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FOREWORD


Every nation has its folk heroes. Very often such heroes are picturesque rogues—and the passage of time has added a spurious glamour to the reputation of many a vicious criminal. The English have their mythical Robin Hood, who stole (it is said) from the rich to give to the poor. They have the real life highwayman Dick Turpin, who just robbed the rich to fill his own pockets. In the U.S.A. there is, among quite a few others, Jesse James. In Australia there is Ned Kelly. He is not the only bushranger in our criminal history but he is the one whose name is most familiar to every Australian. Perhaps it is his famous armor that makes him loom so large in the national imagination, as a sort of living prophecy of the panzer warfare of the twentieth century. Too, there was something of Robin Hood about him. When he robbed a bank he made a great show of tearing up the mortgages that he found in the strongroom. This endeared him to the poor farmers heavily in debt to the financial institutions.


And, unlike other glamorized and over-glamorized criminals of the period, he was a man who just might, had the cards fallen a little differently, have changed the course of Australian history and even, to a lesser degree, of world history. There were the stirrings of revolt, the poor farmers on their selections increasingly resentful of the banks and of the rich squatters, those landowners whose ancestors, like robber barons, had made their grabs during the early days of colonization. There was some sort of underground revolutionary movement, of which Ned Kelly was at least the figurehead. There was talk of a Republic of North East Victoria—and Kelly was known to many as the Captain of the North East.


Not only in Australia were the 1880s a time of ferment. Although the sun was still a long time from setting on the British Empire there were ominous storm clouds on the horizon. There was—as, indeed, there still is—trouble in Ireland. In Canada there was the Metis Revolt, also known as the Riel Rebellion. (It seems strange that the U.S.A. did not become somehow involved in this civil war. Perhaps if Riel had accepted the offer—which in actual history was made—of a regiment of New York Irish Fenians there would have been active involvement.)


It was in the late nineteenth century that the tide of the mechanization of warfare was beginning to flood. That well-known physician Dr. Gatling had invented and was manufacturing—and selling—his manually operated machine gun, although he was unable to interest the admirals and generals in a model with a much higher rate of fire operated by steam or electricity. A decade and a half before 1880 another physician, Dr. Solomon Andrews, had constructed and successfully flown a dirigible airship, a flying machine that, before the development of antiaircraft artillery, could have been used as an effective dive bomber.


And at the same time that Dr. Andrews was making his first flights over New York yet another physician-inventor, Dr. Bland, in Sydney, Australia, was attempting to raise money to finance the construction of his “atmoship”—a steam-powered dirigible. (He was unsuccessful.)


Steam-driven traction engines had already been used in warfare—for the towing of heavy artillery over muddy ground. One or two visionaries had toyed with the idea of arming and armoring such brutes.


The ideas were there, just waiting to be picked up and developed. But unfortunately (or perhaps fortunately) the admirals and generals of the time were lacking in imagination. Had Ned Kelly become a general—and why not? he was at least as well qualified for such rank as Gabriel Dumont, in Canada, who achieved fame as Riel’s fighting general—he would have been able to make good use of such innovations as the airship, the steam-operated Gatling cannon and the armed and armored traction engine.


As is evidenced by his famous armor, he was not deficient in imagination.


But who was this Ned Kelly?


He was of Irish descent, as were many Australians of his time. His people originally came from Northern Ireland. His father, John Kelly, was the son of Thomas Kelly and Mary Cody. A famous bearer of the Cody surname was Buffalo Bill who, in actual fact, was distantly related to Ned Kelly. Kelly’s mother, Ellen, was a Quinn. His father died in 1866, a year after his birth. His mother remarried in 1874, her second husband being George King, a Californian. It might be argued that King was an evil influence in the young Kelly’s life. It is a matter of record that George King was a horse thief and that his stepson was a willing apprentice.


Perhaps I am being unjust to George King. It could be said that the Kelly clan exercised a bad influence upon him. By the time that he arrived on the scene those who were to become his in-laws were in constant trouble with the police—horse stealing, cattle stealing, brawling, assault. Whenever the usual suspects were rounded up there would be a Kelly or two, or more, among them. Together with—and an excuse for—this lawlessness was the hatred for the English Establishment and for those fellow Irishmen, the police, who wore the uniform of the English oppressors.


One policeman who became a special enemy of Ned Kelly was Constable Fitzpatrick, a notorious liar and womanizer. It seems that, when under the influence of liquor, he dropped into the Kelly cottage at Greta for afternoon tea, Mrs. Kelly just having baked a batch of scones. Also present was Kate, Ned’s beloved sister. Fitzpatrick made unwelcome advances to Kate. Ellen Kelly intervened to protect her daughter’s honor and struck Fitzpatrick on the wrist with a shovel, wounding him slightly. At this juncture Ned Kelly returned home and evicted the constable from the premises. Fitzpatrick reported to his superiors that his injuries were due to an unprovoked assault upon him by Ned Kelly who, he said, had drawn a revolver and fired at him. Allegations and counter-allegations confused the issue. Ellen Kelly was arrested as an accessory to the attempted murder of Fitzpatrick and given a jail sentence. Ned loved his mother deeply and this miscarriage of justice hardened his hostile attitude toward the police in particular and toward the Establishment in general.


Meanwhile a warrant was out for his arrest for his alleged complicity in the Fitzpatrick affair. He and four friends took refuge in the bush, in the wild, hilly country that he knew so well. He was tracked, eventually, by four well-armed policemen. These, early one afternoon, set up camp by Stringybark Creek. The next day two of the troopers, Kennedy and Scanlan, left the camp to continue the search for Kelly and his accomplices. Lonigan and McIntyre stayed behind. McIntyre shot some parrots to provide the wherewithal for a meal and the noise of the reports attracted the attention of Kelly and his followers. The police camp was attacked and Lonigan, an old enemy of Kelly’s, was shot dead. McIntyre surrendered but when Kennedy and Scanlan returned attempted to warn them. Fire was exchanged. Kennedy and Scanlan were killed. In the confusion McIntyre escaped on Kennedy’s horse.


