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FOREWORD


In the Footsteps of Henry Lawson


I am humping my bluey far out on the land,


And the prints of my bluchers sink deep in the sand.


- On the Wallaby, When I was King and Other Verses, 1905


I’d knocked about the Bush too long, and run against too many strange characters and things, to be surprised at anything much.


- The Babies in the Bush, Joe Wilson and His Mates, 1901


‘How are you travellin’, Gregga?’ my brother asks.


‘Good,’ I lie.


I tilt my head further forward, looking only at the hard-baked ground beneath my butchered feet.


‘Do you need anything, Greg?’ Jane asks.


‘No, thanks,’ I lie again. However, I do need something. I need help. I need a way out of this mess that I have gotten myself into.


It is early on the second afternoon of this 15-day ordeal. I have set out with the ridiculous notion of walking from Bourke to Hungerford and then, as if that is not enough, my plan is to turn around and walk back—just like my favourite author, Henry Lawson, did in the summer of 1892-1893. I have only a day-and-a-half behind me and I have already realised I am in way over my head.


‘Do you want a cold necktie?’ Jane asks.


‘No, I’m good.’ Three lies within the space of a minute. I have to get out of here. I look only at the ground as I shuffle away from the others. I know that if one of them catches my eye, I am gone. I am losing my fight to keep my emotions intact and under control. I hide my face and the pain that must be deeply etched there. I avert my eyes from my three companions’ worried looks, knowing that if they see the self-doubt hidden within my eyes that I am going to burst into a torrent of tears. I am on the edge of breaking down completely. To do so will end everything right here, where I stand, 50 km from Bourke and with 400 km of my planned trek not done. I must get away to be alone. I do not say goodbye. Fighting my pain, I concentrate on increasing the speed of my shuffled escape.


My tears are a millimetre below the surface. But I am not a crier. I can think of only one other time in recent memory where I broke down and cried. Back then, overwhelmed by the task of completing my graduate studies, I almost completely lost my mind and my grip on perspective. A broken mess, I desperately tried to hang on by a thread. But then when even that thread broke, with it, I broke too. I am on the edge of a similar breakdown now, standing at the precipice on broken, unsteady, blistered feet. I feel as if there is nothing but a black hole before me. I feel completely powerless and I see no way out. Here, in the Outback New South Wales emptiness, I recognise the same thread now. It is torn and tattered. It is as thin as paper. I cling to it like a madman, knowing that if the thread breaks, I break too and descend into madness.


‘It is so hot,’ I say, trying to divert my thoughts. The mercury is pushing beyond the mid-forties. It is about 115 degrees in the old Fahrenheit scale. ‘One-hundred-and-something-scary in the shade,’ Henry Lawson wrote of his time out here. The heat is something scary alright. Less than a week beforehand, I kissed my Canadian wife goodbye in temperatures of 20 below zero. My body is struggling with this rapid change in temperature—with acclimatisation to the furnaces of hell. My fellow Henry Lawson re-enactment walk tramps—my brother, Baz, and my old school mate, Moz—told me of a phone conversation they shared before I left Canada and returned home to Australia.


‘If it was me, I would have wanted to spend some time in Australia beforehand,’ Baz said, ‘getting used to the heat.’


‘Greg has never been one to make things easier for himself,’ Moz responded. ‘He has never been one to look for shortcuts or easier going.’


I am looking for an easier route now though. The Track is littered with large stones, some as big as the fists I clench against my pain. Trying to pick my way through the stones is tedious and dangerous. With a false step I will twist an ankle. With the wrong footfall the sharp edges of a stone digs deep into a blister, slicing at the tender skin like a knife through butter. I move to the roadside. It is sandier here, with less stones, and smaller ones at that. I know, however, that snakes lie in the roadside grass: Taipans—perhaps the deadliest snakes in the world. As much as I must be careful, I am too tired to think. I am too tired even to care, let alone to be careful.


I place one foot in front of the other. Left and then right. Left and then right. As difficult as it all is, I tell myself my journey is really just this simple: Left and then right. Left and then right. Left, right. Left, right. Left, right, left, right, left, right, left.


I feel myself starting to regain control of my emotions. I am a machine. Not thinking, not caring. Not feeling. I push on—on toward Hungerford.


I am committed to making it to Hungerford and back, come hell or high water. Come hell or high water. Hell or high water. Hell or…




DAY ONE


Henry Lawson’s Legacy


I’ve fought it through the world since then,


And seen the best and worst,


But always in the lands of men


I held Australia first.


I wrote for her, I fought for her,


And when at last I lie,


Then who, to wear the wattle, has


A better right than I?


