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‘[Wilkins is] the only man I know to whom every line of Kipling’s poem “If” could be truthfully applied.’1


Charles Bean












To Sir Hubert Wilkins.


An incredible man, a great Australian.
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Caspar Middleton was one of Sir Hubert’s first great friends, and a collaborator in his early films, both as actor and director.


Bernard Grant was a photographer for London’s Daily Mirror, assigned to cover the Turkish side during the First Balkan War of 1912–13, and teamed up with George Wilkins during the campaign. (Until his knighthood, Wilkins was commonly called George.)


Vilhjálmur Stefansson, the Icelandic–American Arctic explorer was the leading exponent of the ‘Friendly Arctic’, the idea that if you embraced the ways of the local Indigenous people, you could live as well as them. George Wilkins joined Stefansson’s scientific Canadian Arctic Expedition during the years 1913–16. It was sponsored by the (US) National Geographic Society and the American Museum of Natural History.


Natkusiak, famed hunter and guide who became an invaluable member of two of Stefansson’s Arctic expeditions and a good friend of Wilkins. Much loved by the men he travelled with, not least for his offbeat and relentless sense of humour and love of practical jokes. Known as ‘Billy Banksland’, he was a literal lifesaver; at one point dragging an unconscious Stefansson and three others from a smoke-filled ‘ice house’.


Frank Hurley, the adventurer, photographer and film-maker from Sydney was a veteran of both Sir Douglas Mawson and Sir Ernest Shackleton’s Antarctic expeditions. In August 1917, he was commissioned by the War Records Section to take command of a small photographic unit assigned to cover the Western Front. Hurley worked closely with Wilkins during the following few months, establishing a significant photographic record.


Charles Bean, the pre-eminent Australian journalist of his time chronicled the Australians’ experience at Gallipoli in 1915, before going with the Diggers to the Western Front. Initially he was a correspondent only in France, but from May 1917 he also administered the Australian War Records Section, devoted to chronicling the entire Australian experience for posterity. Bean welcomed Frank Hurley and George Wilkins to France in August 1917, and worked particularly closely with the latter from that time until the close of hostilities in November 1918.


John Lachlan Cope was a medical student at Cambridge University when he joined Ernest Shackleton’s 1914–17 Trans-Antarctic Expedition as biologist and surgeon. Subsequently, Cope organised and led the British Expedition to Graham Land, Antarctica, during 1920–22. George Wilkins was selected as second-in-command of this expedition.


Lucita Squier was an American screenwriter. She travelled to Russia with George Wilkins in 1922, nominally as members of a Quaker mission making a film concentrating on relief efforts in areas severely affected by famine. She would in later life appear as one of the ‘witnesses’ in Warren Beatty’s film Reds.


Roald Amundsen, legendary Norwegian polar explorer; the first European to the South Pole, beating his doomed rival Captain Scott. Wilkins’ hero, private adversary and admirer. Amundsen’s relentless pursuit of adventure and innovation inspired Wilkins throughout his life.


Sir Ernest Shackleton, leader of three British expeditions to the Antarctic; the final one counting Wilkins as a member. Shackleton’s rivalry with Roald Amundsen for the race to the South Pole ended in glorious failure and a knighthood; but his finest hour arrived in his incredible survival and leadership following his ship the Endurance becoming trapped and crushed in the polar ice. Wilkins dreamt of accompanying Shackleton on a polar voyage and that dream came true in a most unexpected manner.


Carl Ben Eielson was an American pioneer aviator, who conducted his first flight in Alaska in 1923, and later provided the state’s first commercial flights, transporting light freight, passengers and mail. Eielson was offered the position of pilot for Wilkins’ Arctic air expedition in 1925. Throughout the following few years, the two teamed up as pilot and navigator to explore the vast regions of the North.


William Randolph Hearst, a media magnate a little before anyone quite knew what that was. The model for Citizen Kane, he was one of Sir Hubert’s key sponsors.


Lincoln Ellsworth was born into a prominent and wealthy religious family in Chicago, and both sponsored and participated in exploratory expeditions. In 1931, he committed $70,000 to Wilkins’ Nautilus expedition.


Suzanne Bennett was an Australian-born actress who would loom large in Sir Hubert’s life.









INTRODUCTION




Australian history is almost always picturesque; indeed, it is also so curious and strange, that it is itself the chiefest novelty the country has to offer and so it pushes the other novelties into second and third place. It does not read like history, but like the most beautiful lies; and all of a fresh new sort, no mouldy old stale ones. It is full of surprises and adventures, the incongruities, and contradictions, and incredibilities; but they are all true, they all happened.


Mark Twain, 1897





While writing my book on the life and times of Sir Charles Kingsford Smith back in 2009, a particular name kept popping up, a bloke from South Australia I’d never heard of by the name of George Wilkins. First he appeared as a polar explorer who became – get this – a photographer in the Great War who did wonderful work with Charles Bean and was right on the spot the moment that the Red Baron was shot down. Then, when Kingsford Smith had to drop out of the Great Air Race of 1919, it was navigator George Wilkins who replaced him as leader on the Blackburn Kangaroo. And when, seven years later, Kingsford Smith was desperate to find a plane with which to fly the Pacific, who would it be that he bought the plane from, the plane that he would rename the mighty Southern Cross? Well, that would be George Wilkins.


While writing my book on Sir Douglas Mawson two years later, I came across the story of the death of the great Sir Ernest Shackleton, on the island of South Georgia in the South Atlantic. Who was with him on that last expedition? George Wilkins.


When it came to my book in 2017, on the Battles of Villers-Bretonneux, the two clutch battles the Australians fought in April 1918, with a huge part of the war effort in the balance, the one photographer/correspondent who was with the troops both times was … Wilkins again.


And you’ll never guess who was the only photographer with the Australian troops as they fought the seminal battle of that war, the Battle of Le Hamel – my book of 2018 – which was General Sir John Monash’s first battle in command of all Australian troops. It was, of course, George Wilkins!


He really was no less than the Forrest Gump of his era, the man in the middle of so many extraordinary historical moments, achieving far more things that play to the theme above than I knew about when I began this book.


When I decided to get down to the nitty-gritty, my first port of call was my friend Simon Nasht who wrote a wonderful book on Wilkins, The Last Explorer, 15 years ago. With touching and amazing generosity, he handed to me and my researchers two giant boxes of documents, with the words ‘Go for your life!’


We did. Simon has provided very useful counsel since, as has the business entrepreneur Dick Smith – a Wilkins aficionado to beat them all.


My right hand on the whole project was my brilliant long-time researcher and cousin Angus FitzSimons, who loved the story as much as I did. As always, the book owes his nous, hard yakka and whimsical muse a great debt. He was a joy to work with and as ever, once I had marked a passage for Angus’s attention with ‘TTA’, as in ‘Tweak To Accuracy’, I could rest assured that what came back to me tweaked, tightened and brightened could be affirmed and cross-referenced by documentation as on the money!


Over in Bunbury, Western Australia, Barb Kelly equally did wonderful research and was nearly as tireless as her indefatigable son, Lachlan, who somehow has a capacity to ferret out the finest detail gleaned from the very bottom drawer of the digital archives to bring to light long-lost aspects of the Wilkins oeuvre. Back in Sydney, I was also grateful to have the input of my own eldest son, Jake.


My warm acknowledgement also to Dr Peter Williams, the Canberra military historian who first started working with me on my book on Gallipoli, and has stayed with me thereafter. His knowledge on the military chapters was obvious but, as ever, he surprised me with how much he knew about everything else, too, from polar exploration to aviation to submarines. All up, it was a great pleasure for us all to head back to various parts of books we’d already worked on and cover again the people and places of history I already broadly understood – Mawson, the Western Front, Kingsford Smith etc. – while this time drilling deep on the Wilkins aspect of it.


I might say in passing, however, that Wilkins was a notably curious subject to work on because he had the rare concurrence of remaining remarkably humble for such a great achiever, despite having dozens of documented extraordinary death-defying feats on his record, while also leaving many scattered accounts of events that simply never occurred. How this happened is a tangled tale in itself; which began when Wilkins wrote a fictionalised version of his life for a radio serial inaccurately called ‘True Adventure Thrills’. Well, the thrills part was true – as are some of the anecdotes and most of the fine detail of what various such adventures are like to experience, but the trick lay in working out what actually happened and where he had let his fancy fly.


Also confusing things was that Wilkins had the misfortune to die before completing his autobiography, leaving two rival biographers to mix Wilkins fact with his first-person fictions at will. Untangling that mess, especially with a man who frequently achieved the seemingly impossible, with many witnesses attesting to it, has been a difficult task but a fascinating one. Wilkins was a remarkable man in so many ways, and so many who encountered him thought the same two things: this man is incredible and why don’t more people know about him? Hopefully this book does something to bring Sir Hubert Wilkins back to where he belongs: in the pantheon of Australian heroes and adventurers as a polymath of exploration who witnessed and created history.


Beyond my usual researchers, I was blessed to be helped by many experts in the field.


Research in the USA was done by Edward Kunz, a doctoral student from Columbus, Ohio. Edward sent me many valuable documents from the Wilkins Papers in the Byrd Polar and Climate Research Center at The Ohio State University. Thanks, too, to Laura Kissel, who is the Polar Curator of that wonderful archive, and who went above and beyond to help all of my researchers.


In Adelaide, I cannot express enough gratitude for the help extended to me by the Wilkins Foundation, and specifically and particularly Dr Stephen Carthew, Philip Van Dueren and Andrew Dawe who had already done enormous work transcribing valuable documents, and not only freely handed them over, but gave valuable advice thereafter as to where other treasures might lie, and vetted the copy. I also thank the Wilkins Foundation President Robin Turner for his general help across the board, as I do Paul Ryan, Nicole Miller, Louie-May Ryan and the 57 Films team – particularly Andrew Pulford and Olivia Butler – who created the Wilkins Foundation website which was so crucial in accessing information. Thanks also to the librarians and curators from the Queensland Museum, Jennifer High, Shannon Robinson and Donna Miller for their assistance.


Professor Paul Memmott of the University of Queensland helped add missing detail on what Wilkins saw of the Indigenous existence in the Northern Territory. Every time I do a book with accounts of historical aviation, my first port of call is the man I worked with on the Kingsford Smith biography, Peter Finlay, and he was as valuable this time, as ever.


I also thank Edward Bean LeCouteur and Anne Marie Carroll, the grandchildren of Charles Bean and owners of the copyright in his diaries and papers, for their kind permission to quote from the great man.


As ever, and as I always recount at the beginning of my historical writing, I have tried to bring the story part of this history alive, by putting it in the present tense, and constructing it in the manner of a novel, albeit with 2000 footnotes, give or take, as the pinpoint pillars on which the story rests. For the sake of the storytelling, I have occasionally created a direct quote from reported speech in a journal, diary or letter, and changed pronouns and tenses to put that reported speech in the present tense. I have also occasionally restored swearing words that were blanked out in the original newspaper account due to sensitivities of the time that now no longer apply. When the story required generic language – as in the words used when commanding movements in battle, I have taken the liberty of using that dialogue, to help bring the story to life. To reprise one of my favourite quotes and themes, the late, great American novelist E.L. Doctorow once noted, ‘The historian will tell you what happened. The novelist will tell you what it felt like.’1 As ever, I have tried to do both.


Always, my goal has been to determine what were the words used, based on the primary documentary evidence presented, and what the feel of the situation was. As much as possible I have remained faithful to the language of the day – using ‘Eskimo’ instead of ‘Inuit’, for example – staying with the imperial system of measurement and using contemporary spelling with only the odd exception where it would create too much confusion otherwise.


All books used are listed in the Bibliography, but beyond my aforementioned deep gratitude to Simon Nasht, allow me to pay my extra dues to the work of Lowell Thomas, who spoke to Wilkins directly back in the 1930s, and had direct access to Wilkins’ own papers and many unfinished fragments of autobiography. The author whose work all of us who venture into the Wilkins world owe most, however, is Jeffrey Maynard, who is no less than the recognised expert in the field and has devoted years of his life to trawling through all things Wilkinsian, and uncovering things that would never have seen the light of day without his tireless and wonderful work. He has another book coming out on Wilkins soon, and you will find me first in the queue to buy it.


As ever, my long-time sub-editor Harriet Veitch took the fine-tooth comb to the whole thing, untangling hopelessly twisted sentences, eliminating many grammatical errors and giving my work a sheen which does not properly belong to it. She has strengthened my stuff for three decades now, and I warmly thank her. In all my books, I give a draft of the near finished product to my eldest brother, David, who has the best red pen in the business. When his interest flags, it is a fair bet so too will that of the reader, and I generally slash what doesn’t grab him, so long as it is not key to the story. In this book, he was as astute as ever, and I record my gratitude.


My thanks also, as ever, to my highly skilled editor Deonie Fiford, who was as assiduous as ever in painstakingly polishing the whole thing from top to bottom while also honouring my request that she preserve most of the oft esoteric way I write, while providing key judgement as to just when she needed to insist, step in, put down the Brasso and take out the scissors.


I am also grateful to my friend and publisher, Matthew Kelly of Hachette, with whom I have worked many times over the last three decades, covering a gamut of subjects. He agrees with me, however, that I’ve never worked on a subject before who made a mark in so many fields as Wilkins has. Sometimes it was difficult to work out how I was going to fit it all in, but I am confident I got there.


I have loved writing this book, and hope you enjoy it.


I chiefly hope that this will help put Wilkins back where he belongs: regarded as the most extraordinary Australian who ever lived. Right now, if you can believe it, his chief public memorial in Australia is on an informational plaque in the urinals at Adelaide Airport. After reading this book, I hope you will agree that the whole airport should be named after him, as well as being next cab off the rank to be honoured on our banknotes.


For he is, the Incredible Wilkins, and here he is …


Peter FitzSimons


Neutral Bay, Sydney


29 June 2021









PROLOGUE




If you can dream – and not make dreams your master;


If you can think – and not make thoughts your aim …


Rudyard Kipling, ‘If’





Theirs is a meeting between two great men who have made their mark in entirely different fields.