And Ned Kelly had become an outlaw.


Without the support of the poor farmers and the laborers who, rightly or wrongly, regarded the Kelly Gang as their champions against the big landowners and the banks, Kelly’s career as a bushranger and bank robber could not have lasted as long as it did. He could always be sure of finding food and shelter and, more important perhaps, information. He always knew just where the police would be looking for him and made sure that he would be somewhere else. He became a legend in his own time. Ballads were sung about his exploits, set to the music of traditional folk songs.


It was not only in the countryside that he had his supporters. He was regarded as a hero by many in Melbourne, the capital city of the State of Victoria. There was talk, even, of secession from the British Empire and the founding of an independent republic. It is not known to what extent an army of freedom fighters had been organized but there certainly seems to have been the nucleus of such a body.


And if there were a freedom army it had its traitors. One such was Aaron Sherritt, a Kelly family friend and also a paid police spy. This became known to Kelly and his lieutenants. At first Kelly wanted him left alone—hoping, perhaps, to use him as a double agent. But Joe Byrne and Ned’s brother Dan were determined that Sherritt must be executed. They shot him down in the presence of his wife and mother-in-law—and while this was happening four policemen, who were supposed to be protecting him, were hiding under a bed!


And if there was a freedom army, it had the beginnings of an armored corps. Kelly knew that sooner or later there would be a real showdown with the police and that he and his men would have to face a murderous fire. He experimented with various materials. Sheet iron, readily available, proved ineffective. Steel was much better—but available only from a rather unusual source. So it was that the Kelly family’s only plow lost its mold board, and so it was that several farmers whose smallholdings were in the vicinity of the Kelly homestead reported the mold boards of their plows stolen. A suit of armor fashioned from this material weighed ninety-five pounds. It would resist penetration by a rifle bullet fired at a range of ten yards. It traded mobility for protection.


After the execution of Aaron Sherritt it was hoped by Kelly that the police would be lured to the scene of the crime, near the town of Beechworth. He laid his plans accordingly. As he had thought would be the case a special train left Melbourne for Beechworth, via Wangaratta. Aboard this train were Superintendent Hare and other Victorian Police officers. There was an Inspector O’Connor, on loan from the Queensland Police, and his five black trackers, Aborigines employed for their skills in bushcraft. There were journalists. There were even two ladies—Mrs. O’Connor and her sister—just along for the ride. There was a pilot engine preceding the main train, it having occurred to Hare that an attempt might be made to tamper with the track.


Meanwhile the Kelly gang had prepared an ambush at Glenrowan, a village to the south of Wangarrata. Very conveniently there was a gang of platelayers there, engaged on maintenance work on the railway. These Kelly persuaded, at pistol point, to tear up the rails a short way north of the station. According to some, pro-Kelly historians his intention was not actually to derail the train, with inevitable casualties, but to trap it, blowing up the track south of Glenrowan after it had passed. Then Hare and his men would be captured and held as hostages until Kelly’s demands for justice, land reform and for the release of his mother from Melbourne Jail were met.


It was a long wait; the special train was not running on time. Almost the entire population of the village, together with the railway workers, was confined by Kelly and his men to Mrs. Jones’s hotel. Even the village policeman, Constable Bracken, was among the more or less willing guests at the party. Another guest, Thomas Curnow, the village schoolmaster, was allowed by Kelly to leave quite early so that he could look after—he said—his sick wife. There are those who say that Kelly’s kindly nature was his undoing.


At last the train came, the noise of its approach carrying through the still, cold, night air. The time was about three in the morning. Curnow was ready for it. Using a candle and a red silk scarf belonging to his wife he was able to flag it down, then stammered out his story to Police Superintendent Hare. The police disembarked and almost immediately began to pour a murderous fire into the flimsy wood and hessian structure that was the hotel.


A very short while later somebody loosed two signal rockets. Were these supposed to call reinforcements to the beleaguered Kelly Gang or were they supposed to inform Kelly adherents in the vicinity that their leader’s plans had gone awry? To this day nobody knows—but those rockets were fired. Meanwhile people were being killed and injured by the police fire, women and children among them. Even though a white flag was raised by young Dan Kelly, who tried to arrange a truce so that the villagers could escape from the by now almost demolished building, this was ignored by the police. Such was the hysteria of the gallant law enforcers that a message was telegraphed to Melbourne requesting that a piece of field artillery be sent to Glenrowan by rail. This cannon actually commenced its journey but before it had come very far some genius decided to set fire to what was left of the hotel.


For a while Ned himself was out of the picture. Early in the action he, in full armor, had left the hotel on some errand, possibly to fire the signal rockets. He had been shot at and wounded in the foot and arm, neither of which were protected. Apparently the pain from these injuries caused him to lose consciousness for a while. Eventually he recovered and tried to hobble back to the hotel. The police—whose fire, aimed at his body, had no apparent effect—fell back in terror. But Sergeant Steele kept his wits about him and aimed his shotgun at Ned’s unprotected legs, bringing him down. (That same Sergeant Steele had to be restrained by his own men from killing Kelly there and then as he sprawled injured on the ground.)


When it was all over Ned was a badly wounded prisoner. Joe Byrne, Steve Hart and Dan Kelly were dead—as were the innocent old man Martin Cherry and the son of Mrs. Jones, the unfortunate owner of the hotel.


Ned was nursed back to health, stood trial for murder, was inevitably found guilty and was hanged, in Melbourne Jail, on November 11, 1880. After his execution public feeling was such that many of the reforms that he had been advocating were introduced. Certain sections of the press demanded that some members of the Victorian Police Force who had taken part in the siege be brought to trial on charges of manslaughter.


