disembarked with her face totally veiled in netting to defeat the sun and insects, and sometimes to make social calls. Mrs Desailly had reacted kindly enough when Captain Burgess pronounced me the youngest son of the great narrator, but I think she wanted to see if I would last in her country before she took the trouble of warming to me. She asked me a few questions with a fluting voice, and my answers were so plain that she lost interest and said, ‘I think Captain Burgess must be playing jokes on me.’


The narrow dimensions of the Eliza Jane made more sense once we reached the town of Wentworth and entered the Darling. The banks were high and red-soiled, hosting great thickets of river gums, and when we stopped and ascended the banks while goods were offloaded I went walking in the rich grassy plains beyond and saw great outcrops of red rocky tor.


When we stopped at a station named Mount Murchison, the overseer came aboard to visit Mrs Desailly. After he was introduced to me, he declared, ‘My God, the country’s thick all at once with Dickenses. There’s one at Corona! Met him at the races at Poolamacca Station three weeks back. He brought along a few likely horses, I must say.’


He took me for a stroll beyond the screen of river gums and, just like a reader, said, ‘Your dear old dad hasn’t written a book for some time. Is that so? Last one was Our Mutual Friend, I believe. Must be three years back.’


‘Four,’ I corrected him. ‘He does reading tours, you see, and the performances … they tire him out.’


‘I liked the character Lizzy Hexam of course, the daughter of the river, but I couldn’t help admiring the fortune-hunting girl. What’s her name?’


‘Ah yes,’ I foolishly said, pretending to hunt through the vast cast of my father’s creations, with which I was no more familiar than the rivers of Russia. But suddenly I was about to pluck the accurate name. Little Em’ly Peggotty, I thought gratefully, and then said it.


‘I think you are mistaken, young Dickens,’ he told me. ‘That’s the ruined woman who comes to Australia in Copperfield. Hang on there – I think I might have it. Wilfer. Bella Wilfer.’


‘I do believe you’re correct,’ I said tentatively.


I’d had to play this game before with even more exacting Britons; endure such questioning as if every line of my father’s works were grafted into my veins as an inheritance from the grand storyteller.


We were out in the open well beyond the riverbank now, the sun high and every feature of the land sharp. A great plain stretched in front of us, its plenteous grass metallic-sounding in the breeze and running away to the west without any limit I could see. Distant hills looked blue, but many quartz outcrops also rose in the midst of the plain.


‘How d’you like the look of that, young Mr Dickens?’


‘I do like it,’ I told him.


‘It’s the Mount Murchison run, where we do our grazing.’


‘Where are your sheep, though?’


‘They are there, believe me, and their fleeces growing, and their lambs ditto. The country is so vast and the capacity to carry sheep per acre so small here that the sheep are lost somewhere in this place and we will find them in time for mustering. But you, Dickens, with your patrimony, you could be the first great poet of this Darling country. You might make Wilcannia shine with lustre in the world’s eye,’ he said with a grin. ‘I suggested the very same to your brother at the races at Poolamacca. But he thought I was joking.’


I thought, No, Alfred didn’t think you were joking. Alfred was rebuffing the idea, just as I now did. ‘I’m a very unmusical fellow,’ I told him. ‘I’m a better cricketer than a poet.’


‘Oh well now,’ he said, thankfully pleased with the topic of cricket. The colonials seemed to love it with a passion equal only to horse racing.


I simply looked west under a high sun. A country with big pockets. Big enough to hide flocks and people in.
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When our boat reached Wilcannia it seemed a busy town, reputedly one with around three or four hundred people. This busyness might have been because of the flutter our arrival caused. A number of people were drawn down to the high pier on the riverbank, and there was a flurry at the gangplank as the grave, veiled figure of Mrs Desailly landed. Two troopers in white helmets, blue jacket, white pants and high boots waiting by the gangway saluted as she passed, and a Catholic priest and an Anglican pastor took their hats off.