- The Wattle: No Better Right Than I, Skyline Riders and Other Verses, 1910


Still be noble in peace or war, raise the national spirit high;


And this be our watchword for evermore:—‘For Australia—till we die.’


- ‘For Australia,’ For Australia, 1913


It is 3.45 in the morning. Unlike many people in Australia at this time, I am not awake because I am celebrating the advent of the New Year. It is the first morning of the year but I am awake because I am scared stiff about what lays before me.


I initially awoke at 3.00 am and, after getting my bearings and realising that I was not at home but, rather, in a room in the old Port O’ Bourke Hotel, in Bourke, New South Wales, I wandered out of the room I am sharing with my brother and then down the hallway to the toilet.


Despite not getting to bed until 11.00 pm, here I am now, almost a full hour after awakening and still not able to get back to sleep. I am anxious and scared. I know the feelings. I have felt this way before. Back in my younger days, when I was filled like all silly youth with a misguided sense of immortality, I tackled a couple of ultramarathons. Then, ten years ago in my early-thirties, I decided to lose weight and have another crack at an ultra distance. I remember my feelings on the morning of the run, knowing that I was about to embark on a world of hurt. I was terrified of the pain before me. Yet on that day, my pain was not going to extend beyond the twelve hours of the event. This morning however, I set out on a journey that will extend across fifteen days.


I lie in bed and watch the hands of my watch tick inexorably toward 4.00 am.


We are planning to leave at 6.00 am and I realise that, with what lays before me, having a good night’s sleep would be a gift from the Heavens.


Yet time marches on and I do not sleep.


I have a recurring vision that dances across my mind like an eddy of dust on the barren Whim Plain that I must cross not once, but twice, to fulfil my goal. In my vision, the Devil delights in my suffering. I know that the Devil is out there on the Track waiting for me, as Henry Lawson would put it, to make me ‘pay for my sins Out Back’.1


It is because of Henry, Australia’s greatest writer, that I am here in Bourke. In the summer of 1892-1893, Henry hefted a swag onto his back and, together with his mate, Jim Gordon, and a Russian by the name of Ernest de Guinney, he strode out for distant Hungerford, approximately 220 km away. Upon arrival in Hungerford, Henry was decidedly unimpressed with what he found. Just a day later, he and his mate turned their heads back toward Bourke, completing the two-way journey in about five weeks.


The months during and immediately after his time in and around Bourke were among the most productive months of Henry’s writing life.2 However, for the remainder of his life his writing continued to be influenced and inspired by his experiences on the Track between Bourke and Hungerford, across the Queensland border.


When I was introduced to the work of Henry Lawson as a schoolboy, I fell under his spell. His writing immediately influenced my way of thinking and it influenced my way of looking at my country. As I was taught details of Henry’s life, I learned about his tramp to Hungerford and back to Bourke. I decided then and there that one day I would like to walk in Henry’s footsteps. As such, it seems like I have been waiting for this moment all of my life. Yet here I lay in bed, scared to death of what I am about to undertake.


I feel inadequate to the challenge.


I realise after more than an hour that I am not going back to sleep and so I rise from the bed and ruefully move back down the hallway toward the showers.


‘Bugger it anyway,’ I say to myself.


I will have two companions on the Track with me and another companion in a support vehicle. I know that while they have their own motivations for being here, they are principally here to assist me in fulfilling one of my life’s dreams.


My old primary school mate, Sean ‘Moz’ Morahan is asleep in the first room that I pass on my way to the showers. At 6 foot 8 in the old scale (204 cm), he is a mountain of a man and, having tackled one way of the Track with him a year-and-a-half earlier, I know that he has a huge stride that can eat up the kilometres in a hurry. Eighteen months ago, after I successfully defended my Doctoral dissertation, Moz and I walked from Bourke to Hungerford. Despite my travails on that walk, it occurred to me before reaching Hungerford that Henry had made a round trip and he had also done it in the heat of the summer. Despite that blister-filled journey being physically the most difficult thing I had ever done, I realised what I really wanted to do was to do what Henry had done: I wanted to walk from Bourke to Hungerford and then turn around and walk all the way back to Bourke too. Furthermore, although mid-winter temperatures reached 30 degrees Celsius on my first tramp through the desert landscape, like Henry, I wanted to do it in summer. One thing that my one-way walk had taught me was that, with his long legs, Moz could walk a long way in a hurry.