But in those times that would have been going altogether too far.


—A.B.C.




CHAPTER 1


Every story must have its beginning and the beginning of this one was not quite two years ago. Or just over one hundred years ago. Some of it, perhaps, never happened. (But it must have happened; otherwise I should not be sitting here writing this.)


That morning I was doing what I am doing now. Writing. It could almost have been the same machine that I was using, a manually operated typewriter of German manufacture. I was working on yet another novel in the never-ending series in which I had become trapped, a further installment of the adventures—and misadventures—of a character who had been referred to by Publishers Weekly as “science fiction’s answer to Hornblower.” When I was interrupted by the telephone I’d gotten to an interesting part of the story; my hero was putting up a token resistance against the amorous advances of a beautiful, blonde, not too alien princess. I used a very appropriate word when my train of thought was disturbed by the insistent ringing. Nonetheless I did not answer the call until I had finished the sentence: “… made a major production of filling and lighting his pipe while trying to ignore her attentions.”


The person from Porlock—I never finished that novel, any more than Coleridge finished “Kubla Khan”—was Duffin. Duffin was editor of The Sydney Star, one of our evening newspapers. He was less than a friend but rather more than a mere acquaintance. Now and again he would commission me to do scientific—or pseudo-scientific—articles for him. I assumed that he was about to do so again.


He wasted no time. “I’d like you,” he said, “to do an article for us. The usual rates.”


“Not UFOs again?” I demanded.


“No.”


“Then what?”


“I’ll tell you over lunch. You know that new Vietnamese place in the Cross? The one opposite the Wayside Chapel? I’ll see you there.”


He hung up and I got changed into something respectable. My hero would have to wait until late afternoon, or possibly the next day, for the consummation. (I wonder if he and that tow-haired trollop are still waiting, frozen in some kind of literary stasis …) I left the unfinished page, the half-written chapter, in the typewriter and went out to meet Duffin and to find out what was expected of me in return for the free lunch and the usual rates.


The restaurant was as good as Duffin had implied that it would be. The honey prawns were especially delicious. For a while we busily plied our chopsticks and sipped our cold beer.


And then …


“The Centennial’s coming up,” he said.


“Not for a long while,” I told him. “In any case, it will be the Bicentenary.”


He said, “I’m talking about the Siege of Glenrowan, not the First Fleet.”


“History is not my field,” I said.


“Even so, I want a piece from you about the Siege.”


“From me? And all this time in advance?”


“It could take you some time to do it properly,” he said.


“But it has already been done, and done, and done. People have written about it. There have been films.”


“I want you to write about it.”


“But I’m a fiction writer, a science fiction writer at that.”


“You’re a writer,” he said patiently, “who is very interested in history, Australian history and one who has a definite connection with Glenrowan. You told me, a while ago, that an ancestor of yours was among that gang of platelayers whom Ned Kelly persuaded to tear up the track north of the station.”


“He was. But if you’re hoping that he left a diary, an eyewitness account of the events of that night, you’ll be disappointed. He was there, as I told you, but he didn’t approve of Kelly. In his later years he was a pillar of the Establishment, a respected and respectable shipmaster. He was notorious for only one thing. He would never, if he could possibly avoid it, have an Irishman in his crew.”


“But he was there,” insisted Duffin, “at Glenrowan.”


“So were a lot of other people.”


“True. But only one of them was your great-grandfather. Only one of them was the great-grandfather of a competent writer.” He looked at his watch. “Finish your chili beef. We’ve an appointment.”


“Who with?”


“Dr. Graumann. You must have heard of him.”


“I have,” I admitted. “The man who resurrected J. W. Dunne’s theories about time. Omni published an interview with him a while ago. I didn’t know that he was in Australia.”


“Well, he is. Has been for some weeks now. We’ve been interested in his work. We’ve let him know that we shall pay handsomely for a real story. So far he has not come up with one. And then I thought of the Ned Kelly angle.”


“Ned Kelly, and J.W. Dunne’s theories …” I muttered. “It just doesn’t make sense.”


“It does,” he assured me.


We got a taxi without any difficulty and drove out, over the Bridge, to one of those tall apartment blocks on the north shore of the Harbor. This Dr. Graumann, I thought, was doing himself well. But charlatans never seem to find it hard to persuade allegedly hard-headed businessmen to subsidize their activities. During the ride I had been recalling the Omni interview. I had gained the impression that Graumann was a refugee from the Bad Old Days of science fiction, the archetypical Mad Scientist. He had been trotting out as fact the tired old fables that were played around with and then discarded by science fiction writers years ago. And, obviously, had found somebody to sponsor his so-called research.


Graumann was on the top floor in a luxury suite, with a view. The wide window of his living room looked out over the Harbor and the Bridge. Graumann, himself, was something of a disappointment. He didn’t look like a Mad Scientist. He didn’t look like a charlatan, even. He was a very ordinary-looking middle-aged man, slightly pudgy, with close-cropped graying hair, dressed formally in a three-piece dark blue suit, white shirt and a blue, polka dot bow tie. He used his heavily black-rimmed spectacles more to gesticulate with than as an aid to vision. His gray eyes looked keen enough without them, keen and … fanatical? Perhaps—but it may have been that I was seeing what I thought I should see.


Introductions were made.


“Mr. Duffin has been telling me about you, Mr. Grimes,” he said. His accent was that of a New Yorker, I thought. “Perhaps I shall have greater success with you than with the real Australians.”


I told him, rather tartly, that I was real enough.


Duffin said, “Dr. Graumann means the Aborigines, Grimes.”


Graumann motioned us to the chairs set around a low table. He took a seat himself, facing us.