‘Do you know where Mrs Desailly’s going?’ I asked Larkin. ‘I mean, where her home is?’


‘Netallie Station. The Desaillys are legends along the Darling. She has her husband and, a rare thing, daughters. Squatters’ daughters are pretty scarce on the ground in this part of New South Wales. If they exist, Mr Dickens, they often prefer to stay in the cities, and spend their old man’s wool cheque.’


‘“Old man” meaning “father”?’


‘Dead right,’ said Larkin.


As I watched Mrs Desailly board the surrey I reflected with my new worldliness that women were a mystery. If you put two chaps in the same saloon, unless one of them was blighted with shyness or strangeness, they would be firm friends by the end of such a journey as we had been through. Whereas Mrs Desailly and I had remained utter strangers, and her only advantage as a fellow traveller was, as far as I could see, that she was not a devout reader of my father’s work and so set me no literary tasks.


Several tall young natives waited to one side of the pier to help with unloading Eliza Jane. Two of them wore vests with their loincloths, but most of them were bare-chested and looked muscular. Over in the shade of trees were two turbaned Afghans with a string of camels which would be carrying much of Burgess’s cargo into the remoter country.


Tom Larkin suggested, ‘If you wanted, Mr Dickens, we could set out this morning and travel forty miles before we camp tonight. What do you say to that?’


They surprised you, these people. This man was in a sense a servant, and what servant asks his master, ‘What do you say to that?’ But I had heard it was the custom of the country and I was sensible enough not to try to eradicate it single-handed.


‘I am supposed to report to the stock and station agent first. Fremmel’s. They have a wagon going out to Momba.’


‘Good-oh, we can string along with it,’ he said with a smile betraying full, shovel-bearded amusement.


‘What are you laughing at, Larkin?’ I asked.


‘Well, I’m amused people go to such lengths to meet you because of your old man. Not that you lack merit on your own. They would have got the wagon ready specially to ensure you’d call in and see them. By tonight they’ll be skiting about their good mate young Dickens and predicting great things for you. Not without reason either. I too think you’ll do well.’


‘Thank you,’ I said, feeling oddly grateful.


‘Just as a bit of a warning, they’ll want you to wait in town a day or two so they can show you off,’ said Larkin. ‘Whereas … you might prefer us to be on our way.’


When I reiterated my intention to go to Fremmel’s, Larkin nodded and said, ‘While you’re at the stock and station agents, I might get my sins heard, since the priest is here. After that I can be found at the pub right there, the Commercial.’


I had never heard a Papist so frankly and casually mention the requirements of his barbarous religion. ‘Get my sins heard.’ And then, a drink at the Commercial. I felt a shadow fall between Larkin and me. The guvnor was a great abominator of Papism, believing it to be an enemy of all progress.


The town’s buildings looked to have thick sandstone walls, these being a sovereign repellent of the heat. There were two sandstone churches representing the two abiding faiths, mine and Larkin’s. The Commercial, also made of sandstone, offered accommodation. Three warehouses were aligned amongst the shade provided by high white-flowering eucalyptus. And not far away was what I was told were the beginnings of a post office.


As I saw my modest pile of goods assembled on the pier of heavy timbers, I walked ashore myself and said goodbye to Captain Burgess, who was accepting plaudits from a number of people for getting his ship here yet again. The men talking to him turned the slits of their eyes to me as I passed by. Their clothes were fashionable enough, and they had the well-heeled look which I would learn squatters always brought with them, no matter how much they might be in debt, when visiting town from the ‘real Australia’, out there somewhere beyond. They were assessing me in my brand-new wide-awake hat and riding jacket and moleskin trousers. They did not say anything, and it may even have been from a form of shyness, and also a Mrs Desailly reticence to get to know me until I had ‘applied myself’ to their country and become a permanent figure in it.


Walking on, I found a police trooper at my side, saluting. ‘Mr Dickens,’ he said in one of the softer and less combative Irish brogues. ‘Then could I assist ye now?’


