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Chapter One


THE LONELIEST MAN


I had crashed in Japan. Dozens of hands clutching at me, mauling. Why not leave me alone?


Lying on the sacrificial stone; a glimpse through dull red, people pressing round, a man bending over me, his back close. One horrible pang; such a pain could mean only one thing; they might have spared me that. A second dreadful pain; I knew, and felt the loneliest man alive; I was an outcast from among men; why had they not left me alone? I had no desire to live.


Stitching began. Sometimes I counted; but any life now would be only a terrible void; I was at the end of everything. I gave up resisting pain, pushed myself over and slid into unconsciousness. Next moment, in spite of myself, I was back again and once more counting, in, across, out. Swine! I was behaving badly, groaning, and so felt ashamed and angry. After the man finished, he gave me morphia …


By nightfall I was still alive. Lonely fear returned and I dared not ask if I were whole; but presently a faint humour stirred; throughout the night, whenever I spoke, I listened for an incipient squeak in my voice.


In the morning I called Suzuki over; the only man who spoke any English, he had stayed by me all night.


‘Suzuki, my eye – er – about my eye –’


‘The doctor say he think you save that.’


‘And – er –’


‘He say he think you save everything.’


When I heard that I could not get well again quickly enough. I obtained a Japanese dictionary. ‘Kirei musume' meant ‘beautiful girl.’ ‘Anata wa kodomo ga ikunin arimasu ha?’ asked of a nurse when they were all in the room was a great favourite.


‘What happened?’ I asked Suzuki at the first opportunity. I myself had no idea.


‘You have wonderful good luck. We cannot understand. Nobody understands. Everybodies is quite close. One man is only ten feet from where you fall. They rush to pull you out before the fire catches. You must be dead. Great is their wonder to find you still live. Many sympathetic hands lift you; they carry you to schoolhouse. One man fetch doctor, one man send telegram British Consul. By time I back – we have rushed when aer’plen disappear behind the rock and then we hear it no more; we rush back – the doctor is already there. It was terrible a sight. I am nearly sick. Everybodies is so sorry for you. Everybodies prays to Gard for you. The doctor thinks you do not live for ten, twenty minutes. He say send you to Hama hospital. I think he is a little frightened, you know; he does not like that you die by him. He like better for you to die by other doctor. I think, too, it is better we send you to Shingu; this is very good hospital. Dr. Hama is very good doctor. I telephone to Hama hospital. All young men carry you to train, very careful. They carry you all way one hour train journey. Dr. Hama he looks at your wounds. He says he think you live. I ask him about these sewing. He says he thinks it all right; one place that amount too much of flesh sewn in,’ Suzuki indicated with finger and thumb. ‘I say, suppose you sew again; but he say, “No, better to leave as long as all right.” He say, “Very bad job for other doctor, no nurse.” I think so too. I see once then cannot look.’


‘But the crash? How did it happen? What caused it?’


‘They see you come along and immediately they remember this wires that cross these harbour from hill to hill. Now they have remove this wires that you do not cut, and they go round on ground. Everybody stays very still. Then they see you pass under. But no, at last second, the aer’plen rise like so. It fly straight into this wires. But it does not cut. No, it bounce back.’


Apparently the long span across the harbour had not only slowed up and stopped the seventy-mile an hour seaplane, but had bounced it backwards. Then the steel wires having cut through several float-struts or because the seaplane was hooked in some other way it was catapulted forward again. When the wires took up for the third time one float was tom off, the seaplane was tripped over, and it was flung to the ground.


‘Then,’ said Suzuki, ‘the aer-plen, it fall into the road, and the float, it fall in water, splash!’


‘I wonder why I was not thrown out; my belt was not done up. Go on, Suzuki.’


‘For one second it sticks on nose, then slide down wall into the water-edge and it fall over sideways. Almost before it has finish, the men of my town are tearing at pieces to get out Mister Chee – chee –’


Curiously enough, this crash took the form of the nightmare I had had, always the same, perhaps fifty times; that my sight went black and that I was waiting for the inevitable crash.