He said, “Mr. Grimes, I have what some people would call an obsession. I believe, most sincerely, that Earth has been visited, more than once, in the distant Past, by beings from other planets. All over the world there are … relics. In this country there are your Aboriginal rock paintings, depicting humanoids wearing spacesuits. I had hoped, by the use of my techniques, to tap ancestral memories….”


“So you’re trying to find an Aboriginal Bridey Murphy,” I said.


“Not Bridey Murphy!” he snapped. “My theories have nothing at all to do with reincarnation!” I feared that he would break the earpiece of his spectacles as he waved them at me. “My theories—which, to give credit where credit is due, are a development of Dunne’s theories … You have heard of Dunne?”


His manner implied that he would be surprised if I said that I had.


“J.W. Dunne,” I told him. “English mathematician and aircraft designer. Author of An Experiment with Time and The Serial Universe.”


He looked at me with some surprise and said, “So you have read his books?”


“A long time ago,” I admitted. “A very long time ago.”


“And what do you remember of them?”


“What started him off,” I said, “were some very vivid premonitory dreams that he had. He … sort of worked things out. Most dreams, he reasoned, are based on memories of the Past—but a few are based on memories of the Future. Have I got it right?”


“Go on, Mr. Grimes.”


“He used analogies. A photograph is a sort of two-dimensional presentation of your three-dimensional self. Your three-dimensional self, the one that’s sitting across the table listening to me, is a sort of cross section of the four-dimensional you. The Fourth Dimension is Time.”


“Crude, but adequate,” he commented. “Go on.”


“From birth to death you co-exist with yourself. Your spark of consciousness travels at a steady rate along your elongated four-dimensional being, your World Line, from conception to eventual demise. But when you are sleeping it is free to … wander, back into the Past, forward into the Future. And those glimpses of what is to come are the basis for premonitory dreams. And, I suppose, for such psychological phenomena as déjà vu.”


He said, “Unfortunately I have not yet been able to send any of my subjects into the Future.” He smiled bleakly. “Perhaps there is no Future. In any case, as Dunne made clear in The Serial Universe, there is an infinitude of possible Futures branching out from every instant of experienced Time. But the Past is immutable. And it is the Past that I am mainly interested in.”


“As we are, too,” put in Duffin.


“Your Past, sir?” Graumann’s voice was scornful. “Something that happened less than one century ago. An event of no real importance, already well documented.”


An angry flush spread over Duffin’s normally pale, fat face.


He said stiffly, “We have given you more than a little assistance, Doctor Graumann, in your search for alien starmen.” (If there ever were such beings, I could almost hear him thinking.) “I feel that you owe us something in return. And if what you consider to be only a minor experiment, of no interest to yourself, is successful we shall be happy to continue our sponsorship of your major research.”


“Very well.” Graumann returned his attention to me. “I am given to understand, Mr. Grimes, that a relative of yours, a paternal great-grandfather, was among those present at the so-called siege …”


“He was,” I said.


“Now, this is important. Had he yet become a father? Had he yet initiated the chain of events culminating in yourself?”


“No. I can’t recall the exact date but he married Harriet O’Connor, my great-grandmother, some years after the Glenrowan affair.”


“There could have been children, by other ladies, before that marriage,” said Graumann. “But it is of no consequence. You are in the direct line of descent. Before your grandfather was conceived your great grandfather had experienced the famous siege. That experience, therefore, is accessible. And now we return to Dunne’s concept of the World Line. Yours is a continuation of that of his father, and his of that of his father, and so on and so on. You seem to have accepted the proposition that your spark of consciousness may travel back and forth during sleep, to revisit your Past, to preview your Future. What if that spark, that lens through which your mind inspects the Universe, could be induced to transfer, as it were, to your father’s World Line, at the moment of your conception, to continue its Pastward journey? And then your grandfather’s World Line … And your great-grandfather’s….”


“Why stop there?” I asked. “I’ve a pirate clambering around in the branches of my family tree.”


“Pirates, especially minor pirates,” sneered Duffin, “were two a penny. There was only one Ned Kelly.”


“I am at a loss,” said Graumann, “to understand this fascination with a criminal, a … a bushranger.”


“But he was more than a bushranger,” I told him. “Much more. He was a freedom fighter, the champion of the poor farmers on their selections and of the landless laborers.”


“You obviously don’t share your great-grandfather’s opinion of him,” said Duffin.


“Of course I don’t. Why should I? I’ve never subscribed to the ‘God bless the squire and his relations and keep us in our proper stations’ philosophy. Ned Kelly may have been of humble birth—but, given his chance, he would have made something of himself.”


“I agree,” Duffin said. “That’s why I want a late-twentieth-century man, you, to look at Ned, even though it will be through your ancestor’s eyes. I want you to hear him speak, even though it will be through your great grandfather’s ears. You, belonging to another era, will be an altogether unbiased witness. With you as an observer we shall, at last, meet the real Ned Kelly.”


“I haven’t yet agreed to be Dr. Graumann’s guinea pig,” I said.


“You’ll be a mug if you don’t, Grimes,” said Duffin. “Even if the experiment doesn’t work it will be material for you. You’ll be able to use it in one of your far-fetched stories.”


I turned to Graumann, who had been listening to us with slightly contemptuous amusement.


“Tell me, Doctor,” I asked, “are your techniques dangerous?”


“So far, in this country,” he said, “I have employed six subjects, all of whom were found for me by Mr. Duffin. Three women, three men, of Aboriginal descent. They experienced nothing worse than dreams, extremely vivid dreams, of the remote Past of their people.”


“And no starmen”, grumbled Duffin. “Not even a bunyip.”


“But there were … hints,” Graumann said. “Lights and noises in the sky.”


“No more than hints,” stated Duffin. “We shall be expecting more than hints from you, Grimes.”