I told him I wished to visit the stock and station agent and he pointed down past the warehouses into a shimmer of heat. ‘Fremmel’s,’ he assured me. ‘You have some business there? I’ll escort ye, Mr Dickens, and my friend will watch your goods against pilferage.’


It was not long before we came to Fremmel’s Stock and Station Agency, whose door was festooned with crepe decorations. In the window a sign said, ‘Fremmel’s Welcomes Mr Edward Bulwer Lytton Dickens, son of the Immortal Charles Dickens, to Wilcannia, Future Metropolis of the Darling River.’


My Irish constable saluted and left me, saying he would be needed once the transfer of goods from ship to warehouse began, because ‘the darks’, the Aboriginals I’d seen at the wharf, needed eagle’s eyes on them since they were pilferers by nature.


I walked into the store, by way of the normal deep-shaded veranda, past a notice board on which horses and tack and properties of sundry sizes were advertised along with information about coming auctions of ewes and lambs. One in particular caught my eye: ‘290 Merino and Border Leicester Rams Available Through Early Sale of Station and Worth a Further Run!’ Even then I thought the notice meant someone had ‘gone bust’. I stood by the agency’s long counter, alarmed by the festive crepe hung around the office.


A man in a good suit and a paisley cravat, wearing spectacles, came up to me then. He had about him the feel of someone at the height of his powers and aware he had them. A block of a fellow with slicked brown hair. Apart from his watchful eyes, the chief feature of his face was his out-of-proportion lips. There was too much of them. A person was simply sure that at whatever school he’d gone to, colonial or British, he would have been called Froggy. An astonishing-looking woman I assumed was his wife appeared beside him, her appearance appealing to the burgeoning man in me. She was a bit taller than her husband and her white dress was just a little disarrayed, as was her black hair, yet you could not tell whether it was artifice or lack of interest that created the effect.


‘My wife, Mr Dickens,’ said the man.


I accepted the woman’s lace-gloved hand when she offered it to me, as a man would.


‘My wife is French, sir, and I like to call her Madame Fremmel,’ he said, his long amphibian lips curved into a huge smile.


‘It is an honour, madame,’ I told her. ‘My father loves your country. He knew your President Lamartine very well.’


‘And France loves your papa,’ she said. ‘Even the Emperor. And for those who do not love the Emperor, as I do not, your papa was also a friend to Victor Hugo in his exile!’


I was impressed by Mrs Fremmel’s mention of Hugo, whom my guvnor had once said he liked more than any other Frenchman, though Hugo’s wife looked as if she was ready to poison the poor man’s breakfast. Looking again at Fremmel he just didn’t appear a man who had a wife familiar with Hugo, and who liked to hold opinions on the French emperor in a place like Wilcannia.


Her bit said, however, she drew back again, allowing her husband control over the moment.


‘I know you must be tired from your journey,’ said Mr Fremmel, ‘and I would be honoured to be your host while you recover. I promise you I can gather a fine company of gentlemen from Wilcannia and beyond who would be pleased to entertain and acclaim you for choosing our settlement as your destination. I believe your birthday is about to take place …’


Oh dear. I imagined trying to speak and appear wise to the civic fathers of Wilcannia.


‘Sir,’ I said hurriedly, surprising myself with my desperate firmness, ‘that is very kind of you, and there may be later occasions where we can all be joined in jovial company. But I must get to my station as soon as I can and apply myself to the business of sheep.’


Fremmel’s smile immediately went crooked and looked unreliable.


‘Oh,’ he emphasised, ‘I would be particularly grateful to be your host for a few days at least. After all, I could tell you much about the business.’


His wife laughed pleasantly. ‘Fremmel is not like other men,’ she said as a genial warning. ‘He is not uselessly tender, as his wife might be sometimes. He has a clear head.’