General Sir John Monash is the engineer and military genius who had not only been the first Australian to command the Australian Imperial Force in the Great War, but performed so brilliantly that he and his men were placed at the pointy end of the spear being ruthlessly driven straight to the heart of Germany, which helped to bring that war to an end.


And the fearless Arctic explorer Vilhjálmur Stefansson has made an enormous name for himself by living off the land – and more particularly ice – for years at a time in the northernmost climes of the planet, in the process discovering new lands and charting vast tracts of previously unexplored territory.


This evening in Adelaide in late June 1924 has been pleasant so far, a lecture from the famed ‘Stef’ on his Arctic adventures at the Town Hall, followed by a dinner at a nearby restaurant with these two geniuses. Stefansson – ‘who looks out on the world from eyes deep-sunken, and with that faraway look characteristic of seamen and airmen, a gaze that is always bent on the horizon’1 – mixes easily with the great and the good of the South Australian capital and he and Sir John trade tales for the after-dinner entertainment of those lucky enough to be in earshot. And yet it is an absent great Australian that most dominates the Icelandic– American’s thoughts. Finally, he comes out with it.


A question that is also a rebuke to Sir John: ‘Why is it that Australia does not know one of her greatest heroes?’2


Of course, Monash knows instantly who the visitor is referring to: Wilkins. Captain George Hubert Wilkins. Just as had happened with Monash, Wilkins had entered Stefansson’s outer orbit as a tangential meteorite of no particular consequence, only to quickly emerge as a shining star accomplishing things of such wonder and diversity that people can barely credit them.


And Stefansson wants to talk about him.


‘The bravest of the brave! Australia does not yet know what a wonderful man she has produced in Captain Wilkins. The world is ringing with the fame of lesser men.’3


Monash could not agree more.


Why, at the conclusion of the Great War, at a time when Lawrence of Arabia was the man who had captured the world’s imagination more than any other, Monash had run into Lawrence’s biographer, the famed American journalist Lowell Thomas, who had a question for him. He’d heard so many stories about men of courage on the battlefields of France and Gallipoli and didn’t doubt them. But when it came to dash, daring, derring-do and the luck of the Gods?


‘Sir John, does Australia have any counterpart to Lawrence? Any individual who stands out from the tens of thousands who have served under you?’4


Sir John does not even have to think about candidates.


‘Yes, there is one,’ Monash replies. ‘His war record is unique.’5


Monash had seen countless lives lost in battle, brave men who had met their end beneath the wheels of the war machine, hands still gripping rifles as they fell. So the notion of a man who had gone to war without a weapon and lived to tell the tale was impossible to ignore, an amazing anomaly.


‘I understand the courage of men who charged with a rifle and bayonet in their hands,’ Monash had mused to Thomas. ‘But I never ceased to be amazed at the daring with which Wilkins went over the top with nothing but his camera. Time after time he kept pace with the first line of the advancing troops, taking pictures under fire as coolly as though he were at a garden party.’6


Despite the fact that Wilkins bore no arms, Monash had been honoured to bestow upon him a combat medal, and Wilkins had been the only photographer or correspondent of the Great War to receive one – let alone two, as he was in fact awarded a Military Cross and Bar, the equivalent of two MCs, while he also had a Mention in Dispatches, for ‘meritorious action in the face of the enemy’.


So, Sir John knows precisely what Mr Stefansson means and says so. Wilkins’ comparative lack of fame in his own country is extraordinary, but there it is.


Well, let Mr Stefansson tell you Australians a few things about your countryman that you clearly don’t know. For the next hour, Monash sits and nods, fascinated, as Stefansson entertains the table with tales of what Wilkins had done in the Arctic, how he had fought with a polar bear and won, how he had begun the trip as a foreign photographer and ended it as a Canadian Commander, shown astonished Eskimos motion pictures on Christmas Eve, fought drunken Scotsmen to skipper a vessel to save Stefansson, found and photographed the fabled Blonde Eskimo, raced across thin ice with no sight and suffering from frostbite, survived where all others would die, where 11 of Stefansson’s expedition did die, where Stefansson himself would have died had not the most junior man on the whole expedition, the humble cameraman, risen to the occasion, and led the men to his rescue!


‘If I had to choose,’ Mr Stefansson declares, ‘I should say that Wilkins was the best man I had. He saved my life when the rest of the party gave me up for lost and wished to return.’7


Yes, gentlemen, that is correct. When he joined my expedition, your fellow South Australian had never set foot in the Arctic, and yet despite being in the company of grizzled veterans had finished up as the leader! Amazing!


Which brings us back to you, Sir John.


‘Why haven’t you told them what he is?’8


Again, Monash can only plead the truth. He has tried, he really has tried. Not long after the war had been over, he had been giving a public lecture at the Melbourne Town Hall and had remarked: ‘If I had to select the bravest and most useful man in my army, I would select Captain Wilkins.’9


The next day Monash had received a phone call from Wilkins.


Yes, George?


I beg you, General, not to mention my name in such a manner.


After all, Wilkins says, ‘You have men with VCs you might have mentioned!’10


Is he serious? Oh, yes.


‘I beg you, do not praise me publicly.’11


It is extraordinary, but it is Wilkins.


It is one thing to be a hero. Monash is one, has buried many, and has known dozens personally over the years, many of whom he has been honoured to command. But a hero who not only seeks no recognition for his accomplishments, but actively seeks to hide them? Before Wilkins he had never heard of such a thing!


Humility is a virtue, but Monash declares that ‘Wilkins is so aggressively modest that he seems to carry it to a fault.’12


As the General now defensively tells Stefansson, against military protocol, Monash personally acknowledged Wilkins’ singular efforts in the preface to his own official war history.


‘I would have said much more about him if I had known he was going to be ignored as he has been.’13


But Mr Stefansson won’t let it go.


How can it be that they are sitting here, in Adelaide, the city in which Wilkins lived, in the state where he was born, and yet he is a stranger to the public? Is it not ludicrous?


‘Captain Wilkins is a native of South Australia! Everybody who knows him is proud of him, except, apparently, his own people!’14


This conversation is had in 1924, well before Wilkins accomplished the things for which he would be most remembered.


And yet, almost a hundred years on from this conversation, Wilkins remains relatively anonymous to most of his fellow Australians despite the fact his reputation has continued to grow overseas. In Ohio and London, certain archive collections have whole sections on Wilkins, which are a cordoned-off cornucopia of faded fame. He is an explorer who vanished from the history of the nation and the world he helped create. This is all the more surprising for the fact that, beyond being an explorer, photographer and film-maker of his times, the supposedly mad theory that drove Wilkins throughout his entire life: the thought that the weather, the ‘climate’ some term it, was all connected, and there was a certain worry that long-term changes in that climate appeared to be thinning the polar ice … has rather come into its own. He was a voice in the wilderness, from the wilderness, declaring to indifferent listeners that if the weather, particularly at the polar regions, could be … well, tracked and monitored (the very thought laughable at the time), it might change the world and save the lives of millions of animals and people. Wilkins was a visionary who was so far ahead of his time that his time was forgotten when the world caught up to him.


Sir Hubert Wilkins was not the last of his breed, he was a breed apart; a jack of all adventure trades who mastered each in turn; a leader who never lost a man; an explorer who never admitted defeat and was only ever beaten by sabotage. Spy, Photographer, Writer, Daredevil Cameraman, Polar Explorer, Australian Explorer, War Hero, Air Ace, Mystic and Futurist; Wilkins was a man who drove a Ford through the blazing heat of unknown Australian deserts and a submarine under the unnavigated frozen Arctic. He is extraordinary and so is his story, or rather stories; for he is a man with more adventures and lives than seems possible.


He is … the Incredible Wilkins.









CHAPTER ONE


THE BARE BEGINNINGS




Instead of spending my days at high school or college as I had hoped, I was doomed to herd the starving animals and to rescue them from the mud of the waterholes. But they died despite all we could do. I can still shudder at the thought of these conditions. Although necessity compelled me to do many things, the one thought I have held since I was at the age of thirteen was to solve the weather problem … while it might not be possible for man, with his limitations, to control the weather, it might be possible to learn something of its movements. With foreknowledge and forethought, one might then be able to save the dumb animals from suffering and the pioneering families from destruction.1


Sir Hubert Wilkins, Under the North Pole, 1931





1900, South Australia, bare essentials


In this part of the world the sun does not shine, it beats. No matter, these two lithe lads are upping the ante by trying to beat each other as they race along the dusty bush roads at the foot of Mount Bryan, all to a chorus of dismal sound that comes from the insistent insect life, the bountiful blowflies, and sonorous cicadas.


The boys don’t hear them any more than a crab hears the ocean, a bird hears the sky. It is so hot, even the poisonous snakes that slither hither and thither in the less ferocious parts of the day have taken a siesta in whatever hollow logs they can find, while swarms of bull-ants have retreated to the shade, but still the boys keep running, their legs pounding, their lungs exploding.


Faster! Faster! Run until your lungs burn like the sun.


The boy who wins, Buzz Simmons, does so by a final gasp on the finish line of yonder gumtree. The boy who is nominally defeated, the one wearing the ill-fitting and supremely old-fashioned three-quarter trousers that come halfway down his calves? His name is George Hubert Wilkins.


Buzz is prepared to take a bow or at least accept a congratulatory slap on the back, but by the time he pulls up and turns round it is to see Wilkins taking off his boots. And now his shirt.


Shall we race again?


Buzz agrees, amused far more than the flock of cockatoos who rise in screeching protest as they begin. The race is run once more and, even though the logical Wilkins is now lighter, once more Buzz takes it by an agonised gasp.


Very well then.


Panting, Buzz looks up to see that Wilkins is now … taking off all of his clothes! His friend is ‘left in his birthday suit’!2


Well, that is lighter still. Again? Very well, Wilkins. The two boys race, faster, faster! Run, run, run, until your lungs give out, and this time it is a … draw!


Most of Buzz’s mates would be happy with that, but not George. For this friend always sees another challenge beckoning, another chance to win. So now George has another proposal.


‘Buzz, now I’ve got no clothes on, will you go down to the dam and I will swim against you?’3


This race proves to be one that George wins easily. He invariably wins in the end – because he is dogged, unconventional, determined.


Buzz admires Wilkins but is amused by him as well. He is different.


(And he always has been different. A beloved family story talks of the time when he was just five and an older sister refused to let him ride a horse by himself, insisting she hold the reins. Young George, holding the riding crop, lashed her hands forcing her to drop the reins, whereupon the horse jumped and bucked as the thrilled boy whooped in delight before slipping off the saddle, still clutching the reins with both hands. The horse kept running, swinging in so close to the barbed-wire fence that George’s face was scratched, he missed death or serious injury by a matter of inches, and when they finally brought the horse to a halt and gathered George in, he hadn’t stopped grinning for a week!)


Speaking of sights difficult to believe, all of the farm boys have to help their fathers plough the fields as they try to scratch a living from this scratchy ground right on the edge of the Simpson Desert, but Wilkins is the only boy Buzz has ever seen who reads as he walks alongside the plough horses. Big books! He reads and reads and reads, strange books, thick volumes, borrowed and begged, marked and mastered, all day out in the field. Why?


‘I want to be an engineer,’4 Wilkins announces. Buzz is not quite positive what an engineer does, but is fairly sure that if that is what George Wilkins wants to be, well that is what he will be.


He is different in so many ways that Buzz just about has to take his shoes off to keep count. But his will to win, his physical prowess, the logical way he goes about solving problems – he is always convinced there must be a way around every obstacle – his fierce determination, and his endless devouring of books, his adoration of English and Maths, the way he does everything with passion and purpose, are only part of it.


For there is also the fact that George’s mum and dad are the age of all the other kids’ grandparents. He has 12 older brothers and sisters, making him the lowest bough of a large family tree that has been growing in these parts for many, many decades.


As a matter of fact, George’s father, Harry Wilkins, was the first white baby to be born in South Australia, back on 1 January 1837, just four days after the 200 first settlers of the new colony had landed at Glenelg hoping to make a go of it in the newly declared colony of the British Empire.


And so young George Wilkins continues to grow up on the family’s hard scrabble farm, with the only thing separating them from debt and disaster being their long labour and lucky rain. Providing the labour is no trouble for Harry, he was born for it, and has raised his children to give plenty of the same. All of them can swing an axe and wield a shovel not long after they can walk, and if they can walk they can work. Working demonically is in the family’s bones, as there is simply no other way to survive, let alone thrive, in these parts. But the rain is another matter. Drought stalks the land and makes its kills as the farm crops fail time and time again, and that previous barrier between the desert and their farmland starts to blur. Soon their land becomes little better than a dust bowl dotted with burnt wisps of wheat and the desiccated corpses of cows and sheep.


In a bad month, and there are many, stretching on into an arid eternity, the only thing that grows on the Wilkins’ farm is prayer, with the devoutly Methodist mother of the family, Louisa, insisting that all her children learn the pious practices of that strict Christian path.




O Jesus, full of truth and grace


More full of grace than I of sin,


Yet once again I seek Thy face:


Open Thine arms and take me in …





‘I doubt that it would have been possible for me to have acquired the moral and physical stamina I possess,’ George Wilkins will later say, ‘were it not for the splendid physique and moral training I received from my mother and father. The daily reading of the holy scripture, the family prayers and the high morals of my parents counted for much in the moulding of my career.’5


What goes with it is a certain dour approach, a sense that, with the Good Lord watching everything, frivolity would be conduct unbecoming.


‘When I was a child,’ he will recall, ‘I was not allowed to play cards or play the piano … I always look back on that as being rather curious – living 25 miles from any semblance of a town and living under those restrictions.’6


What he is allowed to do, encouraged to do, is lose himself in literature; with the fantastical adventures of Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Seas and Around the World in Eighty Days becoming decidedly dog-eared favourites, as they take him into the ever expanding world of his imagination. Oh, to fly like a bird over whole continents in a matter of days! To see the life under the ocean!


In his early teens, his rebellion against the strictures of the scriptures takes a surprisingly advanced form, for one raised in a strongly Christian family in a remote regional area.