Sometimes I thought the kindness of the Japanese would drive me mad; all day long they walked into my room; hundreds, probably thousands, came from far and near. They walked in, dressed in their robes of ceremony, black kimonos with, outside the kimono, an unusual black skirt suspended from the shoulders by two black bands; and I often came out of the doze I seemed to drift into against my will, to find them within the doorway bowing silently or perhaps with a faint hiss of indrawn breath; standing in black silk stockings with the big toe separate. They always carried fans; their straw hats they usually left outside.


Suzuki, when there, would introduce them to me:


‘This is directors of the ice factory at Katsura; they pray to Gard for you and they send you ice every day.’ And a two hundredweight block of ice would arrive each morning. On some days it had a message inside in Japanese; on others, a bunch of flowers frozen in, or some reeds and a fish. When there was a fish in the ice, I waited patiently for it to melt out, with fresh hopes every time that it would come to life; but it never did.


‘This is lady who has hotel outside where you fall.’


‘Tell her that next time I hope I shall arrive without messing up the pavement.’


This was a stock joke, always sure to bring down the house.


‘Here is priest of Booda; they pray to Gard for you that you get well soon.’


‘Here is headmaster of grammar school.’


Many of the people brought me presents of fruit, fans, dolls, photographs and enough saké to open a bar. I always tried to make them a little speech of thanks:


‘Tell them I thank them for their great kindness and for their gift and say I am very glad they make a visit to me.’


But every now and then a wild unreasonable fury would swell within me; it seemed to be caused by an actual pressure on me from the weight of other personalities near, and it would rush through my nerves like hot fire until, scared of breaking out into violent speech, I would say, ‘Please ask everyone to leave, I am tired and want sleep’. And I knew they were offended; yet how could I explain that I envied any animal allowed to crawl under the roots of a tree until healed of its wounds. The Japanese certainly could not understand nerves being on edge; and mine were, I sweated in agonies of apprehension if the nurse dressing my wounds twitched a single hair.


And over this dressing of wounds, of which I had about a dozen, I offended again; finding it at first embarrassing for the operation to be watched by women and young girls, I would ask them to clear the room. They could not understand such a barbarous rude request. Later I grew used to their watching, as I grew used to other Japanese customs and to Japanese food. One visitor I was always glad to see; the Shintoist disciple, a wizened up old woman, a charming old lady, whose prayers were like a long droning incantation; and all the time she glided her hands over my body, always in the same way, until first I felt soothed, then drowsy, and afterwards would drop into a heavy sleep, no matter how many were in the room, while the rice-charms she gave me to swallow never did me any harm; she also gave me Shinto tracts with an English translation headed ‘Foreign Missions’.


I had a special nurse, a Christian Japanese, supplied by the Police; she was totally unlike any other Japanese girl I met; when not relaxing in audible slumbers, she spent her time reading my Japanese letters or showering me with knocks, glasses of water, medicine and ice; however, I must admit she was clever at catching mosquitoes. The other Japanese I met, with their precise manners, their jolly natures, love of a joke, and desire to please, seemed ideal. Their little figures were perfectly proportioned; they were soft-skinned and plump-fleshed, with doll’s eyelashes, soft, dark slanting eyes and jet-black hair. They were the most charming, delightful, sweetest little women one could imagine, and made one feel it would be dreadful to have to hurt them. The Japanese men rode roughshod over them, but in spite of this they appeared to be extraordinarily happy.


I myself never had my mind clear about the Japanese. On the one hand was their official treatment of me; ‘… It looked,’ a friend wrote to me from Formosa ‘altogether too much as if, having failed to bring you down in the Formosan mountains, the powers that be had staged another and more successful attempt at Katsura, which appears to be something of a deathtrap! I was glad to have a contradiction of the report that you had been given no option save to land there.’


But of course, I had not been allowed to land anywhere else.


‘We had been hoping that he would not encounter an accident when taking off at Katsura,’ wrote Lieutenant Mitsuwa, of the Naval Air Force, to the Nichi Nichi, ‘Katsura Bay is about 2,000 metres in diameter, flanked by rocks 100 metres high. The outlet of the bay is narrow and just in front of it is an island. It is an ideal port of refuge, but a very dangerous place for seaplanes to come and go.’