The urgency to apply myself was acrid in my throat. ‘No, I have to be on my way to Momba as soon as it can be done. Mr Rusden expects me to. He mentioned a wagon …’


‘That is so, but the wagon does not have to go till you’re ready,’ said Mr Fremmel before calling towards the interior of the storeroom. ‘Maurice! Where in God’s name is the boy? Maur-ice!’


A young man came hurrying into the office; I thought he must be the Fremmels’ son, since there was more than a hint of Mr Fremmel’s lips on this man’s face, though not enough to mar his features.


‘This is my nephew,’ Fremmel told me.


The young man gave an unalloyed smile and held out his hand, saying, ‘Maurice McArden.’ He must have been about twenty and the only similarity to his uncle besides his lips was that he too had conscientiously pomaded hair.


‘I am driving the supply wagon to Momba, Mr Dickens,’ he told me, ‘whenever you’re ready to go.’


I appealed to this kindlier presence. ‘Your uncle has generously offered me his hospitality. But Mr Rusden, our patron, has insisted I go there at once and apply myself. There is also a new blacksmith going there with me. A man named Larkin.’


‘Well,’ said Mr Fremmel, ‘this Larkin may be ready to go, but it will be rather a rush for Maurice.’


‘Oh no,’ said Maurice almost wilfully, as if he would be delighted to upset his uncle’s plans. ‘The wagon is as good as ready. My bags and swag are packed too. I need only change into bush kit.’


Fremmel was frankly irritated by now, which brought out irritation in me.


‘The only way, Mr Fremmel, to prove I am fit for this life is to begin living it as soon as I can,’ I said as reasonably as I could, ‘That is certainly my father’s wish.’


‘Very well then,’ said Fremmel, grimacing as he relinquished any ambition he’d harboured to be my mentor in town.


‘Well,’ said Maurice, stepping forward and not disappointed at all. ‘Where should I meet you and this Larkin, Mr Dickens?’


‘Larkin and I will be at the Commercial,’ I replied.


As Mr Fremmel turned his attention to a catalogue, Mrs Fremmel smiled charmingly at me and then at her nephew, saying, ‘You must both be careful with heat sickness and snakes. Kick your swag before you settle down on it.’


‘My aunt is half-demented by snakes,’ said Maurice fondly.


I was myself half-infatuated with divine Mrs Fremmel, and given her Gallic accent, her advice on serpents was hard to forget or ignore. To us nearly serpentless Britons, the word ‘snake’ had great power in any case.


‘Death adder,’ she said, shivering. ‘Taipan. And you are both my darling boys.’


‘I am nineteen,’ Maurice McArden told his aunt.


‘Yes,’ she said with insistence. ‘Boys.’


‘I need but twenty minutes, Mr Dickens,’ said Maurice, glancing at his uncle, who still looked aloof.
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When I arrived at the Commercial, Larkin was speaking companionably to other men, a pint of dark brown fluid only quarter-drunk before him. I signalled to him and told him we were going.


I itched to ask him about his encounter with the priest while we were waiting for Maurice, for to know a practice is barbarous is not to renounce all curiosity in it. I managed not to. I also managed to tell him the agent had offered me his hospitality, but I had managed to renounce the town of Wilcannia in favour of Momba.


So we drew up our cavalcade, me on Coutts, Tom Larkin on a stocky, shaggy gelding I called a Waler after the distant uplands of New South Wales where they had been bred. I would learn the Army in India sent their agents to Australia to buy up as many Walers as they could for cavalry mounts.


I wondered if my brother Walter had ridden a Waler while serving in the 42nd Highlanders in India, where he’d been involved in the campaign that led to the defeat of the rebels at Cawnpore and the relief of Lucknow. The poor fellow had fallen down one day with sunstroke and ‘smart fever’, a sort of brain infestation, and had to be carried to a hill station to recuperate. The guvnor had been very proud that Walter had earned ‘a mutiny medal with clasp’ and gained promotion from ensign to lieutenant and some prize money before he’d even turned eighteen years!