‘For a year or so, attendance at a county school where morals were left to take care of themselves, and boys and girls played at intervals and walked home together,’ he will record with some delicacy, ‘gave [me] a knowledge of sex far greater than many men of years and fostered desires, which, for some reason or other, had reached a compelling force … and demanded satisfaction.’7


True, it is not what he was taught in Sunday School, but he will remain steadfast in his relief at the belief there is a guiding hand to the universe, a benevolent God who watches over all, inclined to help those who will help themselves – in the best sense of the phrase, and not those who take the last bikkies in the biscuit tin.


For his parents’ belief in this God is a balm for adversity, and helps them sleep at night after praying that their fifth-born son, Thomas, will remain safe, while fighting for the 4th South Australian Contingent during the Boer War. To young George, and later much older George, it will be the answer to why he survived things that would have, should have, killed any other man. And yet, he puts little energy into praying for things to happen, and an enormous amount of energy into making them happen. For when it comes to physical stamina, well, young George – even by his family’s high standards – is no less than a phenomenon, thriving on work and forever proving he can keep up with anyone in the family. His father may be a hard taskmaster, but George is a son who really does thrive on hard tasks. The fact that he retains a sunny disposition with each duty added is a source of wonder to his siblings. George seems to delight in drudgery – looking after a flock of 200 sheep, reaping, shearing, mending fences, riding boundaries and ridding the place of rabbits – like no other. All farms, including the Wilkins’, have ‘working dogs’. But George goes them one better, as a ‘working boy’, trained and ceaseless. He will go forever, if fed occasionally.


While a good grown man might shear from 100 to 150 sheep per day, young George can shear 75 while still little more than a boy.


A few hours walk from their farm, along dusty tracks that never quite become roads leading to it, the nearest town worthy of the name is Hallett – which is in turn no more than a stone’s throw from the Black Stump, and it’s only a little further from there to the Back O’ Beyond. The eight Wilkins children who survive infanthood are raised in a small stone cottage. George’s older siblings teach George to ride a horse almost as soon as he can walk – squeeze your thighs tightly, George, and sway AWAY from the direction the horse wants to throw you – and learning to ride a bucking brumby is as much a necessity as a sport; the wild horses are a free resource for those bold enough to tame them.


Some young ones his age, who not even George would take on in a competition to ride those brumbies, are the local Aboriginal lads, who were not born in the saddle, because they don’t bother with saddles, but they can ride like the wind on ‘scarcely broken horses through tangled scrub’.8 George loves nothing better than riding with them.


And it doesn’t stop there.


While this local tribe, the Ngadjuri people, are ignored by most of the white settlers, it is typical of George that he actively engages with them, feeling he can learn new skills, acquire knowledge from a people who have lived in these parts since forever – somehow making a go of it without prayers. And, beyond everything else, he enjoys time spent in their company.


‘Many times as a small boy,’ he will recall, ‘I wandered through the “wurlies” as the native camps are known’: George is even allowed on hunting trips with the tribe. ‘At these times I would share their food, including kangaroos, wallabies, opossums, snakes and even the fat sleek yellow grubs they dug from beneath the bark of the acacia trees. Thus my appetite became accustomed to a great variety of strange things and later in life this stood me in good stead, my palate is no longer shocked by strange tastes and I’m fully aware that geographical situation accounts mostly for food preferences …’9


When the sun went down, the day did not end since, as an honoured guest, he was allowed to witness corroborees, ‘until like them, exhausted, I would slump with them beneath the trees for a few hours rest’. Later, they would engage ‘in further wild orgies of dancing, feasting and rituals which would be an adventure for most boys at the age of 10 to 13 years but to me it was the routine of my existence …’10


Fascinated, Wilkins watches the Ngadjuri people talk without speaking, using their own complex coded language with their hands, a sort of sign language for those who need to communicate at distance, often while hunting. He imitates it to the amusement and encouragement of the children, who also teach him their ‘string games’, devilishly clever diversions that make cat’s cradles look like child’s play. They can shape a kangaroo in an instant before transforming it with a flick of the wrist into a koala or kookaburra. Again and again Wilkins practises until his attempts do not bring laughter, but a nod and a smile. Not bad, not bad – for a whitefella anyway.


‘No doubt,’ he will later note, ‘these things helped build up a character which in the time of trouble and distress has then pulled me through.’11


The Ngadjuri can recognise young Wilkins approaching a mile away, for he is one of the very few, and certainly the smallest, who cares about them at all to come and visit, let alone bother to try to learn from them. A rare whitefella to remember, and one who always will remember them.


‘Their moral standards in general were high; they were monogamous and seldom had trouble with family affairs. Their totem system was far more intricate than any of our so-called social systems and it needed a high degree of intelligence to follow it.’12


While the common view of many white people at the time is that Indigenous people around the world are of inferior intelligence, Wilkins’ starting point will always be the reverse, deeply aware that they know things he doesn’t. He wants to learn from them.


And not just their skills.


‘It seemed to me at that time that their philosophy was much more sound than that of the white man.’13


More formal learning is done at Mount Bryan East School, just three miles south of the Wilkins farm, and here George excels above all. Learning comes easily and he is blessed with the most crucial thing – intellectual curiosity. Never bound by the parameters of the lessons themselves, his reading moves ever wider and deeper. It is not enough for him to know things by rote, he must know the whys and wherefores, and most particularly the hows – being of a notably practical bent and very good with his hands.


Occasionally, very occasionally, the family harnesses the horses to the cart and treks to the Big Smoke of Adelaide some 150 miles to the south, but only for a truly special event. And in their whole lives to date there has never been a bigger occasion than on 29 December 1895, when a ‘Commemoration Day’ is held at Adelaide’s Glenelg Beach, at the spot where it all began, marking the 60th celebration of the day the colony was established. All of the pioneers and settlers who first arrived that day by boat, and who are still alive, are invited. The entire beach is covered with tents, umbrellas, horses, buggies and humans – with the grey-hairs being the most venerable among them. Now, Harry Wilkins may have been inside his mother’s womb, but as the firstborn son of the South Australian colony, he is, of course, front and centre on the day. Young George is proud, but the thing that entrances him, the episode he will never forget and will cherish ever afterwards, is the closing speech that day given by the great, the literally fantastic, Mark Twain.


Yes, if you can believe it, the man who is no less than the author of such classics as The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and ‘The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County’ is here, in person, come to visit Adelaide during his swing-through all of Australia, giving lectures as he goes. Of course, the chance to hear the most famous and beloved man in the world speak means that the entire town and all surrounds have gathered, and are even now pushing and prodding through the mass to catch his words.


Adelaide has never seen a crowd like it, as the Adelaide Express drolly observes: ‘Everybody seemed to be there, and yet so dense was the crowd that it would be a rash matter to attempt to say whether anyone in particular was there.’14


The esplanades join with the seas as they ‘were flowing streams of people; on the pier, one was pushed this way and that way and every way – except the right way; under the jetty families were packed like sardines, and the beach for many a hundred yards was thronged’.15


Observing the throng from the podium are Mark Twain and, yes, Harry Wilkins, as the Mayor attempts to belt out a greeting to the Governor.


An amused Twain watches officials trying to make the chaos orderly, with the advanced aged and huge number of the first settlers present not helping matters. Why, Twain observes, in Adelaide ‘there seems to be no death-rate for the old people. There were people at the Commemoration banquet who could remember Cromwell.’16


Six old worthies have been selected to give short – short mark you, gentlemen! – speeches. The settlers have different ideas, as Twain delights to discover.




These old settlers had all been present at the original reading of the proclamation in 1836. They showed signs of the blightings and blastings of time in their outward aspect, but they were young within; young and cheerful, and ready to talk … and talk all you wanted; in their turn, and out of it. They were down for six speeches, and they made 42. The Governor and the Cabinet and the Mayor were down for 42 speeches, and they made six.17





The Mayor tries to get them to shut up and sit down, but with little success, for as Twain will note: ‘They have splendid grit, the old settlers, splendid staying powers. But they do not hear well, and when they see the Mayor going through motions, which they recognise as the introducing of a speaker, they think they are the one, and they all get up together and begin to respond in the most animated way; and the more the Mayor, gesticulates, and shouts “Sit down! Sit down!” the more they take it for applause, and the more excited and reminiscent and enthusiastic they get.’18


After yet more speeches, the relieved Premier may at last give a toast: ‘The Pioneers of South Australia!’ (Prolonged cheers.)


No doubt about it, in the world of young George Wilkins, ‘pioneers’, those who forge a path to go where no others have gone before, are people to be honoured and he enthusiastically joins in the roars of acclaim and thunderous applause for these men who have given their lives to bring life to this colony. As the youngest progeny of the youngest pioneer, he feels particularly connected to all of them.


And oh how proud he is when his own father responds to the roars and the applause to stand, take a bow, and now shake hands with the Mayor, the Governor, the Premier and the great Mark Twain himself!


But now to what the throng have really been aching for, the speech by Mark Twain.


Rising to the podium, the great man pauses until the hush becomes a settled silence and begins.


‘First,’ he says, ‘I congratulate you on your climate. Perhaps your climate has become commonplace to you, but it is not commonplace at all. I am not accustomed to climates like this, where you have beautiful spring weather in midwinter, and where snow is unknown. We who come from the overworked regions of the earth cannot describe the pleasure of finding ourselves in this restful Australia, where it is always holiday. (Laughter.) And when you have no holiday, or nothing else to do, it is always a horserace. (Laughter.) It is a peculiarly blessed land, it seems to me. And then you have an arrangement which cannot be overpraised; you place your holidays not only to dates but to what suits your own comforts. (Laughter.) I was through Australia when they celebrated the Prince of Wales’ Birthday. They celebrated it on the 8th, the 10th, and the 11th, and skipped the 9th altogether. (Laughter.) I suppose there was a horserace on the 9th. (Loud laughter.)


‘May the colony last forever and be always prosperous.’ (Cheers.)19


The settlers shout, clap and rise to their feet, thrilled that Twain has paid them so touching a compliment. They see themselves as pioneering trailblazers and this legendary author has all but confirmed it.


Waiting for the crowd to settle down, Mr Twain notes that while he has been instructed to speak on behalf of ‘visitors’, the term doesn’t fit with how he feels.


‘It seems that in appointing me to respond for the visitors there is a sort of incongruity. It seems impossible for me to stand here in so chilly an attitude as that of a visitor. I have been among you in Australia for three and a half months, and from the beginning to the finish I have seemed to be regarded rather as a member of the family. (Loud cheers.)’20


It is a day to remember, a day when George Wilkins sees the magic that one man can do, a visitor from across the world who all the world knows. So impressed is he that, for the rest of his life, he will keep the newspaper clipping of the day in his wallet, the day when his father was honoured for his struggle by another man who, though a sole individual, made a difference.


And yet while the honour and glory accorded Wilkins Senior does make for a special day, it does nothing to alleviate the horror of the family’s current struggle just to hold on to their farm as what will become known as ‘the infamous Federation Drought’ hits Australia in 1901. When it begins, the young nation has 106 million sheep. By the time it breaks in 1902, there are only 54 million left. Cattle losses are even worse, with 70 per cent of the animals wiped out, and the stock routes are lined like a bone highway with the carcasses of thousands of animals all being driven to find water and feed that isn’t there.


George Wilkins is taken from school; he is needed to try to rescue the farm, an impossible task and inevitable defeat that his desperate father cannot bring himself to admit. As Wilkins will write in a document too painful to publish, these days and nights, these endless shocking sights, ‘were the most depressing of any that I have experienced. Instead of spending my days at high school or college as I hoped, I was doomed to herd the starving animals and to rescue them from the mud of the waterholes. But they died in spite of all we could do.’21


It is clear to George Wilkins that he is watching ‘the ruin of my family’.


Their hearty stock? Now ‘starving animals gnawing bark from the trees’.22 Their friends and fellow farmers? Now ‘lean settlers with hollow cheeks and lacklustre eyes, sun bleached hair and gnarled hands, clothes saturated with the stench of the dead’.23 It is a living nightmare.


Can no-one wake them from it?


The young Wilkins broods on it obsessively, carrying the burden of that which no man can control: the whims and whips of the weather. He has already learnt the principles of cause and effect in physics, but what about the cause and effect of the climate that controls the globe and the fate of all who live on it?


‘I was so grieved about the disastrous results of the drought periods,’ he will recall, ‘that even as a boy I was casting about in my mind for the possibility of solving the difficulty. I wondered whether it might be possible to forecast seasonal conditions early enough to protect the animals and men from such suffering and loss …’24


The more he thinks about it, the more passionate he becomes.


‘I determined to devote my life to that work.’25


Wilkins will do many, many things in his life, and leap from one adventure to another, but there is a sole constant: ‘the one thought I have held since I was at the age of thirteen was to solve the weather problem’.26 How that is to be done the boy does not yet know but, ‘with foreknowledge and forethought, one might then be able to save the dumb animals from suffering and the pioneering families from destitution’.27


Leave it with him.


The idea at least provides him with enormous encouragement to concentrate on his studies to better understand science, particularly within the realms of meteorology, so as to be able to cure some of the earth’s ills. In the meantime, though, the family fights on for the farm to the bitter end; in 1905 that end comes. Giving up the uneven struggle, Harry and Louisa must abandon the farm and move into a small cottage in Adelaide suburbia, with George the sole child left to fill this small home.


If they are winding down from a singularly busy life, however, George is as busy as a honeyeater on a hibiscus. With Adelaide affording educational opportunities that Hallett could not get close to – opening him to the world of literature, languages and advanced mathematics – he takes night classes in science, drawing and mathematics, while his days are spent supporting the family working as an apprentice in the electrical engineering firm of Bullock and Fulton. By virtue of his capacity for ceaseless activity, with ‘each unforgiving minute’ seeming to have at least 120 seconds ‘worth of distance run’28, and wrung out of it, he takes further advanced courses at the South Australian School of Mines and even enrols in the Conservatorium of Music. Perhaps he will sing opera professionally, something his parents quietly discourage him from for a reason he cannot quite fathom – they are very gentle, but insistent – and yet he won’t give up. Still, he might also tour the world as a cellist or even throw himself into engineering, yes, definitely engineering, but maybe the other things too. He will do everything: ‘I worked in the morning and would go to the school of mines in the afternoon and to the music school on the evening.’29


To go with his ever-expanding array of skills, he is nothing if not practical, and becomes the one others turn to when things go wrong. Like tonight, for example, when the band has failed to turn up at this country ‘hop’.