On the other hand there was the kindness of the Japanese country people after I had crashed; and the hundreds of letters I received, including one from Hayashi Sun, the interpreter of Kagoshima;


‘Sir: Receiving the report of the mishap I have profound regret which never could be forgotten. I expected you will success as I said you “I hope you will success” when bid farewell on the beach. I hope you will buy fresh eggs with money that I present to you (I enclose a money order, ten yen, which you must ask for Post Office) and take them to make you healthy.


Yours truly,


M. HAYASHI.’


Two days after the crash I turned to the idea of writing, and as soon as I could, I began: ‘I’ve got to get enough out of this book to live on and buy that boat. Am going to inspect a fishing-boat here as soon as I can walk. Doesn’t seem to be much chance of ever getting a ’plane to finish my flight. Rather a pity, because I feel my nerve is as it never was before, cold and hard it feels like, and able to take me through any flying difficulty.’


I had already written 200 pages in the cockpit while flying, notebook and control-stick in the same hand; words that, for me, rattled on their mark like rifle bullets. The smell of hot oil, the roar of the motor, the drowsy fatigue in the hot blast of air, the tang of salt spray down on the water, the exasperation of trying to make a foreigner understand my English or, when he had no English at all, my signs – these things were brought back to me by the words of my log and its changing style, its jauntiness after a good night’s rest, terseness in a storm, incoherence as the flight draws on, monosyllables as fatigue sets in, and silence perhaps at the end.


But unfortunately most of it was only intelligible to me, and must be translated as faithfully as I could translate it out of the cockpit it was written in.


‘… Stuff written immediately after the event is valueless except for data. Crude, disjointed …’ I wrote left-handed in Suzuki’s house. ‘Every flight is moulded into a perfect short story; for you begin, and are bound to lead up to a climax. Coming on to those islands out of the blue – what a unique sensation! As soon as you see them you feel infinitesimally small with danger tugging at you from behind fanwise or sucking at you – you’re like a swimmer in a nightmare making frantically for the shore with the current sucking you away so that you can’t reach it.’


I quickly grew better, but even then it was not all saké and luscious peaches: at times I felt bitterly humiliated at the thought that I had no right to be alive; that my life had been tossed back to me as carelessly as a bone to a dog.


‘If anyone says man is master of his destiny, he lies, tell him,’ I wrote. ‘It makes me a little depressed at times.’


‘… What a half-year since I left New Zealand! Well, I filled my contract with myself – to go as far round the world as Elijah would take me. Besides, I shouldn’t get depressed; I should never have been content till I had found out what it is like to die.’


‘… The Buddha gongs are good.’




Chapter Two


PREPARATIONS


From the bridge of the seaplane carrier Albatross I watched the Australian navy steam into Sydney harbour; then with bated breath, like, apparently, the junior officers there, watched while the anchoring of the ship in position was carried out as if it were a major operation.


I sighed as the last anchor went home; it would be hard to find a more hospitable, easy-going lot than the navy; and to an outsider there was something mysterious, fascinating, about naval life; as though it were a secret society, with its intricate customs and traditions, and self-sufficiency. I envied them their sure life, so pleasantly laid-out.


I and my seaplane had been taken aboard six days before, at Jervis Bay, eighty miles south of Sydney, a gale having blown me off my course in flying the Tasman Sea. My hands had been damaged when hooking the seaplane on an Albatross crane. I had been in the ship’s hospital for a day or two; then treated like two royal guests, by Captain Feakes like one, and by the wardroom officers like another; I would be just finishing a hearty lunch in the wardroom when the captain’s steward would whisper in my ear, ‘The Captain’s compliments, sir, and he is expecting you to lunch,’ and the captain’s invitation being of course a command, I would then have to go and eat a second hearty lunch.


Now I must go ashore and immediately set about preparations for the second half of my flight round the world; the first half seemed now to have been too tame, from London to Sydney; for the second half I was looking for the most interesting countries I could find, uninhabited, hostile or little known. Obviously if they had aerodromes they would not fill the bill; so I had had the luck to borrow a pair of discarded floats from the New Zealand Air Force and had converted my old Moth aeroplane into a seaplane; now I would nose round the world among out-of-the-way islands, and since, by the conversion from land-to sea-plane, I had reduced the range to 600 miles, I should be compelled to in any case.