I had barely known Walter when I was young. To him I was the ‘cursed Plorncaster’ or ‘Plorncabanaster’. But he had come to my room at Tavistock House two night before he left and said, ‘Plorncaster, I have been dismissive of you.’ He burst into tears, and his face creased so childishly I had no idea what to do. ‘I don’t want to go. Just because I passed the East India Company exam, why must I go?’ And he shook his head. ‘Little brother, little brother, if I could stay, you and I could be chums.’


‘Ask Katie to talk to the guvnor!’ I’d suggested, knowing our eldest sister could make demands, and had the power to make Father stop and take notice. But if Walter had done so, Katie hadn’t been able to prevail.


Poor, pitiable Walter, in view of what was to happen!


Maurice McArden, in checked shirt, moleskin trousers and Prussian boots, sat at the reins of the wagon and a team of four draught horses. We set off without any uttered sentiment and in two street lengths were on black soil fringes where a few Chinese were growing pumpkins, and beyond that we moved onto red soil and into the yellowing grass of this antique and western land. The sun was strong – not so strong as to dement a man but strong in an honest way. There was no vapour in it. The chance of fog in this country was remote. Clarity was all. I guessed one would call it prairie had it been America, with glinting outcrops suggestive of gold but generally yielding only quartz. Distant mountains somehow promised infinity, however, rather than any limit.


We drove in silence for a long way, perhaps fifteen miles, before Larkin called, ‘Reckon it’s a little after two.’


He dismounted by the rocky rim of a strangely beautiful yellow earth lake with only a smear of mud at its bottom. Every stone that had delineated the lake and its various stages of fullness and decline shone blue and yellow, brown and white.


I dismounted too, and Maurice hauled his draught horses to a stop and tethered them to a fragile-looking bush.


‘Will your horses bolt?’ I asked him.


‘You don’t know how a grevillea can tangle the reins,’ he told me, possessed of superior knowledge.


That was when we began to talk like fellow travellers, and I learned much of Maurice and Tom Larkin on the way and, inevitably, as we lay on swags beneath huge skies which intoxicated one with their immensity, they learned something of me. For we were like travellers on a raft in immense seas. At every fork on the track so far, Maurice and Tom Larkin seemed to agree where we needed to go, this way, not that way. I might have been one of those hapless British travellers who perished (of thirst, for I would learn that in Australia they used only the verb) and I might have become a cautionary tale.


That first lunchtime was functional. Damper, mutton, black tea. In the afternoon, Larkin and I let Maurice’s dray go ahead of us along a route made, in this country of sun-brittle grass, by the stagecoach that brought the shearers to Momba Station in season. As we rode along behind, Tom Larkin gave me further education in the nature of the country, pointing out the mulga trees widely spaced on the plain and telling me you never cut one of them down because the branches were good stock feed in drought.


He also pointed out light green-blue shrubs called saltbush, which he said the sheep loved. How providential, he solemnly told me, that this shrub that had been here since Adam’s day proved just the ticket for sheep to live off!


He showed me pearl bluebush which was like saltbush but not as palatable. Similarly applebush and rosebush, which looked nothing like their namesakes.


Above all he showed me the tall, orange-brown kangaroo grass, saying, ‘Prime, Mr Dickens. Prime!’ And then, as if he had committed a breach of etiquette, ‘Prime, Plorn. Caviar for sheep and cattle. It dies with drought though.’ Then yellow tussocks, of which he said, ‘Mitchell grass. Hard to kill.’


By the end of the day he had introduced me to clumps of mulga grass with green-grey bulbs, emu grass, feathery and lime-green neverfail, which Larkin assured me was even more durable than mulga and Mitchell grass. And he had no doubt that this was all providence for the wool business, that all this fodder, until now cropped only by kangaroos, had been placed here from time primordial until Britons should need it to grow the world’s best wool.