My other companion is my older brother Barrie or, as I have called him all of my life, Baz. I remember telling the woman who became his wife that Baz was my hero. My own wife recently asked if I have ever been jealous of Baz and I told her that I have not. I have always been his biggest fan, happy to sit in the background celebrating his many achievements. I have always thought that, regardless of how good I am at something, Baz can do it better.


I know that he can do this Outback tramp too. In his mid-forties, he is in great shape. He and I flew into Sydney on the same morning—me from Canada and he from Adelaide. Moz picked me up from the international terminal first then we drove to the domestic terminal where Baz was waiting. I had not seen him since my last visit home a year-and-a-half earlier. As Moz and I drove up to where he waited by the kerbside, I was conscious of the fact that I had not lost those several kilograms that I planned to lose before this tramp. Baz, on the other hand, is in better shape than even I expected, without a spot of fat anywhere. Moz pulled to the kerbside and I opened the car door to step out and greet my brother. As I stepped from the car onto the footpath and went to straighten up, a bolt of pain shot through my body. My back has been giving me hell for a couple of weeks now. It comes and goes like this all the time—a couple of weeks of pain and then, if I am lucky, no more pain for a month or two. My back went out again a couple of weeks ago and 30-plus hours sitting on aeroplanes and waiting in uncomfortable airport lounges for connecting flights has done nothing to make my back feel any better. As I stepped from the car, Baz saw the pain dart across my face and my failure to straighten to a fully upright position.


‘You’re already buggered?’ Baz joked as we shook hands in greeting.


‘Oh, my back’s stuffed,’ I said. ‘It comes and goes. It’s mostly been coming lately.’


‘You’re off to a good start,’ Baz said.


‘It’s gonna get worse before it gets better,’ I prophesied, knowing that with the Lawson tramp coming, I was on a sure thing.


Jane Crowle is the other member of our team. She is Moz’s life partner. She has sacrificed her annual leave to come out here to provide support to we three walkers. She will be driving Moz’s car and checking on us from time to time to make sure that we have what we need.


As I step into the shower at the Port O’ Bourke Hotel, I wish that, like Baz, Moz, and Jane, I was still sleeping. Baz will be fine. He is in great shape. He will eat up the kilometres without feeling it. Moz will be fine. Once he unwinds that long stride of his, the kilometres will disappear beneath his feet. My two fellow walkers will be fine. I am worried about myself. I know from last time—when I went only one way—this is going to be hell.


≈


It is almost 6.00 am when I enter the dining room for breakfast.


‘Good afternoon,’ old Candy Mick says as I enter the room. Mick is well into his eighties and he hobbles around like he is in his hundreds—or has just walked in from Hungerford. His hips are stuffed. Baz and I started calling him Candy after John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men character of the same name. Steinbeck’s Candy hobbled around the farm doing odd jobs to help out where he could. Mick does the same thing here in the Port O’ Bourke pub, including laying out the bread and cereal with the breakfast dishes.


I pop some bread into the toaster.


‘I thought you were leaving at five,’ old Mick says.


I figure it is too complicated to explain that I never told him that. When we had chatted the day before, he had actually suggested that 5.00 would be a good time to start.


‘We’ll try to get away early,’ I said in response to his enquiry about what time we would want breakfast. ‘Before it gets too hot.’


‘About five or so?’ Candy Mick asked.


‘Sometime early, hopefully.’


Moz wanted a 6.00 am start and I was onboard for that. Baz floated the idea of a later start, reasoning that, regardless of when we start, it is going to get hot. It is always hot in Bourke. Henry wrote ‘that when the Bourke people die [and go to hell] they send back for their blankets.’


‘We might be better to stay in our air-conditioned rooms as long as possible.’ Baz made sense but Moz and I preferred the earlier start. We are anxious to get going. The sooner we start, the sooner we stop for the day. We have been out on the Track before and we know what we are in for. Our experience held sway and a 6.00 start was settled upon.


‘Bloody rookie,’ I said to Baz. It is my title for him out here. Anything that he says or does that I do not agree with I dismiss as a product of his inexperience. He is my older brother but he has never walked to Hungerford. I think now about his reasoning; a nice cool, air-conditioned room with a comfortable bed. A seven, eight, or even nine o’clock start. Bloody rookie.


I spread Vegemite across my toast and look out the window; the sun is bright already. We should be on the way but, having been awake since 3.00, I cannot believe I will be the last one ready to leave. Still, I will not be rushed. I will eat my breakfast peacefully, brush my teeth and then meet them outside—nice and leisurely. My aim is to keep cool despite the heat already scorching the windows.