“What are your techniques, Doctor?” I persisted.


“A mind-liberating drug,” he said. “Surely you have made your own experiments with such.”


“Perhaps I have, but not by injection. I detest having needles shoved into me.”


“The drug will be taken orally. And there are audiovisual devices to induce the proper mood in the subject. You will seem to sleep, that is all. You will awake, refreshed but with the memory of a remarkably vivid dream. I suggest that we make the first experiment now. The apparatus is set up.”


“It won’t kill you, Grimes,” said Duffin cheerfully.


“Then why don’t you try it?”


“I didn’t have an ancestor at Glenrowan. Come to that, as far as I know none of my forebears was present at any really interesting historical event.”


“All right,” I said. “Let’s get it over with. If I don’t like it, there won’t be a second time.”


“There has to be a first time for everything,” said Duffin fatuously.




CHAPTER 2


Graumann’s laboratory, if you could call it that, had once been the master bedroom of the suite, complete with Harbor view. Now it was more like a museum with an odd mixture of art, history and technology all in the same confined space. On the walls were reproductions of Nolan’s Ned Kelly paintings and also a large reproduction of the photograph that was taken of the bushranger shortly before his death. There was a suit of the famous armor that had been hammered out from plowshares. I looked at it curiously.


“It’s the real thing,” Duffin told me. “It cost us plenty to hire it. Go on, touch it….”


I touched it. The metal was cold under my fingertips. And had my great-grandfather, I wondered, touched it all those many years ago when he, with the others, had been held by the outlaws in Mrs. Jones’ pub, awaiting the arrival of the special train from Melbourne? It was possible. I felt that already I had established a link with the past.


Graumann was fussing around with the only piece of modern apparatus. The metal of which it had been constructed was bright, reflecting the light coming in through the wide window, contrasting shockingly with the age-dulled iron and steel of the armor and the ancient weapons—revolvers and shotguns and what I identified as a Colt revolving rifle.


I remarked on this latter.


“You seem to have slipped up there, Duffin. Those things were issued to the Union Army during the War Between The States. They weren’t very popular. More than one chamber was liable to go off at once and a rifleman could lose the fingers of his left hand …”


“They were still around in 1880,” Duffin said. “Fifteen years wasn’t long in the life of a weapon in those days. And this is the one that Ned Kelly carried at Glenrowan. He didn’t lose any fingers.”


He lost more than just fingers at the end, I thought.


(But don’t we all?)


Graumann stood back from the thing that he had been adjusting. It could have been a mobile. It was a band of metal, twisted through 180 degrees, a Mobius strip, resting on a disc of transparent glass or plastic which was mounted on an obvious electric motor housing. I’d played with Mobius strips made from paper, cutting them along their lengths and getting all kinds of odd results, but one made of metal …? What was it supposed to do?


“If Mr. Grimes will sit in the chair …” suggested Graumann.


I sat in the chair, facing the Mobius strip affair. I could see, too, the Nolan paintings, the photograph of the heavily bearded Kelly and the suit of armor. I could see, too, through the window. A green hulled, red funnelled coaster, inbound to her Darling Harbor berth, was passing under the Bridge. It was a great pity, I thought, that Ned Kelly’s last stand had not been made at sea. Ships have always fascinated me.


I was annoyed when Duffin drew the heavy curtains.


Now the only light in the room came from a ceiling fitting, the beam from which was directed onto the gleaming Mobius strip. This was moving now, the transparent turntable rotating. The humming of the motor was barely audible. Much louder was the music, a recording of a folksinger accompanied by a guitar. “The Wild Colonial Boy”? But hadn’t that wild colonial boy been Jack Dolan, who had met his end some years before the Kelly gang became famous? Still, he had been, like Ned, a bushranger and, also like Ned, of Irish descent. Another song started “The Wearin’ O’ The Green,” I thought. But it wasn’t. It was “The Ballad of Ned Kelly,” sung to the same tune.


I was dimly aware that Graumann was standing in front of me. He was holding a glass, half full of some dark liquid.


“Drink this, Mr. Grimes,” he said. “Drink this, then watch the rotator.”


I accepted the tumbler from his hand. I raised it to my lips, took a very cautious sip. The drug, as I supposed it to be, was almost flavorless but with a slightly acid tang. And weren’t the Waters of Lethe supposed to be dark and bitter? But this draught was supposed to be memory enhancing …


I thought, but did not say, down the hatch.


I gulped, swallowed.


I settled back in the surprisingly comfortable chair and watched that gleaming, rotating, distorted circle, waiting with an odd feeling of anticipation for the twist in the metal band to come into view, again and again and again, as it turned. The rate of rotation seemed to be slowing—but was that impression, I wondered, subjective or objective?


And I asked myself, is this all there is?


Suddenly the humming of the motor was louder, much louder and, I realized the Mobius strip was now rotating in reverse, faster and faster, flickering in and out of focus. The light was dimming, was little more than an ominous ruddy glow, but that twisted metal band seemed to be gleaming brightly with a luminosity of its own. There was no longer any mood-setting music, just a roaring like that of a mighty wind.


The roar of the Time Wind blowing through the dark corridors of Eternity….


I liked the sound of that. I must use it sometime, in something.


And there was another roaring noise, different, and coming from outside the room. That ship, I remembered. The one that I had seen passing under the bridge. She must be rounding Millers Point. For some reason she was very important to me. Union Steam Ship Company, with those hull and funnel colors. And it was in that employ that my great-grandfather had held command in his later years.


The roaring of the Time Wind sounded more like the wash of the sea along a ship’s side. I could feel the deck rising and falling gently under my feet, the early afternoon sun warm on my back through the thin shirt. I could hear the creaking of cordage, the voices of the watch on deck as they went about their work, bringing up the mooring lines from the rope locker in readiness for arrival.