With no fanfare, the teenage George Wilkins, as later recounted by his brother, gets ‘hold of a kerosene tin, stretched a bit of kangaroo hide across it and made a pseudo-banjo on which he himself discoursed the dance music for the evening to the delectation of the company. It wasn’t very melodious, but George saw to it that there was rhythm! This is a small thing, but it is typical of the man. There was no-one else in the place who would have had the initiative to carry a thing like that through.’30


So many things he wants to do, so little time.


As things turn out, however, his initial path into the world begins purely by chance …


In early 1906, when George is just 17 years old, a travelling troupe of players comes to town.


In fact, the troupe are practically troops and it is less a visit than an invasion, as there are over a hundred of them: dancers, singers, acrobats, magicians, a whole carnival complete with ropes, canvas and roustabouts. But the real attraction, the wonder that draws the crowd, is the new invention, ‘the flicks’, those amazing pictures that are in motion as you gaze. If you can believe it – Come one, come all, step right up, step right up! – by shining a bright light through a whole series of photos laid end on end on a long tape of film, you can actually show real-life scenes on a screen, and see people, animals, trains, everything, moving! As an invention it is just one of the extraordinary leaps forward in this gloriously modern time to be alive, right up there with mankind having learnt how to fly, how to use electricity to illuminate and power the globe, how to travel long distances in mass-produced cars or trains that span continents. You can even send Morse messages from one side of the world to the other!


Now, having heard about these ‘movies’, as the flicks are also known, young George can’t wait to see one of them.


And yet? And yet, oddly enough, it is now when the flickering moving picture machine suddenly goes on the bloody blink, and not in a good way, leaving the screen dark, a great made-for-the-big-screen scene struck out. The problem proves to be the portable engine the impresario of this carnival is relying on to generate the power. It stone-cold refuses to work, generating no more than a few loud burps before falling into a sullen silence as the crowd’s impatience grows. Again and again and again!


Is there a doctor in the house?


No, but there is a junior apprentice electrical engineer who has taken the base knowledge learnt from his father that for any engine to work there needs to be a spark and petrol, and from his studies developed a more advanced understanding of how to fix engines. For even as a small despairing crowd of carnival employees gather around the engine to argue over what to do, one of the troupers, Caspar Middleton, is watching the damn thing not moving when a wise old soul nearby gives a tip.


‘There is a boy round there putting electric wires into the new theatre who could make her go.’31


Indeed? Once sent for, the boy duly arrives to be confronted by a highly sceptical Middleton who, as he will recount, thinks the lad looks ‘like a schoolboy who had been on a dirty job’.32


(Funny he should say that … )


And you are?


George Wilkins.


Middleton looks him up and down once more.


A dirty schoolboy, yes, but a strapping and handsome one, with a full head of rather too neatly curled dark hair. He has a quick and ready smile, and if not for his piercing eyes and fixed, furrowed brow, you might think he was the type who would never take things seriously, so light is his manner.


But look, we have nothing to lose, so see what you can do.


Sure enough, as all the others wander off disconsolately, young George gets down to tin tacks, brass bolts, loose leads, leaking line and dirty spark plugs. Only Caspar Middleton stays to watch, and not because he has any hopes for Wilkins. In fact, quite the opposite.


‘I was thinking to see a bit of fun, or see the thing blow up.’33


I mean, what chance this kid can achieve when his own mechanics have failed?


‘Do you think she will go?’34 Caspar asks Wilkins sarcastically.


‘Yes, she is all right,’35 replies Wilkins quietly, head bent and focused on tightening the last spark plug into place.


As if!


Just seconds later, however, after George gives the crank a few sharp turns, the machine gives a cough, a sputter, an utter sputter, another cough and now … the engine ROARS into life!


Bloody hell! She is all right! Not only is the bloody thing working, but the roar has now settled down to a powerful purr and no longer sounds like a tantrum of tin! It is a miracle. Strangely, the boy Wilkins asks for no payment. Or at least, not in the way of cash.


‘I want to look at the cinema machine,’36 he says simply. He has heard all about this new invention and his dearest wish is not only to see some cinema itself, but to understand how it actually works. Very well, the novelty is shown to him and Caspar watches once more as the boy ignores him, absorbed in the wonder before him, even as he begins to appreciate the mechanics of the whirring spools of film, the flickering light, dust swirling in the beam of light projecting the picture onto the screen. Wilkins is completely silent, his concentration only broken when Caspar Middleton offers him a job.


Yes!


Wilkins makes the decision instantaneously, as the chance, ‘to take the opportunity offered to move from place to place and seek distraction in the strangeness of new conditions’,37 is just too tempting to refuse.


The rest of his studies can wait. This will be learning on the spot.


It is extraordinary.


When Wilkins had woken up this morning, he had been no more than an apprentice engineer, living with his parents.


And now?


Now he is in charge of the electric lighting plant for a travelling show, with particular responsibility of keeping the cinema projector going, come what may.


All of it through a complete fluke of being in the right place at the right time with a small skill that was, nevertheless, the precise skill required.


‘This chance introduction to the wonderful world of cinema,’ he will later note, ‘was to lead me into a series of adventures shaping the future course of my life.’38


To begin with, there could be no better time to be getting involved in this nascent industry, as resources flew in. For even as he is starting out, in December of this very year, 1906, the world’s first feature film, The Story of the Kelly Gang, opens in Melbourne’s Athenaeum Hall to riveted crowds and a pressing press of newspaper denizens raving at the wonder of seeing a real-life story writ large. For theatre owners, it is a revelation that leads to revolution. It is one thing to pay actors night after night in a play. But so much more profitable if you can pay them just once for a film – even paying handsomely – and then play the film over and over again as the crowds flock in!


‘When I was with the carnival,’ Wilkins will reminisce, ‘we toured all the big towns – the capitals of the districts. We were carrying about 100 people.’39


He and Caspar Middleton soon become great friends, with such a bond that Wilkins will later characterise it as the first real deep friendship he ever had, Buzz notwithstanding.


The two become inseparable, with Caspar as much in awe of George’s capacity to fix things as George admires Caspar’s ability to make everyone laugh, including him. Caspar is a natural thespian, capable of mimicking anyone with an ease that belies his actual sharp powers of observation and devotion to filling out the character of any part he chooses. And the stories he can tell, of actors tatty and batty, whirls with girls and jokes with blokes from far and wide, all over Victoria and South Australia where the carnival travels. For his part, Caspar quizzes Wilkins for his tales of the bush, the things he learnt from the Ngadjuri people as a lad, the best way to ride a horse – squeeze with the thighs, Caspar! – and most particularly his whole bag of tricks: how does he know how to make anything work, anything go, anything happen?


Both young men, right on the cusp of adulthood, share the sense that they are not run-of-the-mill that they have bigger ambitions than most, greater abilities, and will somehow wind up on a bigger stage even if they have no clue where that stage is.


The obvious place to start though is surely in the movie world? Caspar can act, and George can work a camera, so could there be something for them there? So intoxicating is the very notion of it that it soon dominates their conversation. They could really give it a shake! For George, who has spent his life feeling different from the ordinary, the extraordinary Caspar is confirmation that there are more pathways through life than sticking to the tried and true, the straight and narrow, the expected and the commonplace. You could do something!


Most importantly, in terms of life experience, working with a travelling show offers experiences and puts him with people the likes of which he could only have dreamt of.


In between motion pictures, the waiting crowd is entertained by a variety of acts including ‘a concert party of five singers, marionettes, a magician, [and] a pianist’.40 The magician’s name is Hatherly, and while his act is only so-so at best, when it comes to picking up young ladies he really does have the magic touch; something that young George has little success with, despite careful study from close quarters of the master at work. ‘Girls of many types and degrees of culture visited the marquee,’ he chronicles, ‘some accompanied by their mother, some surreptitiously, and some boldly amorous …’41


When it comes to women, Wilkins is either out of luck or into trouble and – as his life experience continues to expand exponentially, both happen in one small town one unforgettable evening. Having arranged to squire a local beauty out and about on the town, the young man is doing just that only to find she has many young male admirers who are so put out at this upstart moving in on their territory, and her betrayal by agreeing to it, that they jeer and heckle them as they walk. Stay calm, George, stay calm. Their time will come.


And sure enough, while revenge is generally a dish best served cold, there is nothing better than serving it up electrified. For the very next evening, as chance would have it, the same youths – reminiscent of Banjo Paterson’s famous verse, Their eyes were dull, their heads were flat, they had no brains at all – attend the picture show that very evening and lean against an iron rail next to an electricity generator. The opportunity is too good to miss. Taking a wet canvas cloth, Wilkins manages to connect the two sending a shock through the rail that throws the shrieking youths back in a heap. In the chaos and confusion, Wilkins slips away. Not long afterwards shots are heard, which sees the police rushing to the scene as the youths – who are the chief suspects – make good their escape, into the night and down to a nearby beach. (Only later will Wilkins reveal to his girl the wonderful truth: he was the one who fired the shots into the air, knowing he was outnumbered and this was the quickest way to bring the cavalry!)


Moving on, the carnival continues to do a roaring trade to frequently roaring crowds until one night, with a packed house, there is a sudden blackout and a cry of alarm and disappointment goes up.


‘May I have your attention?’ the stage director yells. ‘It will only be a few minutes before gas lamps can be lit.’


Young George has been called for and indeed proves to know exactly how to fix the engine and restore the electricity, with one problem. The broken part is in the crankcase filled with burning hot oil. But he must move fast – there is no time! And so he thrusts his hands into the oil and, fighting the urge to shriek, even as the blisters instantly rise on his hands, he fixes the engine. Light is restored and the men that surround Wilkins stare at him open-mouthed: ‘they saw his raw and bleeding fingers and the bloody broken blisters completely covering the back of his hands up to the wrists’.42


‘Three cheers for the electrical bloke!’43 yells one man. The cheers echo and Wilkins, now partly in shock and fully embarrassed, makes a small bow. He is rushed to the nearest chemist, his hands ‘saturated with picric acid and wrapped in cotton wool’.44 No less than a week of pain will pass before he can pull on his pants and boots, and do up his own buttons. As this is a carnival, however, dignity is not particularly valued, and in coming shows the ringmaster delights in telling the audience the tale of the brave camera boy who scalded himself to stop the panic of a crowd, and Wilkins is obliged to step into the limelight and show off his ghastly wounds to appropriate oohs and ahhhs from the mob.


For George Wilkins, launching himself into the world of cinema in its nascent form is more than a mere turn in the road … it also provides the very model on which he will base the rest of his life: take whatever interesting chance presents itself, ride your luck, show your pluck, withstand its buck and back the whole thing with your skills and elbow grease – and keep expanding those skills through your ever widening experiences. Use finesse when you can, and get a bigger hammer when you can’t. And if all else fails, throw for double sixes – as you have nothing to lose!


Over the next 18 months the show tours all over the highways and byways of South Australia and Victoria, pitching the tent and – come one, come all – welcoming the people of the towns and the villages to come and see ‘the cinema machine’.


And certainly George’s main job remains to keep that machine going, come what may, primarily by keeping the gasoline engine perfectly tuned and the fuses on all the electric lighting intact, but he is also eager to expand his other skills including … singing?


Truly?


Truly, Caspar Middleton has heard young George sing and has noticed passing birds land, curl up their claws and die, rather than live in a world where such desecration is possible, but he is also amused that his camera operator has no clue of just how bad he actually is. Well, there will never be a better time for him to learn that than right now. And besides, all Caspar cares about is that his show provides entertainment, and he has learnt well over the years how entertaining complete disasters can be. So yes, by all means, George, you may sing a solo tonight, as picture slides are shown to the audience. The song shall be ‘In the Valley Where the Bluebirds Sing’. Good luck, George.


‘There’s a picture in my heart that lives for ever,’ he begins to warble. ‘By a brook that always murmured love’s sweet song …’45


The audience look at each other. Is he serious?


George goes on …




At the window I can see my sweetheart waiting


I can see her in the valley where we parted


In the valley where the bluebirds sing …





A passing tiding of magpies is struck down as if by buckshot …


Still the crowd is gobsmacked.


When finally George finishes, Middleton claps loudly and calls for an encore.


Wilkins calls his bluff and gives it to him.


‘He was no better the second time,’ Caspar will declare, but he had also been right on another count – the crowd has been entertained. Whatever else, the boss admires Wilkins’ absolute nerve and complete lack of stage fright. Some people put public speaking and public performing as more frightening than death, but not this bloke. He can completely die on stage, but come off energised and eager to do it again, and again!


Nerves of steel, I tell you.


And yet, though Wilkins does not add singing to the repertoire of things he does in this job, he certainly does just about everything else, and is noted as a blur of activity throughout the day and into the night, not only keeping the cinema machine working perfectly, but sorting out all the electric cables, fixing the trucks the carnival moves with, loading the trucks, unloading them, feeding the animals, helping everyone do anything that comes up – most particularly if he can learn a new skill from it.


In the end, however, the very nature of carnivals is that there comes a day when the carnival is over – in this case when they have gone through every population centre in two states and have no energy to go to other states where other carnivals are better established. But while the carnival declines to head to Sydney, young George Wilkins feels quite the opposite. In his time with the carnival he has gained more direction than ever in what he wants to do, which is very broadly to be more than a projectionist. He wants to make films, shoot films, be a photographer. He wants to not only master this emerging medium, he wants to be on the front lines, a pioneer – not unlike the way his dear father had been in South Australia. To do it, he knows, he needs to get to Sydney, which is the new boomtown of the new craze.


Is it a problem that he has moths in his wallet, and nary a brass razoo in either pocket?


Not for George Wilkins.


For that flitting figure in the moonlight, down by docks at Port Adelaide? It is one and the same, slipping up the gangplank of a particular steamer he is told is heading to the NSW capital, only …


Only to come face to face – the moment he sets foot on deck – with a passing ship’s officer.


‘Where are you off to, young fellow?’46 asks this bemused Old Man of the Sea, in a thick Scottish accent.


‘I wish to stowaway to Sydney,’47 Wilkins replies, evenly.