≈


Even 80 years ago, a popular sentiment was that Henry’s Australia—that country portrayed in his writing—was an Australia of the past, an Australia of memory. Were that all, Henry would still have done his country an inestimable service.3 He recorded for posterity Australia as she was through the dark Depression days of the 1890s, the dreamy days of gold rushes to Western Australia, the days of turn-of-the-Century excitement, the pride-filled days of Federation, and those heady days and militant tones of a world rumbling towards war.


Yet, Henry’s service to his country was not merely to record the way that she was. Writing at a time when Australians still looked longingly and for approval towards Mother England, Henry gave us our own Mother Country. He gave us not just the right, but the reason, to take pride in ourselves and our country and, as the grateful Miles Franklin said of her mentor, ‘Henry Lawson gave us this kingdom for our own [and] wove it so that we could fold it around us with the comfort of a blanket.’4


Through Henry, mateship became ‘the watchword of Australia’—a principle to guide our behaviour and our treatment of one another. ‘She’ll be right, mate,’ we say, and we mean it, for we will watch out for each other and provide whatever assistance it is that our mate requires. Described as ‘the apostle of mateship,’5 Henry left a legacy of mateship and courage in the face of difficulties that continues to instruct and inspire Australians almost 100 years after his death. For these things, he is deserving of the lavish praise heaped upon him by one contemporary: ‘He is the greatest gift the gods have so far given to Australia.’ Unfortunately, many Australians no longer read Henry. I read him constantly and I love what he wrote. It is what has inspired me to be out here at Bourke, ready to walk through hell.


≈


As we stand on the veranda of the Port O’ Bourke Hotel, we are a mixture of obvious excitement and nervous energy. This pub stood at the time of Henry’s visit to Bourke, albeit under the name, Royal Hotel. As one of the town’s main Union pubs, there is little doubt that Henry would have been a frequent visitor.


I take the opportunity to express my gratitude to my companions and to place an apology in advance. ‘Before we start, I just want to thank the three of you for being here,’ I say. ‘I know that over the next couple of weeks, I am not going to say very much and so I want to say “thank you” right now, while I still feel like talking.’


Given my experiences of tackling the Track 18 months earlier, I am conscious of the fact that the difficulties will likely see me withdraw behind a shield to try to shut things out, including the people around me. My previous tramp with Moz was blister-filled hell. ‘Nothing can prepare you for this trek,’ I warned Baz. ‘Imagine the worst it could possibly be, and then multiply that by ten!’


Before we begin, Moz, Baz, and I line up for a photograph outside the pub. We want to preserve an image of how we look at the start. We are all freshly showered and clean, knowing that we will soon be sweating beneath the sun and that the toil of the next several days will leave us dirty and grimy.


After the photos, it is time to begin. It is 6.27 am, 1 January 2011. We are on our way.


I run a few steps ahead.


‘There, now I’ve at least temporarily been out in front,’ I joke. I expect that with Baz’s fitness and Moz’s huge stride, my time ahead of the others will be limited. Jane has decided to walk out to the bridge with us too and she also looks fit, so there will be no relief for me there either.


Initially, there is lots of chatter as our excitement bubbles at finally starting this big adventure. Moz and I are two of just four people ever to successfully complete the one-way re-enactment walk. No one has ever retraced Henry’s entire Bourke-to-Hungerford-and-back trek. After many months of build up and preparation, the journey is finally underway.


≈


Over the initial kilometres, the four of us generally walk together. I ask Moz to take a photo of me as I walk past the site of the old Carriers’ Arms Hotel—the setting for some of Henry’s best Bourke-inspired stories. As I walk by the now decrepit building, I imagine thirsty drinkers sitting on the veranda alongside the former hotel proprietor, Watty Braithwaite, ‘known as “Watty Broadweight,” or, more familiarly, “Watty Bothways”.’ Henry said, ‘Watty was considered the most hopeless publican and his customers the hardest crowd of boozers in Bourke.’ A large, round figure, Watty used to settle into a comfortable chair on the pub veranda to snooze and be entertained by his increasingly drunken clientele. The Salvation Army would preach and bang their drums and sing outside the hotel while Watty sat with ‘an indulgent or fatherly expression on his fat and usually emotionless face. And by and by he’d move his head gently and doze. The banging and the singing seemed to soothe him, and the praying, which was often very personal, never seemed to disturb him in the least.’