I was very soon in difficulties over devising a continuous route. Every five hundred miles at most, I must find a river or inlet sheltered enough for a 1,150 lb. seaplane to ride out the night at a mooring, without being swamped by waves or blown on to its back by the wind, where someone lived who could understand my talk or signs, and where I could obtain some petrol.


Up the Great Barrier Reef was easy enough; after that I must decide for myself the best places to land at, by imagining aerial pictures of the coast-line as described in the Admiralty Sailing Directions.


In Dutch New Guinea I met my first difficulty. Merauke sounded all right; a steamer called there every four weeks; but where could I land after that? There was Frederick Henry Island ‘… about 100 miles long and fifty wide … everywhere low, covered with dense forest and so marshy as to be almost inaccessible’. The Digul River ‘… the most considerable river on the West coast of New Guinea. On the upper part, the natives were hostile, the boats and bivouacs being repeatedly shot at. Higher up, there are no difficulties in the navigation, if mosquitoes and crocodiles are excepted.’


‘The Inggivake was also ascended for some distance. The natives were hostile and twice shot arrows at the boats.’ Further along ‘… in 1913 there were eight feet of water in the channel leading to the Kronkel River. Birab village with a population of about 500 is situated near the mouth; the inhabitants were hostile.’


There was nothing nearer than Kaimana Bay to offer me the least hope. ‘Kaimana village – can be seen from some distance on account of the Customs house with an iron roof, the flagstaff on the residence of the Assistant Governor and several houses with corrugated iron roofs.’ That sounded well. But it was 600 miles from Merauke, and I must have some margin to allow for a breeze against me. I racked my brains; the only thing I could think of was to fly 150 miles along the coast, dump petrol in a creek, then fly back to Merauke and, starting afresh next day with a full load, pick up the dumped petrol en route. I grew quite excited at the thought of a battle with the natives when I came to fetch the petrol. I pictured myself lying curled up on the cockpit floor and cutting a loophole through the side for my double-barrelled .410 pistol. I’d have to let them get close before I fired. I must pour candle grease into the shot to make it solid. Hit at ten yards range with that, Mr. Blackman would find a nasty hole in himself: yet I supposed I could scarcely hope to bag more than one brace.


However, the Dutch Government through their consul, refused me permission to fly over New Guinea unless I guaranteed to repay any expenses incurred in searching for me. I was furious. Supposing I had to come down somewhere to mend a trifling motor-defect, I could see myself working for the rest of my life to pay for a week’s jaunt of the whole Dutch fleet. I wanted no searching for me; hated the idea of it. No one was going to share the sport if I succeeded; I would get out of my troubles by myself or take the consequences if I failed. Later, the Dutch said they would allow me to fly through the East Indies provided I signed a form absolving them from all responsibility. They had cabled to New Zealand asking for a guarantee of expenses, and two of my friends, S. Grant-Dalton and Eric Riddiford, had signed a guarantee without my knowing anything of it.


Now I met a Dutch skipper who knew the Arafura Sea well, and told me that the port at Kaimana had been withdrawn. The next place after Merauke was Fakfak, he said, 700 miles along the coast. That, of course, was hopeless for me. He was a cheery fellow, short and thick in body and face, and looked as if he could tell a story in the club, put down a gallon of lager beer, or knock out a mutinous seaman, all with equal ease. He said that, if I were forced down in New Guinea at ten o’clock, I should be in the stew-pot by twelve. He suggested that I should fly from Merauke to Dobbo,
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ROUTE OF THE FLIGHT




the pearling centre in the Aru Islands, a distance of about 480 miles, first over Frederick Henry Island and then for about 300 miles across the Arafura sea. Once I should have thought such a sea flight fearsome; but now I only felt grateful for its being within my range. Of course a seaplane, even as small as mine, was safer than a landplane if forced down at sea; it could stand as big a sea as a canoe, whereas a landplane was almost sure to sink, however calm it might be. Next, the Dutchman told me I should arrive at the Philippine Islands in the middle of the typhoon season. I had read in the Admiralty Sailing Directions the description of a typhoon; but thought that like most other things it would not be as bad in fact as in fancy. When I was told that few steamers could survive in the heart of one, I became thoughtful and went back to study the Sailing Directions again. I decided that the reason for my belittling the typhoon was that the word resembled monsoon. I now realised it was a nasty fellow. However, its centre only moved forward at the rate of some half a dozen miles an hour and, as I expected to be moving at the rate of 70 – 80, I fondly imagined I could easily dodge it, provided I received warning.


