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    Dedication


    In memory of my brother Noel (Chad). To my army mates and comrades, also my bushmates and all the other happy scoundrels I have met over the years. It was great to have known you all.


    So come, all my hearties.


    We’ll climb the mountains high;


    together we will plunder – together we will die.


    We’ll wander over valleys,


    and gallop over plains,


    for we scorn to live in slavery,


    bound down with iron chains.


    Extract from the ballad The Wild Colonial Boy


    (Anonymous)

  


  
    
Introduction


    All these stories are based on fact, with only some names changed to protect the guilty, It was certainly not to protect the innocents, as I never met many of those, though perhaps there could have been some about.


    The people in these stories are your exceptional country people, and some were very colourful characters.


    Most were hard workers and hard drinkers who would always stick by their friends. The north of Australia was a place for adventurers, stockmen, drovers from the big cattle stations, runaway husbands, general rogues and men on the dodge from the law.


    Then you had gold and copper miners and construction workers who came from all over the world to start a new life in Australia.


    Mostly they were single men who had to make their own entertainment. Women were very few and far between, meaning that the only choice left was the native women. I won’t go into stories of the exploiting of native women. The women I met, black, white, and of mixed blood, came willingly to the party with the lonely man and shared his bed. Most of these stories are told as fiction to protect the people involved, and also to protect me from trouble. The stories are about many men and women who lived and worked in the north of Australia before it was opened up by the roads, railways, and communications. And before it came under the rule of law that controlled the rest of Australia. I’m telling like I remember it.


    Raymond D. Clements

  


  
    
Chapter 1 - Recreation Mt. Isa style


    The Pluto bar and lounge at Boyd’s hotel in Mt. Isa. was nicknamed the Snake Pit by the locals. This was because drunks, both black and white, congregated there to try to borrow money from anyone who walked through the door and stopped at the bar counter. Slang for borrowing money was “to bite you for a quid.” There were so many folk “on the bite” that it became known as the Snake Pit. Most blokes who went to the Snake Pit were usually looking for a woman, for a ‘root’ or ‘shag’ from one of the coloured ladies or from one of the white tarts who frequented the dive. All you had to do was buy them beer and take them to your private party, no sweat mate. You had to be careful with some of these women as they were out to get as much as they could from you – and, if possible, give you nothing in return. You could be conned into buying them drinks and loaning them money to pay some false debt;they would tell you anything and promise anything, as long as you kept buying the drinks. When it was time to go, they, would refuse to go with you yell at you, accusing you of only wanting them for a fuck, or thinking she was just a moll. They really put on a show, trying to make you look small, these pissheads who had been at this same racket for years, and you soon woke up to them. It was what you sometimes had to go through to get a quick fuck. There were other times you might have to contend with a drunken prick who even wanted to defend the ladies good name. I never knew where their good name went It must have fallen off before they ever walked into that Snake Pit. Often the other guy was working on shagging the slut after you gave up and left? You could stay, only to get into a punch-up, get yourself arrested and thrown into the jail cells on mosquito hill beside the police station. Then you’d have to pay your fine next morning at the court house after a wasted night, only a big sore head and a hangover to show for it. Not a fond memory to look back on, but that’s life, you learned as you went along.


    Norme and I were in the Snake Pit one weekday just after opening time. We both had raging hangovers from the night before and needed a quick reviver beer to fix it. So we were not interested in the local whores ’just yet’. But after the beer started to work and we felt human again, we then casually looked around the lounge tables. After a while Norme spotted a couple of likely prospects and wanted us to go over and chat them up. When we got to their table. I knew I had met the little dark one once before. Right here in the Snake Pit. Now when this little tinker bell gets pissed drunk she would start to swear quiet loud at anybody and everybody, and liked to curse other women something vile. She was a real party puster, a fucking crazy woman. Meanwhile, Norme was doing OK with the other woman. She was called Ethel, had lived in Mt. Isa for a couple of years, loved drinking and shagging, and did have an enemy in the world.


    The little dark fuck knew I didn’t want anything to do with her, and shifted to another table to cadge drinks. Norme said to me: ‘Why don’t we get some grog and tucker (food) and take Ethel out to Clem Walton dam and park for a picnic? We can take turns shagging Ethel; she likes to share it around. Maybe do a bit of fishing and swimming in between drinks and fucks? We can be “husbands-in-law”!’ That sounded OK to me!