For action and excitement, Watty’s pub was the place to be. ‘Most things that happened in Bourke happened at Watty’s pub, or near it.’ Henry said:


If a horse bolted with a buggy or cart, he was generally stopped outside Watty’s, which seemed to suggest, as Mitchell said, that most of the heroes drank at Watty’s…there was something in Watty’s beer which made men argue fluently, and the best fights came off in his backyard. Watty’s dogs were the most quarrelsome in town, and there was a dogfight there every other evening, followed as often as not by a man-fight. If a bushman’s horse ran away with him the chances were that he’d be thrown on to Watty’s veranda, if he wasn’t pitched into the bar; and victims of accidents, and sick, hard-up shearers, were generally carried to Watty’s pub.


I imagine that, if such things exist, the ghosts of Watty and other characters who appear in Henry’s Bourke-based poems and stories—the likes of the Giraffe, One-Eyed Bogan, Barcoo Rot, Gentleman Once, and Jack Mitchell—are interested to see us pass by. I expect Henry’s ghost comes in for some good-natured ribbing about we fools and our desire to walk where he walked.


I notice a man in a green t-shirt behind us. He is walking in our direction. ‘There’s some silly bugger behind us who looks like he is planning to walk to Hungerford,’ I joke.


Our spirits are upbeat and positive; however, it is impossible to ignore the fact that, despite not yet being 7.00 am, the sun already carries a sting. I notice the sweat soaking through Moz’s blue shirt as we pass the Exhibition Centre and head into the mythical Back o’ Bourke—the great Outback heart of the country. Still today, people talk of going Outback to find oneself in the emptiness. ‘Yer wanter go out back, young man, if yer wanter see the country. Yer wanter get away from the [railway] line,’ Henry was told. But as Henry found, there is always somewhere further out. ‘You could go to the brink of eternity so far as Australia is concerned and yet meet an animated mummy of a swagman who will talk of going “out back”.’


I come across a colourful Eastern Ringneck parrot dead by the roadside. I stop to take a photograph, knowing from my last tramp that it will be merely the first of many dead birds and animals that I will see on the Track. We will be traipsing through harsh country, where Death hunts greedily at every turn.


We reach the Polygonum Swamp, approaching the bridge across the Darling River, and are shocked to see the water level. Hundreds of trees stand in the still blue water, their thick foliage and strong branches a testament to the fact that their trunks have not long been submerged. Henry said that, depending on the season, the Darling River can be described as ‘either a muddy gutter or a second Mississippi’. With the floodwaters coming down from Queensland, there is no doubt that, today, the Darling is no muddy gutter. When Henry saw it, the Darling ‘was a narrow streak of mud between ashen banks, with a barge bogged in it.’


As we approach the bridge, a young couple from Ningaling Station, near Hungerford, pass us as they drive toward Bourke. They see us but do not stop. I later learn that Will, the driver, turns to his girlfriend, Narelle, and says, ‘Look at these mad bastards walking home from the pub’. Being early in the morning on New Year’s Day, Will and Narelle assume we have been partying hard. After all, that is what I assume about the bloke behind us in the green t-shirt. He shadows us from the distance of about a hundred metres until, about five kilometres out of town; I do not see any more of him. Perhaps, he is just like Henry’s horseman ‘who looked like a drover just returned from a big trip, [who] dropped into our dusty wake and followed us a few hundred yards’ until we lost our shadow when ‘a friend made wild and demonstrative signals from a hotel veranda—hooking at the air in front with his right hand and jobbing his left thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the bar—so the drover hauled off and didn’t catch up to us any more.’


Crossing the bridge, we see a long snake squashed on the road. Henry was said to have ‘a holy horror of snakes.’ As fascinating as they are, I am not keen on snakes either. The morning before, while having breakfast alongside Candy Mick, I sought reassurance about the danger of running into trouble from snakes.


‘Have you been to the jetty to see the river?’ Candy Mick asked.


‘Yeah, we had a look yesterday,’ I replied. ‘Gee, the water’s high.’


‘It’s high alright.’


‘There were lots of frogs,’ I said, recalling the loud croaking. There must have been thousands of frogs hidden in the shadows.


‘That’s right,’ Mick replied.


‘Probably a few snakes too?’ I posed it as a question, cautiously venturing forward.


‘That’s for bloody sure!’ Mick responded, leaving no room for doubt.


After a short while, Candy Mick and I were joined by a wheat harvester who was working long hours in the fields.


‘Did you see any snakes out there?’ I asked.


‘Yeah. I’ve seen lots of them.’


It was time for me to stop asking about snakes.


≈


At 7.30 am, we cross the road and walk toward the old North Bourke Bridge. Built in 1883, it is now just a walking bridge but, as the first built across the Darling River, at one time travelling stock and wagons overflowing with wool would have crossed here constantly. This is the same bridge Henry and his companions crossed as they set out toward Hungerford in late December 1892.