Well, now the Scot has heard it all.


Still, it is so refreshing to be told something like that so bluntly that, both for his own amusement and to help the whippersnapper, the Scot decides to grant the request. Taking him to a suitable hiding spot, a canny cranny he knows well, he shoves the lad inside.


‘Wait here until you are “found”!’48 laughs the Scot.


True, the bosun is of much less kindly disposition when he finds Wilkins there the following morning when they are well out to sea, but by then Wilkins’ purpose has been achieved. They are too far out to go back and the only damage done is that he is another mouth to feed, which is no real problem. The upside is they get another deckhand and one they can get to do all the worst jobs – mopping the deck, cleaning out the boilers and the heads, peeling the potatoes – and some three days later, exhausted but happy, George Wilkins, just 20 years old, sails through the heads of Sydney Harbour.


The world is his oyster even if, for the moment, he is still a bit of grit within it, not quite yet a pearl. Happily, the docks he has been deposited on are not far from Sydney’s key film district along Parramatta Road. In short order he is knocking on the door of the first cinema he can find: Waddington’s Pictures in Annandale, a place which has just opened, trying to ride the wave of interest in movies.


(The success of The Story of the Kelly Gang in Melbourne’s Athenaeum Hall had indeed brought on a revolution – a turning of the world on its head turvy-topsy – that the Kellys themselves had missed out on. Yes, there is a small problem that it’s not quite lifelike as the black and white figures move around in jerky motions, and there is no sound, but you can get around the latter by having title cards at the bottom of each scene to explain what is happening, together with some limited dialogue. There is enormous money to be made both by those who produce the film, and those who screen them in their theatres.)


In another hallmark of what will be an extraordinary feature of Wilkins’ life, his timing could not be better. The man who answers the cinema’s door is the flustered and furious owner, Frank Waddington, who cannot believe that the new projector has not only broken down, again, but that whatever ails it has just defeated the attentions of four electricians.


But what is that you say?


You think you can fix it?


George certainly does. His carnival days have taught him that he can fix pretty much anything, even when in far western South Australia, in the swirling lost lands north of Woop Woop and south of the Black Stump, where the only resources you have are the things you brought with you that you can fashion into a solution.


Fixing something in downtown Sydney, by comparison, will be a doddle.


‘If I don’t fix it, I don’t want any pay,’49 Wilkins tells Waddington.


Within the hour, Waddington is paying him a pound and gives him a job as a projectionist as well. Wilkins soon masters the job and is able to use the enormous amount of spare time he has between changing reels to work on his new passion of photography, which he engages in with the new Kodak camera he has bought with his wages.


‘I liked,’ Wilkins would recount, ‘playing with light and shadow and colour, experimenting and trying out new ideas in taking pictures, enlarging them and colouring them.’50


Such passion is only outdone by the passion he frequently has for his subjects.


‘They were mostly photographs of my girlfriends.’51


•


Wilkins! You haven’t heard of him? Nice young chap, working at Waddington’s these days.


News of this young fellow, so skilled in so many areas and with such a great drive to work, is not long in getting around, and they reckon he can do pretty much anything – which is useful, as the whole movie business is really taking off. Even sensible men are encouraged to be rash with their cash to try to get in on the boom.


One such man who gets interested is the well-known draper and North Sydney Alderman, Thomas Carleton, who has become fascinated by the whole industry and eager to get involved. He not only seeks George Wilkins out, practically begging an audience, but asks him for advice about making a film. How should he invest his money, who should he get involved, what roles should they have?


Well, he has come to the right place. For George’s considered response is that he, the 21-year-old from South Australia, should be able to do pretty much everything required for the making of the film – writing the plot, shooting it, cutting it, ‘titling’ the explanatory cards, and there is really only one other person they need. Yes, a leading man.


Who better than … Caspar Middleton!


Caspar is duly summoned from the dusty yonder, happily accepting the offer to become this still developing new breed of person – a movie star – and he and George are soon back in business together. This time, however, instead of showing the films of others, they are making their own.


No studio? No problem.


Making it up as he goes along, Wilkins soon requisitions not only the top floor of Carleton’s drapery in Walker Street, North Sydney, but also many of its sheets, which he is able to hang up to give a smooth background to the action at hand.


And … action!


Caspar wanders on, mouths a few words, to which whatever actors they might have roped in react by mouthing a few words of their own, and …


Cut!


Picture after picture is hastily shot and assembled. With every snip and join, every changing sequence, Wilkins begins to understand the power of film, the extraordinary capacity of moving pictures to tell a narrative so much more vividly compelling than even a hundred still shots. If, as they say, a picture is worth a thousand words, just ten seconds of footage can tell a million. And the most extraordinary thing of all is that once a film is captured and put together, it can be replicated and transported so that distant audiences can enjoy it all at the one time.


And yet, partly through his nature and partly through his experience of watching flickering images in a carnival tent, Wilkins knows that there are always ways to tell it better. For there’s more to it than just pointing the camera and turning it on. The angle matters. The lighting matters. What you exclude in the final cut matters just as much as what you include.


But he isn’t pretentious, he doesn’t think of himself as an artist. He is a technician, a man determined to take the technology to the limits of possibility, capturing a scene plainly and quickly. Sometimes, however, a sense of genuine spectacle is required, and when they want a bigger canvas than the sheets behind the set … why not … Sydney Harbour?


Look we don’t need to worry about the copyright on the American play The Octoroon, they’ll never know. The harbour can pass for the Mississippi on close-up, and for a paddle-wheeler we can get that old Sydney ferry, the Narrabeen, to be ‘set on fire’.52


The footage is indeed spectacular, if a little expensive for Mr Carleton who, it must be said, is more than a little underwhelmed when box-office receipts don’t come close to equalling the cost of the second-hand ferry. Generally, though, the plot is secondary to the emotion, which is itself secondary to the motion, the sheer wonder of seeing pictures that move and live and breathe. Well, sometimes they breathe. As Wilkins would note with his dry wit, their motion picture company often made ‘funny melodramas and sobering comedies’.53


Their most ambitious effort is their 1911 filmed version of a serialised story published in The Arrow in 1910, called Gambler’s Gold. Two men share friendship and love for one woman. The man who wins her becomes a squatter. (Close observers might see Sydney Harbour in the background as he squats, but filming must be kept local.) The squatter then stands for long enough to accidentally kill his wife while trying to kill his friend. The End.


It is divided into more exciting chapters such as ‘A Dastardly Murder’, ‘Foong Lee’s Opium Den’ and ‘Great Motor Boat Chase in Sydney Harbour’.


Now that will be a great scene, Mr Carleton, also set on Sydney Harbour, as one motorboat with Caspar and a mob of gangsters fire their guns at the ‘detectives’ chasing them in the next boat. I’ll have my cameras set up in the second boat, and it will be wild!


And wild it proves to be, never more than when the real Water Police are alerted by officers of the HMAS Encounter, an Australian light cruiser, that gangsters are firing on a fleeing vessel, both ships racing beneath their bow. The Water Police join the chase in their steam launch, the Biloela – the fastest vessel on Sydney Harbour, now punching out billowing black smoke from its enormous black funnel – providing excellent production values for no charge, although charges are contemplated when the Water Police realise just what has been going on.


It takes some time to sort out, but no matter.


A delighted Wilkins records: ‘the unrehearsed scene that followed was the most realistic acting in the film’.54 Alas, the film proves to be something less than a smash and actually records a ‘pronounced loss’.55 Finally having the major sheets with the whole thing, Thomas Carleton decides that he really is just a draper after all and, as his final act, pulls the curtains on his whole show business venture.


Certainly, it is a problem for Caspar, but George Wilkins has no time to even gnash one tooth before the Gaumont Studios mob make him an offer. You see, the thing is, George, we are in a battle with Pathe to be the dominant newsreel provider in the world. Your fictional films are fine, but what is bringing the crowds in around the world is footage of actual events, and what we need is for you to go to North Africa where there are a couple of promising wars going on to film ‘striking scenes’ and …


George … ? George … ?


George Wilkins is already down at Sydney docks, taking the first available ship to any port in North Africa to begin storming the world with his camera.


•


After all, it makes sense. There are so many extraordinary things in the real world they leave fictional films for dead in terms of excitement. Why, only a short time after Wilkins had arrived in Sydney, a bloke by the name of Harry Houdini had flown a plane before stunned crowds at Sydney’s Rosehill racetrack, each person paying one shilling for the privilege of watching and being part of it. As reported in the Daily Telegraph, on the moment Houdini first became airborne, ‘men tossed up their hats, women grew hysterical and wept for sheer excitement. When he landed, a hundred men rushed towards the biplane, pulled the happy aviator from the seat, and carried him, shoulder-high, mid deafening cheers and salvos.’56


If only Wilkins could capture wondrous stuff like that! He intends to.


And exploration is another thing. Right now, as the world waits on the results, there is a race to the South Pole between England’s own Robert Falcon Scott and Norway’s Roald Amundsen. Imagine the excitement of being able to capture something like that on film!


For the first time in his life Wilkins leaves Australia – a robust man ready for adventure, a wiry, strong 164 pounds of energy – on board the Barbarossa-class steamer Friedrich Der Grosse. It is bound for the Suez Canal, Port Said, Genoa and Algiers among other ports, and the young man can at last achieve some satisfaction for his overwhelming case of wanderlust.


It is a peculiar thing but this young man feels more at home when he’s leaving it. Each new sight – whether it is the majesty of the Indian Ocean, the ancient wonder of the Red Sea, the snaking traffic of the Suez, or the blazing blue of the Mediterranean – draws him closer to his new love: ‘I had courted adventure and found her.’57


Africa, the very name a conjuring of exotic excitement, lies before Wilkins’ eyes. It is a feast, and he is a starving man whose appetite for the extraordinary never abates.


For a young fellow raised in South Australia, whose travels have taken him no further than Sydney, to find himself in Algiers is to have entered another world. It is not just the mosques that abound all around, the bizarre bazaars where you can buy everything from pearls to people, the women in long robes and masks, the camels, the swarthy characters on every corner that hover with hospitalities or murmur with menace, the sense of a searing desert trying to press into a city that is only just beating it back.


Wilkins will describe it as ‘a hotbed of unrest and intrigue’.58


•


Returning to his ship with a spring in his step for the very possibilities of travel in exotic places, after two more weeks of steaming across the ocean blue, the Friedrich Der Grosse arrives in Southampton just in time for Wilkins to see another wonder of the age in action. It is the unsinkable Titanic, pulling out on its maiden voyage, across the Atlantic. Stunned at its size, its majesty, the young Australian feels more blessed than ever with his good fortune to be able to see it, and takes good footage of it departing.


•


As wondrous as Titanic is, London proves its equal, and he walks its streets with the sage wisdom of Dr Johnson ringing in his head: ‘A man who is tired of London is tired of life’. Well, no matter what they may say of young Wilkins, the phrase ‘tired of life’ will never be uttered. He approaches every day with such purpose and passion that it’s a wonder that life isn’t tired of him. London is a land for a lad such as Wilkins, the mother lode of the motherland, a smorgasbord of culture high and low, a melting pot of rich and poor and black and white and everything he could possibly think of. From the flowers of Covent Garden to the lamps of the Mall, the grand walls of Buckingham Palace and the statues of Trafalgar Square, Wilkins is sure that this, this is where he belongs.


To a boy who thought of Adelaide as the big smoke, London is a raging fire of different sensations, most of them wonderful.


Wilkins finds his employers, the Bromhead brothers, in the Gaumont Studio at Lime Grove in Shepherd’s Bush, and they are keen for him to start shooting at once. Alfred Bromhead knows talent when he sees it and though he can see little in the actors or actresses struggling with his terrible plots, he can see it in abundance in the quick eye and innovative work of his cameraman. Bromhead sets himself the target of making at least 15 films a month, so there is plenty of opportunity for that cameraman, with the strangely flattened and sunburnt vowels that mark him as an Australian, to shine.


Fictional feature films have been one thing to bring in crowds, but that art form remains in its infancy. But ‘news’, which covers everything from close-ups of a volcano exploding, to a lion charging, or a group of African tribesmen dancing, requires no suspension of disbelief – it is here, it is now, and you the cinema-goer are right in the middle of it!


With Alfred Bromhead’s view that Wilkins might excel at gathering newsreel footage, the young Australian is given one of the more pleasant tasks of his career to date.


‘Go out and show us what interests you in London.’59


Done. With the fresh eyes of an Antipodean looking at the greatest city on earth for the first time in detail, he spends a fortnight scouting the great locations – Westminster Abbey, the Tower, London Bridge, Big Ben – and some of the lesser known, like St Martin-in-the-Fields, Covent Garden and the Royal Observatory at Greenwich.


The next fortnight is spent revisiting them with camera in tow, taking shots at each one from just the right angle, with just the right lighting at just the right time of day. Wilkins knows photography, and his prints are so popular that the Bromhead brothers have yet another proposition: ‘Would you treat thus, the principal cities of the continent?’60


You mean, take my cameras, at your expense, through the very cities I have always dreamed of visiting?


TAXXXXI!


Yes.


And so, ‘in their service I visited the capitals of Europe; Paris, Brussels, Switzerland, St Petersburg, Scandinavia’61 as well as every large town in Scotland and Ireland. Visiting no fewer than 27 different countries in 18 months, beyond being a great pleasure, it is a hands-on education in Western civilisation, giving him a richer understanding of European history, geography, language, cuisine and culture, not to mention contacts. But it also exposes him to one of the fresh wonders of the twentieth century, the emergence of aviation, together with the extraordinary men who fly the machines …


•


In June 1912 Wilkins is assigned to photograph the man who is currently the darling of the British public, a daring pilot by the name of Claude Grahame-White. Two years earlier, when the Frenchman, Louis Blériot, had flown across the English Channel from Calais to Dover, the young Grahame-White had been so entranced he had journeyed to Paris to enrol in Blériot’s flying school and returned to London with not only the ability to fly himself but with a disassembled Farman III biplane, which he promptly assembled and took to the skies as the British public roared.