I opened my eyes.




CHAPTER 3


The memory was vivid.


No, it was not a memory. I was actually reliving the events of that long ago afternoon. I was reliving them, experiencing them, but could do nothing to interfere with the sequence. I was no more than an observer, an uninvited guest in my great-grandfather’s mind.


The warm sun, the following westerly breeze and the old ship, with her flaking paintwork, her shabby, patched suit of sails, her spliced and respliced cordage, plowing steadily across the Bight, Medbourne bound … It was a pleasant afternoon watch—until Captain Flannery came up from his quarters. He was a drunkard, was Flannery—a drunkard and a bully. He was badly hung over. He staggered to the wheel and roughly pushed the helmsman aside so that he could peer into the compass bowl. Not surprisingly the ship fell off course. From overhead came a warning flap of threadbare canvas.


“Watch your damned steering!” he snarled at the seaman. Then, “You couldn’t steer a scrubbing brush across a frigging washtub!”


The man made no reply but his face flushed angrily.


“Say something, you useless dolt! If you can’t open your frigging mouth I’ll have you in the Log Book for Dumb Insolence!”


I thought that it was time that I intervened. (Or my great-grandfather thought that it was time that he intervened.) Morris was a good seaman, one of the very few good seamen aboard the Lady Lucan. Left to himself he did his work—any work at all aboard the ship—well but, as I had learned, he hated being stood over.


I walked to the binnacle.


“Sir,” I said to Flannery, “Morris has been steering well all through his trick at the wheel, never so much as a quarter point off course.”


The captain glared at me with his little bloodshot eyes. With that filthy ginger beard covering most of his face it was impossible to read his expression; the overall impression was that of a rat peering out of a bale of oakum. He straightened up, then almost fell against me. His breath, as he exhaled gustily right into my face, was like a foul emanation from a sewer.


“It’s you …” he muttered. “So we do have an officer of the blinking watch … I was beginning to think that we didn’t …”


I retreated before him, still facing him, drawing him away from the wheel. If I was to be treated to one of his outbursts—as I frequently was—I’d prefer it not to be within earshot of one of the fo’c’s’le hands.


“You …” he snarled again.


“Sir?” I asked politely.


“You and your blinking watch, mister! Never in all me born days have I had to put up with such a shower of mother-frigging bastards, all o’ you about as much use as a nun’s privates …”


Even today that would be considered rough language. In those days it was impossibly vile. What made it even worse was that I got a faceful of Flannery’s spittle.


I pushed him away from me.


He flailed out with both fists, one of them striking me on the right shoulder.


“Useless, mother-frigging bastard!” he gibbered.


So I hit him.


He screamed and spat out broke, yellow teeth. He clapped a hand to his bleeding mouth, scuttled to the head of the companionway and vanished below. I rubbed my sore knuckles with my left hand and looked at Morris. He looked at least as frightened as I was feeling.


He muttered, “I didn’t hear nothin’, Second. I didn’t see nothin’.”


“I wish I could say the same,” I told him.


The Mate came up from his cabin. He was a good seaman, was Connery, a good officer. Without him the ship would have become more of a shambles than she already was. He was the nearest I had to a friend aboard Lady Lucan.


He drew me forward to the starboard rail, spoke in a low voice so that he would not be overheard.


“Paddy the Pig’s been at me,” he said. “What did you do to the old bastard, John? He was raving about mutiny on the high seas. He was wanting you hanged from the yardarm …”


I told him what had happened.


“You bloody fool,” he said. “Why couldn’t you keep your temper? Mind you, I’ve often had a helluva struggle keeping mine. Well, this is the way of it. He wanted you arrested and handed over to the police on arrival. I talked him out of it. It would mean promoting the bo’s’n to acting second mate—and even the Old Man knows how useless he is. So you’re to carry on with your normal duties—until we get to Melbourne. And then? He’s a vicious bastard, as we both know. He’ll have you up before the beak on a charge of mutiny on the high seas. There’re at least a couple of men on your watch, cousins of his, who’ll swear that they saw you strike him without provocation….”


“Quinn and Halloran?”


“The same. If I were you I’d get packed—just valuables, your certificate and the like, some spare clothing. Then, after we’re alongside and before Paddy can run screaming to the agents, the shipping master and the police, you just walk ashore and go on walking. Inland.”


“But what shall I do to earn a living?”


“There’s plenty of work in Australia for those who want it. You’ll get by. You’re a seaman. You’ve been in steam as well as sail. You should be able to turn your hand to most things.”


“You said it, Peter. I’m a seaman. I don’t especially want to be anything else.”


“Just keep out of sight for a few months. Nobody bothers much about seamen who enter Australia illegally. Then make your way to Sydney and try to get a ship. You shouldn’t have much trouble. You’ll have your certificate with you.”


“But no discharge book …”


“I’ll try to get it out of the Old Man’s safe while he’s passed out. But even if I can’t, any master wanting a second mate in a hurry won’t be too fussy.”


“I … I think I’ll stay to face the music,” I said. “I’m not afraid to tell my story in a court of law …”


But Australian courts, I tried to tell me, speaking from my knowledge of those times, are all for the Establishment, all against the little man. Captain Flannery, dissolute brute that he was, represented the Establishment. Too—the knowledge came to me in a flash—if the nineteenth-century John Grimes deviated from the script that already had been written even greater deviations would be possible. He might never meet and wed the lady who became my great grandmother, who made her own contribution to my genes. I liked me the way that I was….


I listened to the voice inside my mind. I must have heard about Australian courts of law somewhere. And in any court, anywhere in the world, a ship’s officer who had assaulted his captain, at sea, could require the sort of lawyer for his defense that he could never afford.


I looked at Morris, standing stolidly behind the wheel.


He would be of no use. He had made it plain that he did not want to get involved.