While I wrestled with consuls, De Havillands were giving my motor a complete overhaul after its night at the bottom of the sea and subsequent flight across the rest of the Tasman. Some of the pistons were cracked, the crankshaft was full of sludge, and the propeller-shaft thrust-race too tightly screwed home; but that was not bad considering the motor had been dismantled and reassembled at Lord Howe Island by amateurs. As for the first magneto, which had cut out completely for the last three and a half hours over the Tasman, nothing could be found wrong with it before I started. The other which had kept on spluttering and been so bad for my heart until I grew used to it, had a distributor cracked, and I watched the long blue spark jumping the terminals when it was tested.


Major de Havilland, or ‘D-H’ as everyone called him, was a man deliberate in thought and movement. He was very much amused at one of the islands I had chosen in the Kuriles, uninhabited except for three Japanese scientists studying marine fauna, where I had ordered petrol to be sent by the next boat passing; I must be sure to send him a postcard from it.


He probed steadily anything that puzzled him and then turned it over in his mind until satisfied that he had the truth. He frequently asked me why I was attempting this flight, which he considered impossible. I seemed to have a different reason every time he asked, which must have been most unsatisfactory to his truth-pegging disposition.


At the aerodrome he offered me a ’plane to fly. I hummed and hawed for a considerable time; the Tasman flight had shaken my nerve, and I stood for a while, watching other ’planes taking off and landing, moving away if I thought anyone was approaching to speak to me. I felt as if a fire had swept through me and left a burnt-up husk. At last I forced myself into the cockpit of a Gypsy Moth and took it up. I had developed a horror of being thrown out, and looked well to the safety-belt; but felt better after throwing the machine about in some loops and a spin or two. D-H and I agreed that the only way to keep alive flying was to be afraid. But there was a limit to everything. D-H was an interesting man, always having some theory or other to propound in his peculiar voice. He wanted to know why I did not buy a yacht and sail it round the world instead of flying. It was more comfortable, cheaper, safer and healthier. And at that moment, after a fortnight’s contending with people and difficulties, it did seem to me like Paradise to be on the deck of a yacht, baked by the sun.


If only I could start, escape from this freezing climate that drove a chill to the marrow, from the infernal clamour and unnatural life of a big city, from the remorseless talk and the incessant scraping against personalities that grated on bare nerves like a knife-edge drawn across a plate. To fly north! To feel hot tropical air soothing and bathing one’s skin with warmth; north again to the Arctic Circle, then to the right and east till I reached England.


Captain Feakes had allowed me to leave the seaplane in the Albatross. Now the flight-sergeant informed me that one bilge-compartment had been found full of water. It had not been discovered before because a chock had covered the drain-plug. This was worrying news, there must be a leak in the float; but the aircraftsman could not find one. I asked de Havillands to look when they remounted the motor; but their search was equally fruitless, and they screwed down the plate again after coating the inside with lanoline to prevent saltwater corrosion, which will eat almost visibly into unprotected duralumin. I was vaguely puzzled about the bilge, but there seemed no possible explanation and I allowed other matters to drive it out of mind. And hurry was vital – I must reach Northern Canada and Greenland before the ice closed the waters to me.


My finger, which had had the top scrunched off by the crane, refused to knit and irritated incessantly. I wished I could see the surgeon in Albatross; but that would take up several hours of precious time. At last I could bear the stitches in no longer, and walked up to the Sydney general hospital one night. It was pelting with rain and the cold perishing. The wind seemed to search my body with icy fingers. They were busy at the hospital, but an orderly volunteered to do my job. He was a fine figure of a man, over six feet, and broad in proportion – a grand heavyweight lost to the ring, I thought. He was very affable and willing, too; though the light was not good and his eyesight bad, he stuck gamely to his task until he had found every stitch and pulled it out with his pincers. I was standing up, feared I was going to faint, and cursed my feebleness in enduring pain. A seaman near by who had been knocked out with a bottle, put me to shame by keeping up a running fire of boozy jests while his crown was being stitched up.