I am under the impression that Jane is turning back at the bridge and so I wait for her to say her goodbyes. When none are forthcoming, I take the initiative, say goodbye and push on. There is much ground to cover today and I am anxious to keep moving.


Across the bridge I pass the Bourke Bridge Inn and, as I am now in front, I am the first to see a Bearded Dragon sunning itself on the grass. I have never seen a Bearded Dragon before and, surprised that it is being so compliant; I take out my camera and snap a few photos. The lizard seems comfortable with me getting close-ups and it is only with seeming reluctance that it eventually decides that the paparazzi is too intrusive and moves to a more secluded spot.


After Jane begins her walk back to the pub and Moz’s car, Moz, Baz and I push forward. My eyes are drawn skyward when I hear the raucous nasal screech of cockatoos. I watch as several Red-tailed Black-Cockatoos pass overhead with their slow, lazy flight. Like us, they seem desirous to conserve energy in the early morning heat.


We have a long, flat, straight stretch of road before us as we negotiate Walkdens Plain and then Seventeen Mile Plain. The plains are devoid of trees but with the rain and sunshine they have had out here, Mitchell grasses stand thick and tall in the paddocks. The bitumen road is hot and hard on the feet. I would prefer not to walk on the road but the roadside is thick with grass, even extending above knee height. We see hundreds and hundreds of grasshoppers bouncing in the grass. I cannot help but wonder about the number of snakes that might be hidden there too. As a result, I stick to the hard but clear road surface.


‘How far does the bloody bitumen go?’ Baz wants to know. ‘I didn’t come out here for this. I can walk on a road at home.’


Moz and I begin to tell Baz about what we call the red carpet—the soft, fine red sand that starts up ahead about 30 or 40 km out of Bourke. We will be off the bitumen before then but until we reach the red carpet the road will either be sealed or will consist of gravel or large, sharp rocks.


We continue to press forward, the sun growling louder. Moz often takes the lead while Baz and I walk together, me occasionally breaking the silence to clear my throat. I wish I was feeling better. I have been fighting with illness for weeks now and coughing up phlegm.


We watch as Moz stops ahead of us and bends from the waist as if he is about to throw up. Baz and I wonder what he is doing. After a while, we see Moz do the same thing again and, a short time later, again. He does not appear to vomit but he looks as if he is about to.


‘Moz is struggling,’ Baz says.


‘Nah. He’ll be alright,’ I reply, thinking back to the way Moz had covered the distance in 2009. He surprised me with his strength and endurance then. He is made of the right stuff.


As Moz continues to stop and bend over, hands on knees, Baz becomes more concerned. ‘He’s struggling, Gregga. He’s struggling.’


‘He’ll be okay. He’s a strong bugger.’ I am blinded by my belief in Moz’s ability to keep going and so I dismiss Baz’s concerns. A little after 9.30, we reach the first water stop. The first 15 km are behind us. With our trowels in hand, Baz and I dig up our buried water. We spent New Year’s Eve burying water and food every 10 or 15 km along the Track. Digging up the water today is no easy task under the blazing sun. We are soon sweating profusely. There is no shade out here on the treeless plain and I wonder why we buried the water so deeply. We are, however, rewarded when the buried water with which we replenish our hydration pack bladders is noticeably cooler than the water we were carrying. The cooler the water on the shadeless plain is, the better.


We rebury what water we do not need and leave the first water stop. We see trees in the distance far in front of us, beyond Seventeen Mile Plain. I long for some shade to provide respite from the angry sun.


‘I’ve been doing some calculations,’ Baz says, ‘regarding the amount of time we have been walking and the amount of time it might take us to walk the whole distance at a rate of about five kilometres per hour. We have completed about three percent of the journey.’


I find this announcement uplifting because it seems like a sizeable bite from the overall task. Eating an elephant may be accomplished one bite at a time, but we have already gobbled up three percent of the beast.


The flies are thick. There are hundreds of them hitching a ride with me but, fortunately, they seem content to crawl around on my hat and my back and generally stay out of my face. It is only when I stop and turn my head to look behind me that they cloud before my eyes.


A breeze picks up and, with no trees to block its path, it offers some partial respite from the heat. How we long for the shady trees in the distance though.