He put names to other items in the nearby landscape until I grew thoroughly confused. It was astounding how much he knew, as if he had sampled them all as provender himself.


In the late afternoon we encountered the front fence of Momba Station, which stretched away, northwest and southeast.


‘It’s forty-five miles long,’ said Maurice, a little breathlessly. It was in its way a world wonder – built of tons of wire, and hardwood stumps by the ton, along with mountains of human sweat.


After a dinner of mutton stew prepared by Larkin, my two friends told me of their origins while taking mine for granted.


First, Tom Larkin: ‘My parents were convicts from Ireland, but loving and worthy of honour. My old man was transported for breaking his oppressive landlord’s door down, though if he were here he would argue fully he was no criminal. My dear mother was sent here for stealing a length of cloth in Limerick. She was a good woman, but sadly died in childbirth, and my father passed a few years later of melancholy. I cannot swear, Mr Dickens, that liquor might not have been involved, for men’s souls were marked by their long imprisonment and the passage to Australia.’


I listened to this as if it were normal to have such parents.


Maurice had, if anything, an even sadder tale. His parents had both been artists and their marriage a meeting of souls. They travelled widely together on painting expeditions. Maurice’s father had been elected an associate of the Royal Academy and would, in time, have been made a full member. Maurice’s parents had exhibited together at the Royal Society of Artists under, said Maurice, ‘A friend of your family, Dickens – a very generous man named Clarkson Stanfield. Your father dedicated a novel to him, I believe.’


I remembered the name Clarkson Stanfield. Though he was an old man – I would say maybe twenty years older than my father – he had the demeanour of a young one and proved he liked children when he came to Tavistock House for fun and games when I was little. (He had lost a lot of his own children, it turned out.) He painted back cloths for the plays Papa put on, and the guvnor said of him that though he was a Papist he lived modestly and without hypocrisy. For fun he imitated someone stumbling over his names, and would make jokes, calling himself Clarkfield Stanson and Fieldstan Transom. Then he went on to tell us how in Napoleon’s day he had been pressed into the navy by a press-gang. He knew that story would enchant us and he was right.


So this same man had been a benefactor to Maurice’s parents, and we were discussing all this beyond Wilcannia, on the rim of the known earth.


Sadly, three years past, Maurice’s parents had died in a huge avalanche in the St Gotthard Pass. The rest was a familiar enough story: Maurice’s father had left his business affairs in the hands of a London lawyer he would have entrusted with his life. The man was unworthy not only of that trust, but even incapable of normal honesty.


‘Like a child in a novel, I had nothing,’ said Maurice, ‘and my father’s friends rallied and wrote to my mother’s brother in Wilcannia. Not long after I got a wonderful, welcoming letter from my aunt, saying that she and my uncle both believed I should join them in New South Wales, and my parents’ friends raised the money for a saloon passage, though I travelled second-class so I had resources left over. And … here we are. Tom and I are orphans, but you, Dickens, thankfully in full possession of parents.’


Though possession of Charles and Catherine Dickens was not easy to claim at such a distance, and could not even be simultaneously managed in England, with Mother living at her parents’ and Father prowling the earth.


At last, without even checking my swag bed for vipers, I unfolded it and, in the cooling desert night, fell asleep on it.


Away at dawn, we crossed claypans where, Larkin told me, the Aboriginals had in times past lit fires and turned the surface to a form of glazed brick.


‘You will hear nothing but good of the natives from Mr Bonney at Momba,’ said Maurice. ‘My uncle says Bonney is cracked about them. I think he’s a student of them.’


We saw smoke from a fire some way off. ‘That’s them,’ said Maurice. Our path lay in that direction, and later in the day I saw the antediluvian people moving across their country. The men were tall and thin like the Aboriginal men on the wharf, and wore cast-off jackets, no doubt given them by the Bonneys, with clouts of cloth on their lower body. The women wore mission dresses but some were bare-breasted, including a woman suckling a baby.
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