At last I wrote in my diary, ‘This place is no good to me. Nothing will “run” for me here. Every way I turn difficulties seem to jab stilettoes at me. The Japanese give no answer about the 1,100-mile water crossing. Perhaps I can wangle something when I reach the place. My finger refuses to heal and pesters me with irritation. Perhaps a little petrol and salt water will make it change its tune. The oil companies refuse to help me in any way. Very well, I’ll find and buy my own petrol as I go along. If any place hasn’t a motor-boat, it’ll surely have a Ford car. I’ll go and ask D-H for a loan; it’s not pleasant, but money must arrive from New Zealand some time, and I will arrange for him to be repaid first, and any balance to be sent on to Thursday Island. I must leave. And what’s more, I’m going to somehow or other …’ ‘… D-H turned up trumps. I leave to-morrow with £44 for petrol, oil, lodging, food and anything else I require on the way. What’s the good of having a ’plane called Elijah if one does not put faith in ravens turning up when required? What a joke! It can rain cats, dogs and cobblestones of hell for all I care. For I’m away north in the morning … unrolling the coast like a map below … flying north, ever north … devouring miles like a bird swallowing grain … boring through distance … on and on … and on … sun … warmth … space … freedom … peace. I must obey this urge as surely as any swallow must fly to the south or die.’








Chapter Three


‘ELIJAH’ TAKES HER LEAVE


On the eve of July 3rd I slept in Hewitt’s cabin. In the chill air of early morning I stood on the deck and waited; Captain Feakes, though living ashore, was putting off in his launch to be on board when I started. While he watched from the bridge, the great hatches were rolled back and Elijah drawn up from the giant maw of Albatross. I tried out the motor on deck, said ‘good-bye’, and attempted to thank Captain Feakes and the others. He drew me aside and said, ‘If you find it’s impossible, give it up, won’t you?’ He offered to have the ’plane launched for me, but I declined, mounted the cowling, and held the crane-hook under the sling-wires – treating it now with respect. Elijah was swung outboard and lowered to the harbour surface, smooth and sleepy under the weak winter sun, perfect and still. Odd wisps of smoke hung about buildings in lazy haze. Even the soft grey shapes of the moored warships suggested peace and safety in a placid existence.


But a glassy surface meant my seaplane would be unable to rise; it would not be able to unstick without a ripple or lop to roll air bubbles under the floats and break the grip of water suction. And with the Captain on the bridge, with all the arrangements for launching completed, with my friends watching, it would be a horrible anticlimax not to get off. And, besides, all that fag of taking the ’plane aboard again …


I headed for the entrance. The water felt like treacle. I turned and headed for Sydney Harbour bridge. The seaplane would not leave the surface. Suddenly I spotted a ferry-steamer ahead. I swerved slightly and made for the waves of its wash. There was a minute island, with a kind of stone cabin on it, which I must not run into. Elijah caught the wash. I felt bump-bump-bump underneath. She was off. I was sorely tempted to slip under the bridge, which was prohibited, but it would have been rather ostentatious with my friends watching; perfectly easy, of course, since the biggest ships in the world went under, only that there might possibly be a rope dangling from the unfinished superstructure. As a result I barely cleared the approaches of the bridge; but did; turned, swooped to the Canberra first, dipped my wings to the Albatross, and then headed for the open sea. 8.20 a.m. local time.


I turned north up the coast.


Off!


Drifts of mist dawdled about the lowlands. The sea was calm and smooth under the eye of the sun. How grand! How marvellous! I looked eastwards at the thirty or forty miles of ocean stretching to nothing. It seemed to have finished with roughness now that I had crossed it. It was incredible that it could ever have handled me badly or was ever anything but calm.


‘This feels like a holiday picnic. In fact the old ’plane is flying hands off the controls – for the first time since a seaplane. Queer feeling to follow a map again! and lazily enjoy the scenery. Roaring north! This is the supreme ecstasy of life. Nothing known to man can eclipse the intensity of romance and joy. I touch the peak of existence …’


‘9.50. Huge school of porpoises.’