    The park and dam were a good hour-and-a–half’s drive from Mt. Isa, not far from the mining town of Mary Kathleen. We parked the ute (pick-up truck) in the shade of a bunch of river gums and we put our picnic beside a large water hole. It was midweek and there were no fisherman or other picnickers about. You did see many rangers about during the week; if you did, it was only to check that no one was shooting ducks or geese or other wild foul and wildlife in the park, because the whole dam area was a protected area for wildlife, and that meant no shooting. Also, you could only use the fireplaces provided around the park, which were made of concrete and river stones. They even provided stacks of firewood so you didn’t cut down any trees. The only thing that I didn’t like was the sign that said: no overnight camping. Well, the rangers didn’t come out at night, so we put the car upwind away from the fireplace and rolled out our swags. We had the cassette player going and a big fire raging in the fireplace. We spent most of the night singing, drinking and shagging, and diving into the water hole and swimming. I rolled out of the swag at daylight and I could see, we were all in the one swag and all bare arse in the park. I turned off the cassette player in the car. It had been going all night and now the car battery was nearly flat. First thing I wanted was a hot cup of coffee, so I put on the billy can of water onto the hot coals of our fire from last night. Norme woke up later with a big piss horn and started to pester Ethel for a morning glory. Ethel put up a little resistance to his probing, something along the lines of: stop it, I love it, I will give you two hours to quit that. I made up some hot buttered toast and there was still some cooked fowl from last night’s supper. When they finished fucking, I said; have a wash and have a cup of coffee and a bite to eat. After that we have to get out of here, before the rangers come out from town. Next job was to have Norme and Ethel push the car down the road to get it started. We were in luck and I got it to fire first time when I dropped the clutch in second gear. We did a quick clean up of the camp area, and got rid of all the bottles and plastic junk and paper in the rubbish drum near the fireplace. We rolled up the swags and packed the tucker box and the leftover beer, and loaded it all into the back of the ute. Then we grabbed a few bottles of beer to drink on the road back to Mount Isa. Well, we just got out of the park onto the highway when I saw a ranger in a Land Rover driving down from Mt. Isa. So we just got out in time. If we had stayed longer we might have copped a fine for camping in the park overnight. You have to be one step ahead of these blokes or it can hurt your pocket. There is no freedom anywhere in bush now with all their laws and rules. You can’t camp anywhere now out bush, unless you are on a big cattle station and ask permission. All the other places they try to make you go to a caravan park and pay to camp there. It was only a few years ago you could camp on crown land anywhere. But now the government has given back some of the land to the Aboriginals, mostly land that is no good for grazing leases or for mining? The rest they turned into national parks hoping to make money from tourists and anyone who enters the park. These rangers think they are a law unto themselves. They come up from the big cities down south with a Donald Duck Diploma on how to handle the bush and the wildlife? The local blacks have forgotten more about the bush than these white blokes will ever learn in a life time. They’re the ones who should be the rangers, since after all it was their country in the first place? The white men try to learn from the black fellows about the bush then they write it all up and take the credit for it all? They forget that information has been handed down from father to son for tens of thousands of years. Most likely the Aboriginals have been here since the dawn of time? The only way to know the bush is to live in it, not in a house in town. Become part of it, and then you may understand and love its changing seasons.


    We had another visit to the Snake Pit; this time was to get Dad, who was now divorced for obvious reasons and his mate Bernard out of the clutches of two well-known female parasites. Norme and I had a couple of willing party girls in tow, and talked Dad and Bernard and another mate Phil to come on a picnic with us out the back of Moondarra dam. It was a good place to fish, swim and party. We knew a place off the main track where it was unlikely we’d meet rangers or other troublesome people who might have wanted to break up our bushman party.


    We piled the party crowd into the back of my Holden ute. I bought some fish and chips while others got burgers and cooked chooks, cartons of beer and some wine for the girls. Away we went pretty smarty, before the police turned up and found the noisy crowd of drunks in the back of my ute. At the lake we had a good party, with singing and Dad playing his mouth organ, and some of us swimming in the lake. I was playing in the water with a nice little girl who had lots of bare skin, ample breasts and hips. The clothes were a waste of time so we left ours on a rock near the shore. Norme was busy with his woman in the water and it was not hard to guess what they were up too. By now we were getting very horny and got right at it in among the waterlilys. After we parted and started to get our breath back, we were given a standing ovation by the party on the shore. I had clean forgotten we might get an audience while we were overheating in the lake. After our little exhibition ride, my partner got the nickname ‘the water hen.’ Norme’s little woman had freckles, so her nickname was ‘the speckle hen’. Those girls and some of their mates came with us to a lot of picnics and parties. My Dad even snuck off one night with ‘the water hen’. I was busy elsewhere and not overly worried about the girl, because I knew my dear old Dad would take good care of her.