≈


Having been born and raised in the Bush, Henry’s experiences endowed him with an appreciation of the difficulties of life in the country. Although he did not always enjoy his time in the Bush, he did admire the people. Henry predicted that Australia one day would have to fight to suppress foreign invaders. He used to say to his brother-in-law that it would be the men from the Bush who would save the country.6


In terms of beauty and splendour, Henry did not always have glowing tributes to write about this country out here, because really, at every turn, what it is trying to do is to kill you. What Henry did write about in glowing terms were the people who survived and, indeed, occasionally thrived despite the harshness. They are the people Henry praised and to whom Henry sang tribute. As one friend said, Henry ‘truly did understand and love his people…Lawson is, and ever will be, Australian of the Australians.’ Another contemporary described Henry as ‘the first articulate voice of our nationhood’—the one who helped us to see and appreciate who and what we are as people and to be proud of that—to take pride in being Australian. In shaping our identity as a unique People, Henry helped us to recognise our own self-worth and, for that, rather than fading like an old photograph, our indebtedness to Henry grows with each passing year.7


≈


It is a matter of walk, walk, walk.


The trees seem never to draw nearer.


The sun climbs higher in the sky and its intensity is incredible. Just a week ago, I was in Canada and the temperature was around minus 20 degrees Celsius. Out here in the sun, with no shade whatsoever on the treeless plain, the mercury races towards its high point for the day of 47 degrees. I have never felt so much heat. I wish that, like Baz, I could be in shorts. Having just emerged from the Canadian snow though, I know that I will burn like paper. I am wearing long tracksuit pants and a long-sleeved shirt. Beneath my Canadian Tilley hat I have draped a bandana, extending down over my neck and ears. I know that sunburn will stop me in my tracks and so I must stay protected.


The bitumen eventually gives way to a gravelly surface baked hard in the sun. The pebbles and rocks crunch beneath our feet and we sound like an army on the march. My feet are tiring and I feel the first suggestion of blisters. Blisters were the bane of my existence on the tramp eighteen months ago. I am desperately hoping to avoid them. Last time, in the quest for authenticity, I wore a pair of elastic-sided boots. I figure that Henry probably wore elastic-sides himself. By the time I reached Hungerford, my feet were bloated and distorted by blisters and that one-way journey had been the most physically demanding task I had ever undertaken. My wife, Jennifer, quite rightly put much of my suffering down to my blisters and, hence, to my footwear. She believes that things will be better this time around with, as she put it before I left Canada, ‘a sensible pair of shoes.’


I bought a new pair of hiking shoes while I was in Canada. They are Merrell shoes and have an air cushion sole. I am under the impression that I have sufficiently worn them in over the months preceding this tramp. At the same time, I want them to retain that cushy new shoe feel too, and so I have not worn them too much. I thought what I had as I left Bourke this morning was a nice balance of comfortable, cushioned new shoes that had been worn in to such a degree that blisters were not likely to be a problem. I was wrong.


My shoes are rubbing on the inside of the pads of each heel. I had blisters there last time too. In order to reduce the risk of blisters, I spent more than an hour after my shower this morning powdering my feet and applying bandaids and bandages. Recalling the spots that had been particularly troublesome last time, I applied moleskin adhesive bandages as a preventative measure. I also put in place a couple of small rubber ‘sleeves’ over each of my little toes. Those two toes were butchered last time, rubbed red raw before eventually becoming infected. As I walk along reflecting on my feet, the toe sleeves at least seem to be working well. My little toes are giving me no trouble at all, but I am bothered by what seems to be forming on the inside of my heels and the general foot sore feeling that I have as I walk on the hard road.


Moz is in front and at 10.45am, he reaches three or four spindly little gums and decides that will be a good place to rest. Baz pulls in next to him and by the time I get there my first thought is that there is bugger all shade left for me. I find a spot that seems to offer a little respite from the direct glare of the sun but there are burrs and prickles aplenty.


‘Prick of a spot,’ I say to myself, but beggars can hardly be choosers.


I throw down my swag and lie on the prickly ground, using my swag as a pillow to cushion my head. I take off my hat to try to cool down a little but I leave my bandana draped across my face. Moz is on his back but his head and shoulders are propped on his backpack which is, in turn, propped against the trunk of a small tree. His knees are bent up in front of him as if he is trying to fold himself into an envelope. He looks anything but comfortable. His face reminds me of a Muscovy drake, all red and puffy. He looks as hot as hell and, frankly, he looks exhausted.


‘I wonder what was going through Custer’s mind when he realised that he’d led his men into a slaughter,’ I think to myself, recalling one of Mel Gibson’s lines from the movie, We Were Soldiers.


Baz and Moz would not be out here if it were not for me. I am too buggered to say anything out loud and, anyway, I know that if I do, Baz will respond with, ‘Custer was a pussy.’