‘12.20. 300 miles. The air is decidedly warmer; it gets right in and stirs the blood in my heart. How glorious! I haven’t a care in the world.’


I shot over a ridge of dark green scrub on to a stagnant-looking lake. Thence down a way of water parallel with the coast. Skimming the surface a foot or two above it. Dark green feathery-leaved scrubby trees overhung the glassy water’s edge. Wild, rough country. I put up two great flapping birds; would call them flamingoes, only that they were white; set after them in chase, at full throttle; caught them up, but heavens! they refused to dodge me and at the last instant I only just dodged them myself; put up another bird of the same species over dark secluded solitary water; followed it close. It could keep ahead at seventy, flying frantically with its great spread of jagged zigzag-edged white wings and its long legs of well-washed pink streaming behind, until, finding I gained at last, it checked in mid-air; when for an instant the legs dangled limply as if broken, before the bird suddenly crumpled, seemed to collapse, and dropped as if shot. Just as I expected it to break up and burst into a shower of feathers, it as suddenly took flying shape again and cleared off in a different direction.


I shot inland to another river – the Richmond, I think it was – and skimmed the surface for about twelve miles, parallel to the coast. Most of the time I was only a foot or two above the water and a yard or two from the east bank. The exhilaration of the flying stimulated and excited me till I felt half-intoxicated with it. It was an almost incredible delight that I had never been introduced to before, and it left the once considered marvel of landplane flying as a dull old show. Once or twice I had a sharp twinge of anxiety at the thought of wire cable stretched across the waterway.


This seemed to be an area of small farms, about the first sign of serious cultivation for four hundred miles of this desolate wild coast of dull green scrub and bush.


The surface of Brisbane River had an aged look; it was puckered and wrinkled by a breeze. A dull cloud pondered over the city in heavy consideration. I flew up-river to the bridge and alighted there.


Three o’clock. 6 hours 40 minutes. 494 miles.






 Chapter Four 


ROARING NORTH


Brisbane was aeronautically cold; this gave me rather a jar after the energetic, friendly interest of Sydney people, where even the street flower-stall man used to call out ‘Good morning Chich’, as I walked down town. That was one extreme, of course; Brisbane went to the other. Even the hotel seemed bare, cold, and without any character.


‘Yet, heavens! how people do talk endlessly, asking strings of questions. It is regarded as a favour, I think … I enjoyed my dinner with Nichols, the petrol and oil agent, and did it full justice. Queer how one drink is about as much as one can stand after a flight; it seems to fire and run through every vein in one’s body instantly.’


In the morning I said I must have provisions. We seemed to go up and down dingy, grey, deserted streets, for ever, in search of an open shop: at last we found one. The assistants had a sleepy, sour, Monday-morning look. The weariness and labour of their life seemed to obsess them. I felt as if I were buying groceries instead of provisions for an expedition, and came away feeling that my enterprise was only a futile drudgery.


The water police asked me if I had ever been to Brisbane before. They said there used to be a man there once, the ‘dead spit’ of me, complete with beard and tramper’s knapsack just like the one I carried my clothes and maps in. He used to walk up and down the streets begging, they said.


There was a bad spark-plug in the starboard set; also the compression in one cylinder leaking a little, due to a bad valve; an infernal nuisance.


‘That take off! It makes my flesh creep to think of it. Yet it rather tickled my fancy, too, in the end.’