Of course Wilkins has heard of him – everyone is talking about him – but he has never met him. And so when he arrives at that broad expanse of grass that is Hendon airfield, which has become the hub of British flying, he asks the first man he meets, a tall good-looking chap dressed in flying gear with a rather effete air about him, whether he knows something of this fellow, Grahame-White?


‘I’ve been told,’ Wilkins says, in a rare loquacious mood, ‘that while White is one of the best pilots, he knows it too well. Several fellows have told me he’s inclined to high-hat early acquaintances.’


You don’t say?


I do say. It’s common knowledge. In any case, I’ve been sent to film this conceited fellow, would you know where he is? Grahame-White?


There is an odd pause so Wilkins continues: ‘I have never seen Grahame-White.’


The fellow nods.


Great.


‘Would you point him out to me,’ Wilkins asks hopefully, ‘if he comes here today?’62


Again, the stranger agrees, before pointing at himself.


‘That’s who I am,’ replies the stranger.


Luckily for Wilkins, the famous pilot is amused rather than angered and even offers to take him up for a flight.


Shortly thereafter, they are in position, Wilkins sliding his lanky frame between the flying wires to get to the seat.


It is a Farman III biplane with an ash-wood air-frame, Gnome Omega 50-horsepower rotary engine behind the occupants, and, of course, a pair of wings joined by six vertical struts on each side, braced with cross-wires. At the rear is an open rectangular box-like structure above the rear wheel.


Finally, all is in readiness. Grahame-White waves to the mechanic hovering near, who now steps forward to grip the huge, two-bladed wooden propeller.


‘Switches off,’ the mechanic calls.63


‘Switches off,’ the pilot affirms.


Now the mechanic pulls the propeller backwards a few turns, to suck petrol vapour into the combustion chamber.


‘Contact!’


‘Contact!’


With which, the mechanic gives the propeller a mighty heave in the clock-wise direction. There is a cough, a gurgle, and as the engine catches, the motor gives out the roar of a dragon, blowing blue-white castor-oil smoke out of its nostrils, the whole machine shakes and both Grahame-White and Wilkins are awash in a blast of wintry air drawn over them by the whirling propeller behind. A wave from Grahame-White and the chocks in front of the wheels are removed. Vibrating furiously, the plane rolls across the ground.


Hold on!


With every yard now, the vibration lessens as the pilot allows the plane to do what it clearly wants to do, which is to get faster, and faster still, with the air now flowing over and under the wings and wires with such speed that they begin to hum, and now sing, and lift and … and now comes the moment.


Some 150 yards down the field, first the nose starts to lift as the rattling and bumping stops completely and … voila!


With a sense of wonder like he has never experienced before, George Hubert Wilkins looks down to find the earth falling away and, as the suddenly fierce cold wind slaps his face, he realises they are … flying.


Flying!


Flying!


Grahame-White glances behind. From experience he knows that, at this point, many a passenger has gone green at the gills, and is prone to gurgle a half-strangled request to be taken back down … please … now! But there is no such sign from this Australian. He is completely entranced.


And Wilkins really is. Yes, he has a slightly uncomfortable popping sensation in his ears, but apart from that he is simply overwhelmed by the extraordinary feeling of flying like a bird and seeing the world from this high. Before his very eyes the surrounding farmlands turn into a rich mosaic of coloured squares, while looking back to the centre of London, even though he knows Big Ben and Westminster Abbey are ten miles away, he can see both clearly.


By the time they land, Wilkins, a man of many passions, now has a new one that will trump them all. Flying is the most extraordinary thing he has ever done and, he is fairly certain, ever will do. It is the experience of his life and he MUST do more of it.


Happily, Grahame-White proves to be a fine fellow who arranges for the young Australian to return to the Hendon flying school to get more experience in the air, with a possible view to becoming a pilot himself.


‘Although I took advantage of his offer,’ Wilkins will later recount, ‘I never did attempt to take out a pilot’s license. That would have cost more than I could afford. I was pleased to learn to fly …’64


Most importantly, such experience gives him an idea. Why not take his camera up with him, and become the first man to shoot the world from the air?


True, it will take a little time to find a pilot who agrees to his plain plane plan, for while it is one thing to take a man aloft, it is quite another to take up a man with bulky, heavy cameras as well, which, beyond the weight, affect the balance. But finally, Wilkins finds just the man: his name is J. Cyril Porte.


Porte, dressed in the mechanics’ overalls that have become all the rage among these dashing knights of the sky, is precisely the kind of Devil-may-care flyer Wilkins needs, ready to take a chance, though he cheerfully tells Wilkins that the only plane he has available is a flimsy Deperdussin Monocoque racer single-seater monoplane, powered by a 160 HB cylinder engine.


Wilkins assures the pilot that this is no problem as he can simply strap himself to the front of this mechanical dragonfly, just behind the propeller, and so capture a view that no pilot has ever seen. In a clear case of ‘chicken’, each demonstrating their Crazy Brave courage to the other and continually upping the ante until one of them breaks, it proves to be Porte who chickens out first.


For while Wilkins indeed is able to ‘strap the camera to bracing wires and ride astride the fuselage’65 with ‘my nose just a few inches from the trailing edge of the propeller’66 to make himself and his camera effectively a part of the plane, Porte’s bravado lasts no longer than having a grease-stained mechanic in tatty overalls whirl the propeller to get the engine to roar into life. As the whole machine vibrates, Porte suffers a sudden burst of sanity, and yells through the din to Wilkins: ‘I don’t like to chance it! She has too much power and not enough ballast. I don’t know where to put the weight to keep her on an even keel.’67


On anyone else – as in, someone with normal courage, or even just a sense of self-preservation – this would almost definitely have worked. But Wilkins is just not made like that. He has no nerves, and does not blink. And he has one more advantage, as he will note.


‘Having been brought up on horseback I thought little of the difficulty of obeying the order.’68


If this bastard bucks, well, he will ride her bare-back through the highways and byways of the cloud above – squeeze your thighs tightly, George, and sway AWAY from the direction the horse wants to throw you – and bring her to submission just like the Man from Snowy River. How do those words go again?




But the man from Snowy River let the pony have his head,


And he swung his stockwhip round and gave a cheer,


And he raced him down the mountain like a torrent down its bed,


While the others stood and watched in very fear.





Hold on, George, hold on!




And the man from Snowy River never shifted in his seat –


It was grand to see that mountain horseman ride …





‘That’s all right!’ Wilkins yells back, ‘I … can move back and forth if necessary.’69


There is no way out for Porte other than to say to Wilkins: ‘I have come to my senses, and will not risk my life, nor my plane, for your insane plan.’ And he won’t utter those words.


For he is J. Cyril Porte, renowned as the bravest man of the English skies. To cede would be to acknowledge Wilkins as a braver man than he.


‘Are you ready?’70


Wilkins opens his mouth to say yes, but before he can even do so, Porte – perhaps a little vengefully – this is what YOU asked for – guns the four-cylinder Clerget engine, it surges and the machine slowly gathers momentum across the rough paddock, up and down, up and down, uppppppppp and awaaaaaaaay! They are flying!


…


‘And I was blown full of wind from the propeller, almost choked in fact.’71


Did someone say Man from Snowy River?


Ride, you bastard, ride!


‘The machine, unbalanced, unstable in every direction, was twisting and turning in a crazy manner. It dipped and flipped and reared, fell off on one side and then on the other.’72


Even as Wilkins dips and flips with the best of them, bucking and rucking the air-trough as the Deperdussin tries to throw him, twisting like a sick dragonfly trying to regain altitude, he desperately tries to focus his camera, while not admitting to himself just how mad this whole venture is, which is difficult on a plane that, yes, has wings but behaves – to add one more metaphor to the mix – ‘like a barnyard fowl flying in a gale’.73


In this matter of life and death, the only thing Wilkins has approaching reins are the wires holding the whole apparatus together and he must grip them so tightly that they cut into his flesh and his left hand starts to bleed, while his right hand holds the camera. The flight does not last long as Porte, white with fear, brings it back to land as quickly as possible.


‘We had been in the air only a few minutes,’ Wilkins will recount, ‘but time enough for me to become almost completely numb with fear and cold.’74


With the return to solid ground there is an equal return to sanity as the understanding sinks in of how close they had come to a grisly death through their mutual foolhardiness.


‘We both realised it was only a miracle that brought us down alive, in spite of Porte being one of the greatest of the pioneer pilots.’75


The footage Wilkins has shot is useless, but a useful and most valuable lesson has been learnt by the Australian.


Say it slowly after me: One-seater planes are for one man only. If you need to go up in a plane with a pilot, your starting point must be two-seater planes.


By George, I think he’s got it!


It is the third time in the air that proves the charm for Wilkins as he is given an assignment in France to cover a hare hunt. But it is how it is done that will make history.


‘I was perched in the front of a Farman plane, on a bicycle seat with my camera strapped between my legs. I well recall the thrill of skimming along within a few feet of the ground, filming a hare as it ran before us.’


Run rabbit, run rabbit, run, run, run.


The footage is perfect and gives cinema-goers a perspective that they have never had before in their lives. As Wilkins cautiously boasts: ‘These were, I believe,76 the first motion pictures ever shot from an aeroplane.’77


Adventurers, by air or otherwise, fascinate Wilkins and he reads every scrap of newsprint he can find about the polar explorer Roald Amundsen, who on the 14th of December 1911 had become the first man to reach the South Pole. The English are obsessed with the doomed gallantry of Captain Scott and his men, Wilkins is obsessed with the man who succeeded, how he achieved what so many thought impossible and overcame the perils of the Pole with aplomb. He will later describe Amundsen as ‘the hero of my youth’.78









CHAPTER TWO


AIR AND ARMS




If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster


And treat those two impostors just the same …


Rudyard Kipling, ‘If’





As it happens, only weeks after his Porte peril in the air, Wilkins will no longer need to create danger for drama, as he has been assigned to cover an actual war where his job will be to use his camera to shoot men who are shooting each other.


Spanning South-eastern Europe, Western Asia and North Africa, the Ottoman Empire has lasted for 600 years, but now ‘the sick man of Europe’, as it has become tagged, appears to be facing what might be its final disintegration. For though the Sick Man limps on, its uniform still covered in the medals of gloriously victorious campaigns long gone, serious change is not only afoot, it has boots on and is marching hard straight at the old guard …


For now, the Muslim Turks find themselves under attack from previously vassal Christian states, fighting together for their independence: Greece, Serbia, Bulgaria and Montenegro, and these states are already well on their way to securing a third of the total European territory previously held by the Ottoman Empire.


Personally, Wilkins has no strong view either way on the whys and wherefores of the war, all he cares is that it is a genuine battle, a real war, and he will be shooting from the Turkish side of the parapet.


‘I shall never forget the thrill of preparing for that assignment,’ the South Australian will recount. ‘To be a free-lance at a war and in company with the bold, bad, terrible Turk of the story books!’1


It is everything he could have ever dreamed of.


Arriving in Turkey through a combination of train, ferry and motor-bike, he is thrilled to find the Constantinople of 1912 is exactly what he had imagined it to be from popular literature, and more. Built around the narrow waterway which cleaves the mountainous forms of Europe and Asia on either side, it is an axis on which whole empires have hung in the balance for three thousand years. These days it is all centuries-old mosques, mazes of narrow cobbled streets, donkeys bearing Persian carpets, teeming masses, ancient buildings, Eastern music, bazaars where everything from apple tea to exotic fabrics to herbs and spices are sold, and all of it mixed with the heady smells of hookah tobacco, exotic spices and herbs, and the heavy Eastern musk perfume favoured by the local women.


What is far less pleasing is to find himself pooled with a group of 30 international reporters ‘assigned’ to the Turks to cover the duration in civilisation, penned and hemmed in the civilisation of the Pera Palace Hotel and given news in only sanitised dollops approved by the Turkish government, interspersed with the odd ‘outing’ to the front, tightly escorted by Turkish officials and shown only that which the Turks are happy for them to see.


There must be a way to escape such insufferable constraint feeding them nothing more than propaganda, and Wilkins quickly falls in with two British correspondents. For if birds of a feather so flock, so too do men of action gravitate to each other, and among the cadre of correspondents and posse of photographers it is inevitable that Wilkins will find himself talking into the night, well after the safe and staid are in their beds neatly made, with men like him – men who have done many things, seen more, and only want to do more. They have stories to tell – Waiter, more wine! – and Wilkins is eager to hear them all. Two such men are from the London Daily Mirror, Bernard Grant and John Banister. Grant is a plucky and charming photographer with a particularly fascinating background. As Wilkins listens, rapt, the Englishman tells of how one of his former assignments was to track the famous wife-murderer Dr Hawley Harvey Crippen. You don’t know the story? Well, once suspected, he fled by boat to Canada with his mistress who was disguised, get this, as a young man and dressed up in a suit! Just after he left, the wife’s body, minus head, was found under the floor of his house.


Arriving on the now captured Crippen’s boat, Grant learns what had first twigged the stewards that something was up. It was the fact that Dr Crippen kept opening doors for the trim lad who accompanied him to dine. Dr Crippen became one of the few murderers to be caught through exquisite manners, can you believe it? For Grant, the youngest of three brothers who work for the Daily Mirror as professional snappers, photography is a family affair.


Banister, a long-time correspondent in far-flung parts of the world, has picked up the ability to speak eight languages along the way – something particularly impressive to Wilkins, who loves languages and is always working to expand his own grasp – and has many a tale to tell of derring-do, done and dusted, on front lines around the world.


Speaking of which … the issue before us remains, gentlemen. How do we tell new stories, have new experiences, break out of Constantinople, and get to the front?


As much as possible, the three decide to combine resources.


‘We could work together without rivalry,’ Wilkins will recall, ‘for Grant was a still photographer, Banister was a writer and I was taking movies.’2


(And obviously, for the snapper and the newsreel man, it is imperative they get to the front, as formal press releases from the government give them nothing.)


For the moment they must bide their time, as Wilkins, particularly, finds his feet, the speed of which deeply impresses his newfound friends. For while he remains a novice, the fact he has already had so much experience as an Australian adventurer helps a great deal in covering a cavalry war, especially given that neither Grant nor Banister has ever ridden a horse before or ever slept in a tent.