“Don’t be a fool, John,” said the Mate.


“All right,” I said (to me as well as to him), “I’ll take your advice.”


“You’re wise, if you should be cleared, if you stay on here, one of Paddy the Pig’s pets might be dropping something on you from aloft, or tipping you over the poop rail on a dark and stormy night….”


Neither I nor I had thought of that angle.


Jumping the ship would be the only safe course of action.


Suddenly I felt faint. The brightness of the day faded and all color seemed to be sagging down the spectrum. There was a roaring in my ears.


I heard, as though from a great distance (in Space or Time?) the Mate asking urgently, “What’s wrong with you, John?”


There was blackness, utter blackness and then, at last, a single spark of light. Slowly, slowly it expanded until it became that glowing, twisted band of metal, still rotating but slowing to a stop.


Light flooded the room as Duffin drew aside the heavy curtains. It was not yet sunset. I watched a huge container ship, her decks piled high, sliding slowly under the Bridge, tugs fussing about her. A far cry, I thought, from that scruffy little tramp windjammer.


Graumann was making adjustments to the controls of what I was thinking of as his time-twisting machine. Duffin was standing over me.


“Well?” he asked eagerly. “Well?”


“Well what?” I countered.


“Were you at Glenrowan? Did you meet Ned?”


“No,” I told him.


Duffin turned to Graumann. “Does this bloody contraption of yours ever work?” he demanded.


I said, “It does work.” Both Duffin and Graumann were listening to me intently. “Either I had a very vivid dream or I experienced the events leading up to my great-grandfather’s deserting his ship in Australia …”


Graumann looked a little happier.


“You relived the Past …” he half asked, half stated.


“That’s what it felt like,” I said. “It must have been some months prior to Glenrowan. It was summer. The ship had almost finished her crossing of the Bight …”


“Do you know anything about gunnery?” asked Graumann. “Gunnery the way that it used to be before the electronic devices made it more of a science than an art?” He went on, before either of us could reply, “I used to be in the Navy, you know. A Reserve commission. Gunnery fascinated me….” Now he was lecturing us. “You fire your first salvo, your sights set for range and deflection. If you’re very, very lucky, you hit the target. If you don’t, you spot the fall of shot, left or right, under or over. Then you correct, and correct again if necessary. And again …


“You’ve spotted the fall of shot for me, Mr. Grimes. Could you tell me the exact date?”


“As a matter of fact I can. It was on my great-grandfather’s birthday. January the 28th. And the year was 1880.”


“Good. Good.”


He rubbed his hands together gleefully. I could guess what he was thinking. During his past experiments, his futile quest for the mythical starmen, he had been shooting blind, as it were. Now he had a real target, even though it was not one of his own choice, had made a near miss and needed, to make a hit, only to bracket or ladder. But this analogy was a false one. I, or whatever part of me that was being fired from an artillery piece, was a guided missile.


“So … I must adjust … a fine adjustment … I don’t suppose that you can remember the exact time of your experience …?”


“It was shortly after four bells of the afternoon watch … Two o’clock in the afternoon.”


“And the time zone?”


“In those days, Dr Graumann, ships did not adjust their clocks, as they do today, from zone to zone. They kept apparent time. Or tried to. The idea was that the sun should be at the meridian on the stroke of eight bells.”


“No matter, Mr. Grimes. You will home to that crucial point at Glenrowan just as you homed to that crucial point at sea….”


“How do you know about it?”


“Mr. Duffin has already told me something of your family history.”


“All right. That was a crucial point. If great-grandfather hadn’t socked Captain Flannery on his own poop I, almost certainly, should not be here now. But Glenrowan?”


“Also crucial,” said Duffin. “When the police were pouring their fire into Mrs. Jones’ hotel a stray bullet could easily have found your ancestor. There were civilian casualties, you know. It’s amazing that there weren’t more.” He produced a pocket cassette recorder. “And now, while the good doctor is setting his sights for the next salvo, will you tell me just what you experienced?”


I said, “I’d like a transcript. After all, it’s my experience.”


“You shall have one,” he said generously.




CHAPTER 4


Oddly enough—or not so oddly—there was no discussion as to whether or not a second attempt to reach Glenrowan was to be made that day. Even the guinea pig, myself, had no misgivings. While I talked into the cassette recorder I was conscious of Graumann’s tinkerings with his apparatus, was wishing that he didn’t have to take so long about it. Dimly I was aware that, outside, the light was fading fast. But it would not be a dark night; a full moon was rising as the sun fell below the horizon.


“And that’s that,” I said at last. “End of story. Oh, I do know what happened afterwards. Great grandfather did jump ship in Melbourne. He was able—thanks to the Mate—to take his papers with him. He was at Glenrowan, as you know. After the siege he got away from there as fast as he could. He was afraid that the police might be looking for a Pommy deserter and mutineer as well as Australian bushrangers. But nobody worried him, or worried about him. In Sydney he got a job with the Union Steam Ship Company, as second mate. And after that, as the saying goes, he never looked back.”


“And are you ready to look back again, Mr. Grimes?” asked Graumann, who seemed to have finished doing whatever it was that he had been doing.


“Yes,” I said. Then, “But what if it’s a bracket? What if your next shot is under? You’ll probably treat me to another taste of nineteenth-century seafaring.”


“The next shot will be on target,” Graumann said confidently.


So I made myself comfortable in that deep chair again and gulped another glass of that drug, whatever it was (I hoped that it was not habit-forming) and listened to the folk songs and watched the rotating Mobius strip. It was like staring at a powerful magnet with your rods and cones made of soft iron. Then, as before, there was what I had thought of as the roaring of the Time Wind …


… which was beginning to sound, I realized, like too many people talking all at once.