A foggy, light rain overlaid the river, itself a dirty-brown flow of muddy water with dull surface as smooth as smeared glass. Not a stir of wind in all the air. Impossible to have worse conditions for getting a seaplane off. In addition, I could not see far ahead in the mist and small ferry-boats were continually dodging across the river, so that I had to steer a slightly swerving course from side to side for fear of striking one. Tricky work! I tried up-river, but there was scarcely any life in the ’plane by the time I reached the bend. Yet I had only forty gallons of petrol in the tanks. I tried down-river for the full length of the straight. I rocked her to mount the bow-wave, jumped and porpoised her, but could not shake her free of the surface. It played the devil with my nerves, watching the steamers and rowing-boats, buoys, moorings and ferries which loomed suddenly through the mist. I turned with slight difficulty, a man idly watching from the deck of a rusty-sided steamer that towered above me. I tried up-river again, went the full length of the straight, and yet she stuck. I reached the right-angled bend, and, though it had been drummed into me that a seaplane must on no account be allowed to deviate from a straight course in taking off, I had swerved slightly to obtain a few yards more run. My hand was on the throttle to shut off, when suddenly I thought the floats rode easier. It was maddening – just at the bend where I must stop. Then I had a hot, wild feeling inside me – and swerved hard to starboard. I could feel the port float lift; for an instant I straightened out the seaplane; swerved hard again; straightened once more; felt the other float draw less water. Still rounding the bend I lifted her off the surface – heavily stalled, but she was in the air and stealing upriver. Well! … I was learning something new about seaplane flying. What a joke – taking off round a corner! She took an age to pick up air-speed; I could not understand why; but at last had enough speed to turn in the river bed without mounting blind into the mist. I swung round and flew the length of the river to the sea, flying low with a sharp look-out for chimneys and masts.


Here I immediately ran into a heavy rainstorm which pelted me with stinging drops. ‘Thank God I am in a sea-, not a land-plane,’ – it was too thick for any course but skimming the waves, and that was quite bad enough even over flat sea, shut in by a smoke-grey invisibility always yielding to the seaplane’s advance, yet always enshrouding and obstructing. Once I came suddenly upon a white wash of breakers along a narrow beach; another time to an abrupt cliff of red sandstone, and sheered off instantly with a rising turn to keep the dipping wing from striking the sea.


120 miles from Brisbane I flew into gorgeous weather, immediately felt ravenous, and had a second breakfast. Sardines, wheatmeal biscuits, and a tin of pineapple, followed by chocolate. ‘Must get a waste-paper basket for empty tins’ – the slipstream blast snatched at the sardine tin as it peeped over the cockpit edge, and blew all the oil into my face.


I skimmed the passage between the mainland and Great Sandy Island for about forty miles. By Jove! Great Sport. I could see the bottom all the time with strong sunshine practically ignoring the water; saw one shark coming along – it looked a misty-brown colour. I liked jumping the flat islets covered with dark green scrub or tall bullrushes. I would fly up, skimming just above the surface till close, and then jump them, popping down abruptly again the other side. Over one islet I very nearly popped on to a rowing-boat with two men in it. I wondered what they thought; they would hear my motor approaching, be unable to see me behind the islet and then, suddenly, the ’plane would seem to stamp on them from out of nowhere with its great sea-boots. I could see the whites of their eyes staring at me and then I was far from them again. ’Planes were scarce in Great Sandy Strait, I expect. There were lots of swans on the water. I flew at them and within a few feet of where they drifted; they ignored me with a stately indifference, rather piqueing; they ought to think Elijah a giant marauding bird and scatter in terror. By Jove! this seaplane flying was the game for skill and thrill – if only there were not the work and loss of range. The marshy rivers looked just the place for crocodiles, but I could not spot any.


11.20. The brass screw-cap of the front cockpit twenty-gallon tank flew off from where it projected through the fuselage. Fortunately the little safety-chain held it; but if that broke and it hurtled back in the slipstream I feared it could smash off the tail-plane – I wasted no time, saw a stretch of water underneath which I thought suitable, swooped down and round into wind; when just about to settle noticed a snag sticking out, swerved and dodged it. I was on a narrow strip of shallow water lying between a long island of sand and the mainland. The breeze was about 8 m.p.h. from the south. There was not a trace of man to be seen and I experienced an indescribable thrill; the uncanny silence and eerie solitude were balm. I was glad the cap had come off, screwed it on once more, and then let the plane drift till about to ground on a sandbank behind, when I started the motor and took off, after being down for about five minutes altogether. I made the forty-mile passage behind Cape Capricorn and so into the tropics; flew across a vast mud estuary, into the Fitz Roy River, and up that for twenty miles, reflecting that I would not change places with anyone in the world. I alighted in the river just below the bridge at Rockhampton.
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