    The girls would often come down to the boarding house, or someone would bring them for a party. There was always something going on in there. Sometimes you got lucky and shacked up with one of the girls who took your fancy, but there were others who got thrown out for fighting and swearing, yelling, full of drink and abusive. They were bad news for a party could bring down the cops. The lodgers were a mixed bag; some were good workers while others were of the parasite variety. Blended in among this lot was a large portion of scoundrels. The rooms were cheap and clean and so were the kitchen and dining room. The blokes were easy to get along with. I stayed there quite often when I came to town from mining in a small copper mine or mining lime stone. There were small copper mines all over the Barkley tableland back then. The little copper miners were called copper gougers and further north on the tin mines it was tin gouger, although they mostly used sluice races for working alluvial tin.


    I stayed on at the boarding house sometimes even when I was broke. The landlady knew I always paid my way and that I would fix her up when I was back working. I can honestly say I never let her down, and so there was always a room for me when I came to town. Back when I was young, getting unemployment money was a waste of time. The amount they gave you would only just cover a three course meal, so what were you meant to eat for the next two weeks? There were lots of jobs about, but you had to go bush and have a little bit of intelligence to work machines in the mines or use explosives. Even a laborer in the mines had to have his wits about him, since otherwise he could be a danger to himself and to others. There were men in town who could work out in the bush, but they wouldn’t leave their wives or girl friends. Some were right to keep an eye on these women in a big mining town. Others were just lazy and liked the comforts of the local bar. They always seemed to be able to get money without working for it? There were a few blokes who lived on gambling and some did alright, and others would never have money. Gambling was restricted in those days in Queensland. The only legal betting was at the race track for horses and at the dog track for racing greyhounds. Illegal gambling was everywhere, and the miners would bet on anything that could run, crawl, or fight. They would bet on ‘grudge matches’ that were held in the ‘blood pit’ at the back of the Mt. Isa hotel. Sometimes when the fights were over, a promoter would bring out two or three pennies and a kip for throwing the coins and start a two-up game (two-up was a very basic gambling game, done tossing coins). This would bring a larger crowd of gamblers. Lots of money changed hands in these games, and some of these miners would bet big.


    This went on until there was a yell from the ‘cockatoos’ (lookouts) telling the organizer and the gamblers that the coppers (police) were coming. Everyone would madly grab their bets and their winnings off the floor and take off out of there fast. Some went through the back door and down the lane, while others invaded the ladies lounge, and still more fled through the private bar and crowed into the public bar, all trying to look casual, just like they had been there all day? To be caught by the police for playing ’two-up’ carried a big fine and could even get you some jail time. My mining mate Frankey had a friend who migrated out to Australia on the same ship. Frankey’s first job in Australia was on the snowy mountains hydro electric scheme, drilling and blasting in the big tunnels through the mountains. His friend also did the same type of work. Then he found it was much easier for him to play cards and betting for high stakes, if you had the nerve. He became a professional gambler, and never drank or smoked. His only vice besides gambling was expensive tarts that he liked to have draped on his arm while out clubbing or dining. These were replaced frequently, and he was always smartly dressed in a lounge suit or a sports coat and slacks. The real man about town. If I happened to be at a card game or a two-up game and looked around the crowd I would sometimes pick him out. I would never wave or yell as it was bad form to draw attention and the players didn’t like distractions. At one game of two-up I was with Frankey when the cops raided it. Everyone scattered and I went out the back lane to escape. Halfway along the lane, I could see shadows of people coming in from another lane. They had caps on – they were coppers. We were out the back of the private bar near all the rubbish bins. I grabbed a rubbish bin and quickly told Frankey to grab a bin and start stacking them up against the wall, to make it look like we were working for the pub. The coppers came around the corner and walked straight past us at a very fast pace and didn’t bother to even look at us. When they went up the lane and into the back of the hotel we put down the rubbish bins. Both of us then walked casually away and out onto the street. Frankey said: ‘That’s it. No more two-up. I don’t want to go to jail.’ I knew he was right, so I gave away gambling too, and spent the rest of my time in town chasing women and drinking beer – which was much safer and cheaper in the long run. Frankey stuck to his vow, and I never saw him at a card game or playing two-up after that narrow escape from the law. I would still have a bet on the horses at the race track, since it was a better way to lose your money with your friends and have fun doing it, and without police breathing down the back of your neck. It is called the sport of kings, maybe because they can afford to play with horses for big stakes.


    I met Norme in town and we were propping up the bar of the Argent Hotel one sunny day, when someone yelled out that the river was coming down! Most of the drinkers grabbed another fresh glass of beer off the barmaid and all crowded onto the foot path, looking down at the low level bridge that crossed the river to the mine on the other side. Now that was the only bridge, so when the bridge went underwater, the big Mt. Isa mines were cut off from the town. Those now working at the mine and who lived in town couldn’t get home after work. The mines would put them in singlemen’s accommodation and give them meals at the mess hall, usually overnight until the river went down enough to cross the bridge. So now the mine workers on the town side who were about to go on their work shift couldn’t get to work.