CHAPTER 5


I looked out through my great-grandfather’s eyes, listened through his ears. But I knew what was going to happen; he did not. He was wondering, What have I gotten myself into? He knew that the special train was expected from the south and that the track had been torn up north of the station—he had been among those persuaded, at revolver point, to take part in this work. And yet he knew something that I—until then—did not, that it was not Ned Kelly’s intention to derail the train but to trap it at Glenrowan by blowing up the lines, south of the station, after it had passed. That scheme, the taking of hostages to be followed by a demand for the release of the outlaw’s mother from Melbourne jail—and by a demand for land reforms—might have worked. On the other hand it might not. But I, from my twentieth-century vantage point, knew that the hostage technique sometimes works.


In my own Time I was somewhat pro-Kelly but I had found it hard to excuse the murders at Stringy Bark Creek and the proposed massacre of a trainload of people, civilians as well as police, with two women among them, at Glenrowan. But now I knew that there was no massacre intended. And insofar as Stringy Bark Creek was concerned, how much mercy would the policemen, Lonigan especially, have shown the outlaw if he had not fired first?


But I was here to observe, not to philosophize.


That old man, playing a violin when he was not sipping from a mug … Would he be Martin Cherry? And that lad who was singing, in a high, clear voice, “The Minstrel Boy” … Mrs. Jones’ son? Like old Cherry, a victim of the inexcusably reckless police fire … What would happen if I were to tell them, “Get out of here or you’ll be dead within hours!”


As before, on the poop of Lady Lucan, there was a sort of mental osmosis. My ancestral host was perturbed by the thoughts that were coming unbidden, into his mind. How did he know, as know he did, that old Cherry and young Jones had not much longer to live? How did he know that those three young men (I was surprised by their youth), Dan Kelly, Steve Hart and Joe Byrne, were also doomed and that their leader had less than five months to live?


I looked at Ma Jones—a woman not old but stout and motherly—with pity. And what of her? Her son killed—no, murdered—and her means of livelihood destroyed. I dipped into my great-grandfather’s memories. She had been kind to him during his stay in Glenrowan with the other members of the railroad maintenance gang. She had treated him to drinks, to a meal or two. “It’s a nice change,” she had told him, “to meet somebody around here who’s not a bloody Irishman!”


And there was the little club-footed Curnow. He, the village schoolmaster, in his respectable black suit, with high white collar and black cravat, obviously considered himself several cuts above his rough fellow “guests” in the Glenrowan Hotel. He sat by the blazing fire, sipping his drink sullenly, talking only when he was talked to. During my stay in the village I had met him more than once and had been looking forward to a conversation with an educated man. But, as far as he was concerned, I was just another laborer with brains to match. He had no time to waste on such as I. And now he was being forced to waste hours in the company of his intellectual and social inferiors.


But he’ll get his revenge, I thought.


How do I know that? I—the other I, my great-grandfather—wondered.


I was here, I told myself, to observe, not to go putting thoughts into people’s heads. Where was Kelly? He must have gone out shortly prior to my arrival at Glenrowan. I could guess why. Soon I should have to do the same but was reluctant to leave this overheated room—the blazing fire, the oil lamps, the people—for the bitterly cold night outside. I’d go when I had to go, but not before. Ned Kelly, I hoped, would prevent any of his unwilling—although most of them seemed to be enjoying themselves—guests from answering the call of nature.


Kelly came back in, followed by a blast of freezing air.


And he was young, too, I realized. Not even the full black beard could disguise the fact. He was young and he was a giant and he moved with arrogance. His eyes were pale blue flames in his ruddy (what could be seen of it) face. Yet when he spoke his voice had a soft, Irish lilt to it. Should he be so minded he could charm the birds out of the trees.


“I’ve been listenin’,” he announced, “an’ still there’s not a sound o’ the train a-comin’. But come it must, an’ when it does …” He addressed himself to his brother, to Hart and to Byrne. “There’ll be no bloodshed. I want them alive—Hare an’ all his puppies an’ O’Connor an’ his black devils. Ye can’t drive a hard bargain when ye’ve only dead men to exchange for what ye’re wantin’. An’ it’s justice we’re wantin’—justice for my mother an’ for all the selectors of the northeast …”


He went on. It was a rambling speech but, obviously, it came from the heart. The man had the makings of an orator, a rabble rouser. To me, the twentieth century me, he was preaching to the at-least-half-converted. In my own time descent from convicts was no longer something to be concealed but, instead, to be boasted about. Governor Bligh was at last being looked upon as the tragic hero of the Rum Rebellion and the officers of the New South Wales Corps as the villains. And Ned Kelly, of course, was beginning to be regarded as more of a freedom fighter than a mere bushranger.


And as for my great-grandfather—he wasn’t sure. Although he had tried to adapt to his new surroundings he was still very much a fish out of water. As a ship’s officer (would he ever be one again? I knew that he would be; he did not) he believed in duly constituted authority, even though he himself was technically guilty of the crime of mutiny. This Kelly, spellbinder though he might be, was both a criminal and a rebel. He had robbed and murdered.


And yet …


And yet, he thought, a real murderer would have given that special train no chance at all. He would not have caused the rails to be lifted, making a gap that was sure to be spotted in time by an alert engine driver. He would have planted a charge, detonating it when it was bound to do the most damage.


Meanwhile I was watching Curnow.


Soon, I thought, very soon he will be making his move. He will appeal to Kelly, taking advantage of the big man’s generosity and decency, telling him that his sick wife will be worried about him and asking to be allowed to leave to go home. I thought, the little rat! I made my way through the crowded room to where he was sitting. Somehow, I realized, I was more and more in control of my great grandfather’s mind. Perhaps it was because he had been drinking quite heavily, alternating thick, treacly rum with warm bitter beer. It was as though his body were being handled by a pilot and a co-pilot, with the co-pilot (myself) usurping more and more of the control.
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