Grant is particularly impressed by the friendly young man from the fly-speck of Hallett who – at the age of just 23 – can apparently do anything with ease.


‘An Australian,’ he will recount, ‘and one of the best companions in the world, because of his continual cheerfulness, his knowledge of handicraft, of horses, and all rough work and outdoor life. He has had many experiences in the wild places of the world, which have taught him valuable lessons, among them being the gift of leadership, instant decisions in moments of peril, and a quick way of righting something that has gone wrong.’3


At this point Grant has barely cleared his throat.


‘Distinguished by indomitable character, always resourceful and self-reliant when an awkward job had to be tackled. If a cart broke down, it was Wilkins who set it up again. If it overturned, it was Wilkins who put it on its wheels again. If horses stampeded in a camp, it was Wilkins who would first come to the rescue. He did all these things not in any arrogant way, not in a bullying, commanding spirit, but quietly and cheerfully, as though it came natural to him and was part of his scheme of life.’4


Despite the esteem in which he is held, however, he cannot help but notice that he remains very low in the pecking order due to the novelty of his movie camera. To be a war correspondent is a respectable, time-honoured profession. To be a movie man is something else entirely.


‘I was only an amateur newsman far beneath the “Special War Correspondent” level of dignity because I deigned to carry a camera, which no real writer, in those days would even dream of.’5


Ah, but Wilkins has cards to play that the others have not even dreamt of, and one such card soon emerges in rather surprising fashion. The Turks, none too pleased about these troublesome young upstart reporters who actually want to see a battle and watch a war – and who are insistent they should be free to write what they like, even when it doesn’t suit their hosts – decide to make things difficult for them.


So hear this: you Gentlemen of the Press are welcome to stay within the city boundaries of Constantinople, but if you wish to venture to the battlefront you will need your own resources as we will not be providing transport – or protection. That’s it. As the Turkish Army cannot look after your needs, before you are issued with a pass to travel, you must have: two horses for yourself, and two servants, with a horse for each, not to mention two months’ worth of rations.


Now for many of the correspondents this presents no problem at all, as they simply have no interest in risking life and limb by actually witnessing a battle. There is a long and cosy tradition that the best place to cover a foreign war is from somewhere close to government offices, finding what information you can from your sources before going to a nice club or restaurant at night. But for the new wave, the younger ones – many of them inspired by the derring-do of Winston Churchill while reporting the Sudan and Boer Wars – it is as imperative for them to get to the front as it is for the photographers and cameramen. And this Turkish edict is a real problem, as they are in a city where every good and bad horse has already been requisitioned by the Turks.


But for George Wilkins? Beating impossible odds is a personal specialty.


He gets to work and, through some of the contacts he has already made, passes word to the police. He, Effendi George Wilkins, will pay no less than £50 per horse, to be paid in gold – the rough equivalent of the annual salary of any of the police who can help arrange it. True, it is a long shot, but what else can he do?


Dammit, do my eyes deceive me, or is that Greek cab driver – notable for not having a beard like nearly all the Turks – staring at me?


Wilkins is not long in finding out.


For now, no sooner has Wilkins set foot outside his hotel than the ancient Greek approaches him and, mostly through sign language but with a couple of English words to boot, gets his question out: Are you the young man looking for horse?


Evet benim. Yes, I am.


Please, get in my horse-drawn cab.


Wilkins is soon being drawn along, further and further into that part of the city which is even more ancient than the cabbie, the Old City, as it is known.


They go past the Obelisk of Theodosius, a reminder of an Egypt that once was but is no longer, beyond the Hagia Sophia, no longer the monument to the expansion of Christianity that it was when built, now plastered up with Islamic mosaics, a testament to the faiths fallen and risen as Constantinople, as ever, continues. On they go, through bazaars, the opium dens, and across the ground that Alexander the Great had made his own 2240 years ago when this ancient place was known as Byzantium. Finally, on the edge of the Old City, outside the massive walls Mehmet II had stormed in 1453, ending the Byzantine Empire, they get to that part where modernity has lapped at its shores, here in the form of a rather nondescript six-floor apartment block.


What is going on?


Wilkins is crushed.


All this way, and no stables, no quiet field, no exercise track, no drinking troughs.


Just this ugly building?


More out of bloody-minded curiosity than anything, and on the off-chance that maybe there has been a misunderstanding and they are going into this building to negotiate a price, the Australian follows the old man up the steep, dark flights of stairs all the way to the top-floor apartment. But it is not what he was expecting at all.


For they have no sooner got inside the apartment and into its bedroom than Wilkins sees it: a horse!


And not just any horse. This is a magnificent black stallion that looks like it could win the Melbourne Cup. But where does it perform its ablutions? It is actually more a case of where doesn’t it. But no matter now.


The Australian is beyond amazed, while the old man looks at him with shrewd eyes. Just how high can he be pushed?


This horse is available to you, Effendi, for immediate rental for … shall we say £100?


Done!


Caught between pleasure at the sudden surge of wealth coming, and regret that Effendi didn’t hesitate – which means he could have pushed him higher – the old man is soon counting and re-counting the golden sovereigns that Wilkins hands over. Yes, it is hell on earth to get the snorting beast down the six flights of stairs but before long he has the horse outside, is astride, and galloping in triumph back through the Old City, and soon enough back and forth before the digs of the other, now astonished correspondents.


This, gentlemen, this is how things can be done if one has enterprise!


‘My status among the correspondents,’ he will recount, ‘immediately went high. They had taken me perhaps for an English suburban photographer.’6


So now allow me to introduce myself properly.


Wilkins. George Wilkins. Australian. World traveller. War correspondent, just like you. Cinematographer.


Well, we, your fellow correspondents, are suddenly very pleased to meet you. What will you drink?


It is soon clear that Wilkins’ ability to rustle up Royal Ascot winners from the top floor of Constantinople apartment blocks, while impressive, is the least of it. For this fellow is nothing less than a pioneer in a whole new way of chronicling battles …


Stay with him.


For you see, aviation has come a long way in the last decade since Wilbur and Orville Wright had got their invention off the ground at Kitty Hawk and it was only three years ago that Louis Blériot had flown his Blériot XI across the English Channel from Calais to Dover. Already planes are being lightly used to gather intelligence about the position of the enemy, and very occasionally observers and pilots in those planes take pot shots at each other if they happen to pass.


But Wilkins has an idea for an entirely new use. Given the Turks have some British aircraft used for such scouting and for ferrying supplies, why not try a new use? Making the acquaintance of a Turkish pilot by the name of Lieutenant Fazil Bey,7 Wilkins is able to persuade him to take him up in his two-seater Bristol Prier monoplane. After all, as Wilkins learnt to fly on English airfields, perhaps he could give Fazil, who had learned to fly in France, some tips while they take this new dual-control plane into the air?


Once they are flying, however, Wilkins expresses a keen desire to fly over enemy lines to get some really good footage. As they will risk getting shot by some really good bullets, Fazil is against the idea. Alas for him, the plane not only has dual controls but a passenger who is not afraid to use them. For Fazil is just veering the plane gracefully away from the puffs of smoke coming from the artillery up ahead when he realises the plane is heading back that way. He pushes his controls back to port, but Wilkins yanks them back to starboard.


From below, the Bulgarian soldiers see the most extraordinary thing: it is nothing less than a plane apparently attacking itself, dodging and weaving in a dogfight of one … as the two pilots fight to steer the same craft, one of them filming with a camera. It is a one-plane show to behold.


‘With the two of us struggling,’ Wilkins recounts, ‘it was a miracle that the controls withstood the punishment. Between us, that plane was put through all manner of manoeuvres for which it was never intended, many of them neither of us had ever experienced before.’8


Once Wilkins has the footage he needs, he cedes control, and Fazil is able to get his flying steed safely back on Turkish ground, and he has no sooner brought the plane to a halt than he has leapt to the ground, the better to berate the Australian for his insane foolhardiness, but Wilkins has his measure.


Calm down, Lieutenant Bey, and surely soon, CAPTAIN Bey.


You are now, officially, the first man to fly your aircraft over a military firing line in a European war. And, right here, I have the footage to prove it.


‘We could cook up a fine intelligence report and you will get the credit!’9 Wilkins argues.


(And yes, we can leave out the bit about you being abducted in your own plane.)


It is a compelling argument, so compelling that Lieutenant Fazil Bey, the toast of the Turks, the pride of the side, is soon posing heroically in front of his historic plane, as the humble Wilkins is honoured – honoured, do you hear me? – to be able to use his camera to chronicle the great man’s triumph for posterity.


The experience confirms something for Wilkins.


‘It seemed that as a passenger I could do all the work I wanted and satisfy a great many more interests than if I were to handle the machine,’ he will recount much later. ‘That attitude has never changed and even to this day I find it much more advantageous to hire a man to whom piloting a plane is a joy, a satisfaction as well as his profession, thus leaving me free to observe and navigate, than to attempt to fly the plane which I would probably do with indifferent skill.’10


Not long after Wilkins’ experience with Lieutenant Bey, he and his fellow correspondents are at last given permission to cover a major battle, one where the Turks expect to record a glorious victory over the Bulgarians at Kirk Kilisse, some 150 miles to the north-west of Constantinople.


It is with some excitement they all board the train with such horses as they have purloined, and servants for the five-hour journey. The tension rises among the correspondents as they get closer to the front, and they can hear the odd bursts of rolling thunder from artillery fire, and even see billowing smoke up ahead. They are on the line that the famed Orient Express travels along in peace-time – the setting for much intrigue among fiction writers, but it has never seen real drama like this.


Who is winning this battle? What will we see? Are we in danger?


As it happens, however, it is just before the correspondents get to the front that they receive the news. ‘The Turks,’ as Grant will chronicle, ‘had been heavily defeated at Kirk Kilisse.’11


The results of that defeat are soon apparent – ‘large numbers of soldiers in hasty retreat, and a continuous stream of refugees making for Constantinople’12 – but, still, that is not the worst of it. For not long after their train is turned back and they stop at Chorlu, they now see their first bit of drama as a train coming from the front, filled with troops and refugees from the battleground, passes them and derails.


Four whole carriages spill from the tracks before they in turn spill many of their dazed passengers. Realising that this is where their story of the day lies, Wilkins and the British journalists John Banister and Bernard Grant get off their train and, grabbing their horses, race back. While Banister has his own stills camera and snaps off shots, Wilkins shoots the entire chaotic scene with his movie camera, spanning back and forth as he swivels the Bell and Howell 1911 model cine-camera back and forth on its tripod. For his part, Banister, whose own camera can’t capture scenes that move, must look instead for moving scenes and now spies just the thing. It is a group of stoical Turkish women – all heavily veiled with their niqabs – tenderly tending to the wounded. Alas, as he brings his camera up to take the shot, he is suddenly struck from behind as, ‘an infuriated Turk snatched his camera and threw it in a ditch half full of water’.13


The young Turk has precisely no feeling for the finer nuances of war correspondents, the idea that they are independent chroniclers, and sees only an enemy photographing humiliation – an enemy that must be made to pay with his life. As he draws out his dagger and prepares to strike the ayuha alkafir infidels, Banister cries out. Wilkins turns and acts so fast that he will later declare his action to be unconscious. Uttering his own cry, Wilkins has his gun drawn and is pointing it straight at the Turk.


Easy. Easssssy, fella.


This is not a Mexican stand-off.


You have a knife. I have a gun.


It is a singularly compelling argument in the way of these things. ‘The man looked at the weapon, which had a wonderful effect in quieting his wrath.’14


The Turk’s final reply is to rush ‘wildly towards the other end of the train shouting something intelligible’.15


The Turkish words for these filthy infidels must die! may have been involved, Wilkins is not sure. Fortunately, one of the correspondents’ highly skilled interpreters, a dragoman – capable of speaking and translating several European, Turkish, Arabic and Persian languages – is sure of the tenor of the man’s remarks, and quietly tells them the significance.


‘I advise you to join your comrades as the man has gone to get a gun.’16


Comrades?


What comrades?


Their own train has gone. What to do?


‘We thought discretion the better part of valour.’17


As it happens, the Turkish authorities remain big believers in discretion and are determined that, given how this battle has turned out for the Ottoman Empire, these correspondents will have nothing to cover. Henceforth, the new edict says, they are not allowed to use their cameras. The correspondents are rounded up and carefully escorted on horseback well away from the front they want to get to.


•


Today, 31 October 1912, is George Wilkins’ 24th birthday. He comes up with a plan and mutters the detail to his fellow correspondents who are equally frustrated with this turn of events and agree.


Pretending to have spilled his provisions a short way back, Wilkins asks to go with his friends to retrieve them, under guard of course. Permission is reluctantly granted for Wilkins, Bernard Grant and the Irish correspondent Francis McCullagh to head back under the watch of two Turkish soldiers, who prove to be wonderfully agreeable to the idea of taking bribes! While they look the other way, the three correspondents charge off towards the front lines of the Battle of Lule Burgas.


But will they even be able to get there?


Standing in their way now is a Turkish officer, backed by soldiers.


‘Are those cameras you have?’ he asks, in wavering English.


What can they do but tell the truth?


Why, yes. Yes, they are.


‘You hope to get pictures,’ the officer replies. ‘You will more likely get Bulgarian bullets and sabre. You and your cameras are cursed and I pray to Allah you may never come back.’18


With which he steps out of their way.


Charmed, we are sure.


It proves to be just the beginning and, as Wilkins will describe his experiences at this time, ‘I have been held up twice by deserting soldiers, who were starving, and once by a couple of Greek bushrangers, who were robbing the dead as well as the living.’19


These are grim and desperate times, as every hour of every day brings more life-and-death drama.


‘We saw the breakdown of their organization,’ Grant writes, ‘both military and medical. We saw an army in the grip of cholera, when the dead lay thickly scattered over the countryside, since the bodies accumulated more quickly than they could be collected and thrown into pits.’20


The strangest thing?


The weather and aspect could not be more glorious. The sun shines, the birds sing, butterflies flutter by, and men die. Inevitably Wilkins and his companions gravitate to the sound of the guns.