    In summer when the storms start to build up, usually at the end of October, they form big storms in the ranges out behind the area of Rifle Creek dam. The creeks out of these ranges all flow into the Leichart river. The river floods straight through Mt. Isa and all the way to the Gulf of Carpentara and dumps its water there for many weeks. A lot of times it would storm up in the ranges and not a drop would fall on Mt. Isa. You could see the black high clouds from town and the lightning, sometimes hear the thunder rumble in the distance, but within two hours the river came down turned from a dry dusty river bed to a wall of tree branches, logs and large rocks pushed along the river bed by a massive wall of red water. This could mean a two-metre-high wave of debris. Very soon the bridge was under water, which meant no work for the mine workers, who were now stranded at the Argent Hotel. So they all gave a cheer and started to buy each other drinks at the bar. The crowd would stay on the footpath drinking beer and watch the river put on a show, seeing fuel drums floating by - and once I saw an old kerosene fridge go sailing by. The river was carrying everything with it to the gulf about two hundred miles away. The corner of the hotel and the street in front had now started to look like carnival time and the pub was crowded. Next thing I knew, a two-up game had started. These games never went on for long, as the coppers came over from the police station to drink in the hotel after their shift was over. So it was not a good idea to gamble in here. The Leichart river would flood almost every year, and every time it did, the low bridge went underwater. I think it was in nineteen sixty eight or thereabouts that the Mt. Isa mines paid the local shire to build a high flood proof bridge. The mines then would not lose production when the river came down. It was the end of an era. Those were fun times at the Argent Hotel when the river came down, a free day for the mine workers, and party time for us all.


    It was always good to see the river flow and fill up the dams. These rivers of the northwest could also bring danger and tragedy, when unaware people sometimes camped in a dry creek or river bed, in summer when the storms built up. Fools thought that the storm they could hear or see way over on the horizon had nothing to do with them. Yet water from that storm could travel downriver twenty or thirty miles in a few hours if the storm was big enough.


    You could be swamped or drowned before you woke and got out of your swag or bedroll. I have been guilty too of camping in the dry river when it looked OK for a camp spot, with plenty of driftwood for a fire and clean sand to sleep on and no grass for fires to spread in to the bush. That is only alright in the winter time or dry season when you don’t have any storms to worry about.


    My mate Norme was in town at the same time, on a long weekend holiday. He was working at a copper mine out near Mt. Oxide, about sixty miles from Mt. Isa, along a very bad rocky road. We met at the Boyd’s public bar and sank a few beers. That night we both decided to go to the Irish club for a dance, in the hope we might get lucky with a young woman. Mt. Isa was a big mining town and the men outnumbered the women at least ten to one. So even if you got to chat one up you were lucky. We still danced to the old time music and I loved that you hold your lady partner close. Everyone loved the old dances like The Pride of Erin, Tap Gypsy Tap,, the Progressive Barn Dance, Johny Miller all sorts, and the waltzes. Later we had the twist and rock and roll. The old time dancing was the best so you could hold your lady partner very close, if she would let you. You may get nothing after the dancing is over, but to be with lovely young women and dance with them was a great night. The young teenagers had their mothers keep a close eye on them, and just about every woman was taken up. For us blokes, working out bush made it even harder, as you were mostly a stranger to the young women of the town. Still, the dancing was great fun and the clubs were a great place to go on Friday and Saturday nights. So if I was in town on Saturday I would be at a dance in one of the clubs, that’s for sure. In those days there was no TV and certainly no computers or mobile phones. The hotel and the clubs were the only entertainment; the only other places were one theatre for movies in town and free movies at the mine at the open air movie theatre. Later a few years on they had a drive-in theatre. That got a lot of young people to turn up in their cars with a full load. Some boys just had their chick with them. The really big annual event was the Mt Isa Rodeo. It’s now the biggest rodeo in Australia and well known around the world. They have a big parade like a mardigras through the city centre, and after the march is over with, the centre of town is closed off and it turns into one big party. Music bands at each corner, people dancing and drinking in the streets, it went on most of the night. I never stayed on my feet to see the morning, and so I can’t tell you what time it stopped. Out at the rodeo yards the riders and campdrafters, barrel racers and lots of other events will go on for about a week. There is a lot of prize money to be won. Since the rodeo is now one of the best in the world, there are riders coming from Canada, U.S.A, New Zealand and other places around the globe, to test their riding skills and have a tilt at the big prize money. There are lots of sore heads and empty pockets after the rodeo and show week is over. The thing is, most had a bloody good time, and everyone wants to come back next year to be in the fun again and watch the champions ride. I can now look back fifty years from my first time at Mt. Isa rodeo and it was always and great time. It just got better every year. If I could I would always make the time to go to the Isa rodeo in August every year. It’s a great place to meet your old friends you may have not seen for years and meet new ones.
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