‘It came in continuous shocks of sound, the crash of great artillery bursting out repeatedly into a terrific cannonade,’ Grant chronicles. ‘It was obviously the noise of something greater than a skirmish of outposts or a fight between small bodies of men. That thunder of guns made my pulses beat, throbbed into my brain. I could not rest inactive and in ignorance of the awful business that was being done beyond the hills.’21


Following their complete rout at Kirk Kilisse, the Turks are falling back towards Constantinople, heavily pursued by the forces of the Bulgarian Third Army, soon to be joined by the Bulgarian First Army, as no fewer than 250,000 soldiers lay siege to the shattered remains of the Ottoman Army, some 100,000 men in all.


By the time Wilkins and his fellows arrive, it is the second day of the battle, and they are able to set up in relative safety on a hilltop overlooking the battleground, only to be sickened by what they see.


‘Even to the commanders of the army corps engaged,’ Grant records, ‘it was a wild and terrible confusion of great forces hurling themselves upon other great bodies of men, sometimes pressing them back, sometimes retiring, swept by a terrific fire, losing immense numbers of men, and uncertain of the damage they were inflicting upon the opposing troops.’22


Wilkins’ camera captures an entire Turkish artillery battery being destroyed, bloodied limbs and organs flying in every which direction, their blood turned to mist, a cloud of red and brown dust where men once stood. And now a Turkish machine gun mows down an entire line of advancing Bulgarian infantry. This is not war from storybooks, of men on horseback dashing back and forth. This is industrial-level slaughter of hundreds of men at once, soon building to thousands, as mechanised warfare truly takes hold.


On this single day, as the correspondents’ cameras roll and snap, as their notebooks fill up with the shocking detail of it all, the Turks lose no fewer than 10,000 men as their fabled empire slips away on a sea of blood after four centuries of rule.


Soon enough, artillery fire is turned on the correspondents themselves, likely from the Bulgarian Army thinking the men are spotters for the Turks. For the first time, George Wilkins is surrounded by explosions as cruel shards of shrapnel whistle by his ears, the ground itself seems to be jumping all around him and the air is filled with billowing acrid smoke as the fog of war becomes all too real.


Inevitably, the Bulgarian shells will move from near misses to something worse. ‘I didn’t hear the one that lifted me,’ Wilkins will recount. ‘I had heard the one screaming as it passed scarcely over our heads, and another one that burst on the slope just below us, but as I painfully picked myself up from the dust, I saw that the third shell had buried itself directly beneath my camera.’23


It’s a dud shell!


If you didn’t know better, you would swear – I mean swear – that he was born under a lucky star that simply never stopped shining on him. As those shells precede the Bulgarian cavalry massing at the bottom of the hill, it is time to beat a hasty retreat down the other side, where the correspondents soon join the shocking retreat of tens of thousands of defeated Turks – ragged, bloody men, many missing limbs, others seemingly held together by tied rags used as bandages – heading back along the same road. The sickly-sweet smell of freshly spilled blood fills the air.


Wilkins cannot help himself, as his camera whirrs again, taking frame after frame of this catastrophic scene of total defeat, even as he takes mental notes for later entries in his journal to chronicle the horror of being in the middle of this raw tide of human detritus.




Here and there one would see a man stoop and lift up his comrade and help him along a yard or so, few words were spoken, was there need of any? There were many dead to be seen with their hands still clasped or arms entwined … Starved and blood-stained men, supported by each other’s arms, tottered by, and a man with one arm hanging by a shred of skin, and supporting a comrade who hopped along on one leg (the other was shot away at the knee), dropped almost at my feet and expired with animal-like resignation. The one-legged man fell with him … dragged his almost lifeless body to face the east and fervently prayed to Allah. Was this war? This the reward for men who fought? There was no thunder of guns to stir one’s courage, no shout of triumph as a gunner laid his gun anew. Would we ever get out of this dejected, downtrodden mess?24





As the daylight ebbs and the darkness deepens, still there is nothing for it but to push on, frequently passing sodden and sorry groups of straggling men. The odd bundles of bloody rags by the road show where – if they are together – some soldiers are taking a kip for the night. If the bundle is on its own, it is more often where a sole soldier has died and been left by his comrades. But nearly everyone keeps going if they can, stumbling and staggering in the gloom, conscious that the Bulgarian barbarians are still pressing close from behind and will surely engulf them if they don’t push as hard as they can. Ideally, they will be able to make it back all the way to the safety of Constantinople, but at the very least they must make it to the Catalca Line just 30 miles out of their home city, where the word is the Ottomans are going to make their next stand.


It is left for Wilkins’ companion Grant to compose the bitter epitaph for the day they have just witnessed: ‘We saw regiments of young soldiers in panic being rounded up by cavalry, and we heard their cries of anguish and fear. We saw them slashed mercilessly with whips and the flat of swords, and we saw those cowed and hungry men continue their flight in spite of all … Many of the men had had less than a week’s training, and their defeat became certain.’25


In strict contrast however?


‘Nothing could have been finer than the bearing of the trained Turkish soldier. He fought to the last, and, when the time came, retreated with quiet dignity. The army was beaten, not from lack of bravery, but by being clogged by its own masses.’26


Wilkins, and his two in tow, do what they can to keep it together. They walk, leading their horses by the reins to spare them the weight. They nod glumly at the men they pass and are regarded in turn, brief glances and tiny tilts of the head that speak of men who are on the verge of collapse. But many of them don’t even notice Wilkins. Their heads are turned down to their feet, their hands loosely gripping the belts of the men in front of them, an impromptu chain of exhausted souls leaning on one another, their collective will all they have to just take one … more … step. But it is not enough for some, and every now and then someone will give up, let their hands fall limp and their legs give out, and collapse in a pile of dust and sweat. They lie there, gasping for breath until the leader of the next line picks them up and convinces them to join their own catastrophic conga line. And if they can’t? If they simply don’t have the energy? Then they are at least moved off the road, left to die by themselves.


Off to their right and left, occasionally, there are the lights from the lanterns of homesteads, but so many seek succour there that those lights soon go out as they either don’t want to be besieged any more, or have given what they can.


As devastated as this mess of defeated men is, however, they can still be collectively dangerous to correspondents who are perceived to have the sustenance the poor brutes so desperately need. When at one point several of them together loom in the gloom, clearly about to rush but uncertain who should go first, Wilkins is quick to pull his revolver.


Pointing it at the closest man he yells: ‘Yock!’27 meaning ‘Nothing here!’


It is a stand-off.


It is obvious to all that the soldiers could kill the correspondents … but that the correspondents could equally kill the first soldier who tries to rush them.


For the moment both sides recede to work out the next move. For Wilkins, Grant and McCullagh the issue now is to be able to sleep, and using the full darkness as cover they are able to slip away from the mass. Pausing long enough to make sure they are not being followed, they keep going until they come to the village of Hadem Roui. Now, given that an officer backed by several soldiers prevents them entering the village proper they must make do on the outskirts, stopping, as Wilkins will recount to a friend, at ‘the first clear patch of ground I found’.28


Given that their horses are too tired to go further, and it is starting to rain hard, they have no choice, even though they are aware of a pervasive and deeply stomach-turning smell that fills the night air, mixed with an eerie silence that is more than a little haunting. Still, so exhausted are they, it is not long before they drop to sleep and it is only when they wake at dawn they realise just where it is they have taken their rest.


All around them, the first rays of the sun reveal, are dead bodies wrapped in white shrouds! These are soldiers who have died of cholera, and have been placed here in what is effectively a quarantined graveyard, it is just no-one has had the energy to bury them yet …


Jesus Christ. Mother of Mary.


What now?


Well, while Wilkins has been blessed with a remarkably strong body, a spine of steel, an exacting set of eyes, and the ability to take adversity on the chin, not least of his attributes is a remarkably stiff upper lip.


It is at least as stiff as the stiffs that surround them. So where better to have breakfast than right here? No-one in their right mind would come within a mile of here, and they can at least eat their macabre morning meal undisturbed. True, it is more than a little odd to be wolfing down boiled eggs and bully beef amid so much deathly devastation, but needs must, pass the salt. Alas, even while they are eating and sipping their black tea, the army undertaker arrives with bullock wagons full of ‘dead bodies, some naked, some half-clothed, and all jumbled up in heaps’.29 One by one they are hauled stiffly from a truck and plopped into the shallow trenches that have been prepared as mass graves.


It is, Wilkins records, ‘the most gruesome breakfast hour I have ever spent,’30 and yet the most bizarre thing of all is that ‘it did not affect us so much’.31


Beyond everything else it is remarkable how quickly they have become used to death.


‘I saw over one hundred corpses buried in less than two hours, but that was only the start of the cholera … [Soon] the streets, the ground around, and even the railway-station were littered with dead and dying men. The official report of the deaths was two thousand in one day.’32


Sights that, just weeks ago, would have turned their stomachs to the point they really would have lost their lunch, now leave them completely unmoved.


Pass the sausages?


At least they soon find themselves back with the main body of the retreating Turkish Army and are able to navigate towards the tightly controlled ‘Correspondents camp’ where they meet up with their comrades, who are as ever fighting their own war to be allowed near actual news. Even now, however, their problems are not over. For one thing, with the vengeful Bulgarian Army still pushing hard at their rear, they may be overtaken at any moment. For another, it is so cold in this particular part of Turkey it surely must be true that the local wolves are killing the sheep for their wool. Though Wilkins and others still have sleeping bags, their tents are long gone, which presents a real problem – for with no protection from the bitter wind it will be impossible to sleep. Typically deciding to take matters into his own hands, Wilkins and the photographic correspondent for London’s Central News, Herbert Baldwin, start out to look for wood in order to make a fire, only to be immediately arrested by a sentry.


The bad news is that they are frog-marched straight to the tent of his commanding officer. The good news is that, while the sentry goes in to report what has happened, they are momentarily left outside the tent where … they spy a pile of wood!


‘Gel bu yol!’ ‘Come this way!’


The sentry is back, but the job has been done …


Taken into the tent, both correspondents must stand there as the officer gives them a good dressing-down, and both take it well enough, though curiously keep their hands tightly inside their greatcoats. As expected, there is no particular punishment other than to be marched back to their original camp.


‘He took us to the officer in charge of the correspondents camp who reprimanded us for leaving,’ Wilkins will recall, ‘but who nevertheless enjoyed the warmth of the fire made with the wood and laughed with us when we told him how we obtained it …’33


Even after returning to the safety of Constantinople, Wilkins and a couple of correspondent friends simply cannot resist taking just one … more … shot. Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more.


Whispers on the wind tell him that a terrible battle is soon to erupt on the front lines of Catalca, and it would be a shame for such a fight to go by without a photo taken. Wilkins, Bernard Grant and the correspondent for the Daily Mail, Ward Price, decide there’s only one thing for it – they must head off.


But wait! Why not take with them this Maltese fellow of their acquaintance, a rather cloying, clinging fellow with the unlikely name of Godfrey – previously the first dragoman, interpreter, of the British Embassy, and claiming to speak seven languages. He might be just the man they need to ease their passage, both through his linguistic abilities and his connections.


‘His manners were perfection,’ Wilkins will recount, ‘and he was well known socially in Constantinople, a member of the best clubs.’34


It is Wilkins who takes it upon himself to make the approach.


‘This time Mr Grant, Mr Price, and I are going into the front lines,’ he tells Godfrey. ‘We can take only one interpreter. We can use you, if you will come along, but I warn you it’s going to be dangerous.’35


Godfrey is delighted and not only assures the Australian of his own bravery, but ‘even swore that he’d rescue us if we were captured by the Bulgars. Yes, oh, yes! There was nothing he would not do.’36


They race towards the story, towards trouble wherever it may be heard or seen, to the front line for the front page. How do they know when they are getting close?


‘The shells were bursting in the sky,’ Grant will recount, ‘and the roar of artillery fire shook the ground and came in great concussions of sound …’37


For the correspondents it is manna from heaven.


‘The sight of those shells made us greedy for a closer view of the battle.’38


Not so, Godfrey, who starts to quiver and shake, before coming up with all kinds of reasons why he cannot go on.


Finally, he says, he feels ‘exactly as he did at Lule Burgas’, the previous battle where the correspondents had witnessed him being somewhat ‘white-livered’.


‘There is no need for you to tell us that,’ says Wilkins, and Grant notes the Australian ‘was beginning to get very angry at this revelation of cowardice.’ Wilkins continues, ‘We know exactly how you feel.’39


Deeply annoyed, Wilkins has no sooner set up his camera to take some footage of the batteries in action – ‘showing men, guns and geysers of earth where the Bulgarian shells were striking’40 – than a Bulgarian shell lands, ‘blowing a gun to smithereens, as well as several men and horses … The sight was ghastly enough to upset anybody.’41


For Godfrey – who has turned an interesting shade of green – it is the last straw, and he outright refuses to take another step towards the front lines, even though the correspondents have remounted their horses and are ready to go.


‘Get up on that horse and come along!’42 Wilkins roars.


‘We’ll be killed!’ Godfrey whimpers back, grabbing the reins of Wilkins’ horse and refusing to let go. ‘By Allah, we’ll all be killed!’43


Restrained by the heavy camera under his arm, Wilkins cannot break loose from him and becomes more than frustrated. We have come so far, and are now so close, you must continue with us, Godfrey.


But Godfrey will not move, and is seemingly convinced that, without an interpreter, they will have to return with him. In this he is mistaken as he is firmly told that if he leaves them, he will be leaving behind his horse, and will have to walk back to Constantinople. Surely he will see reason, and accompany them further?


Though Wilkins first coaxes him, then orders him and finally threatens him with terrible punishments, nothing will change his mind. It takes a lot for the generally mild-mannered Wilkins to lose his temper, but this is one such occasion.


‘You are a coward!’ he thunders, pulling his revolver out and pointing it at him. ‘And you will have to pay the penalty!’44


Still Godfrey won’t change his mind! Instead, he runs first to Ward Price, then Bernard Grant, ‘but obtained no comfort in that direction either. He ran about from one to another like a frightened sheep.’45


Will you change your mind, do your duty, and accompany us, Godfrey?


Godfrey will not!


With shells continuing to land nearby, the air filled with smoke and screams, the atmosphere is conducive to rash action. For the first time in his life, George Wilkins points his firearm at another human and pulls the trigger!
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