We rest for almost an hour before we decide to move on. The high sun is noticeably hotter as we leave what shade the trees offer. All three of us seem to have lost a lot of energy during our stop. Seventeen Mile Plain is as flat and devoid of trees as its predecessor, Walkdens Plain. The difference is that the sun is now higher and hotter. My feet feel worse for the rest and my blisters are more painful.


We see kangaroos on both sides of the Track.


The track that seems arisen up


Or else seems gently slopin’,


And just a hint of kangaroos


Way out across the open.


Some kangaroos pause and gaze at us curiously. Others immediately turn and flee, as if embarrassed to be in any way associated with what they perceive to be a fiasco. ‘What are these fools doing out here?’ they seem to ask.


Baz and I see many Emus on the plain too. Moz comments on our eyesight. Invariably, we spot the Emus before he does. It becomes almost an unspoken contest between Baz and me to see which of us can be the first to spot the next Emu. The more tired I get however, the more tired of the game I become.


By noon, Moz is out in front again and Baz is a little ahead of me. Baz pushes out a fart and leaves it behind for me to walk through. He will be 45 in a few days but as he looks back at me walking through his flatulence he still has the cheeky grin of a 12 year old. It is the same grin that Henry might have had in mind when he commented that ‘the average Australian boy is a cheeky brat with a leaning towards larrikinism.’ And flatulence, I might add, Henry.


The half an hour since leaving our rest stop has been a tough one. Still, we figured we had 21 km behind us before we stopped and so we are three-fifths done for the day. Only 14 more kilometres to go and we can call the day over. Fourteen kilometres is a bloody long way when the temperature is 47 degrees though.


The grey gravel road gives way to the first of the red sand. The Track is still rocky but the walking is now easier on the feet. The sun is almost directly overhead and the shadow that I cast does not even extend beyond my footfalls.


We come to a cattle grid across the Track. ‘These things get to be a pain in the arse when you have a few days behind you and you’re buggered,’ I tell Baz as we negotiate this one with relative ease.


We notice that Moz starts to struggle again, bending over presumably either to stretch out his back or to dry retch. In this heat, we are all struggling and so I do not bother to ask him about what he is doing. Baz starts to move ahead of Moz. He must be cooler in his shorts than Moz and me in long pants. I only hope he is sensible enough to make sure he does not get sunburnt.


It is unbelievably hot when, mid-afternoon, I catch up to Baz, seemingly asleep under the shade of a big tree. He has a towel spread beneath him in the dirt. I am happier with this spot than our morning rest stop. This one is shadier and clearer and so I throw down my swag and backpack and join Baz. I take off my shoes and socks and see I have two nasty blisters forming and, as I expected, they are right at one of the spots I had bandaged this morning. Much to my frustration, the bandages have not held in place. It is annoying for me to know that I picked the right spot but that I was let down by failure of the bandage to adhere. ‘Then again,’ I think as I look at my sweaty feet, ‘I would almost have had to nail it in place for the bandage to stay there under these conditions.’


One who has not carried a load in 47-degree heat cannot understand just how hot I feel. As Henry said, ‘No one who has not been there can realise the awful desolation of Out Back.’ Were fire-breathing dragons to confront me with fanged jaws and roar in my face, I could not feel hotter.


It has been a tough couple of hours and Moz is in a bad way when he joins us. When Jane appears in the car, Moz goes to the vehicle and sits inside with the air-conditioner running. He remains there for 40 minutes or more. He invites me to join him but I do not feel right about using the car in that way. Furthermore, I think it is a bad sign for Moz. Using the car to cool down seems to me to be an admission that he is in trouble and cannot stand it out here. Mentally, I think it is a knock to him and, while it is cooling him down, I see it as an admission of weakness.


Jane hands me something to eat and I scoop some tuna out of a tin with rice crackers. It goes down well, despite the flies’ determination to share my lunch. The juice from the tuna oozes onto my hands and I feel sticky and dirty but I know this is just the beginning. I will get worse before I get better.


I lay down and I try to sleep but the heat will not let me. All the same, it feels good to be off my feet.


Baz begins to stir a little after 3.30 and slowly and reluctantly I climb back on my feet. As we fill our water bottles and backpack hydration bladders with water from the back of the car, Baz sees an Emu close in front of the car.


‘There’s an Emu,’ he says.


I am filling my water. That is my task for now. In this heat, I do not have the energy for anything else.


‘Look, Greg, he’s right there,’ says Baz, pointing.


I am too tired to tell him I do not care.


‘Look, Greg. See how close he is?’


I am too tired to tell him I have reached the stage where it is just another bloody Emu.


When Baz sees that I am not going to lift my head, he gives up on me and moves off in the direction of the Emu.


We rested for more than two hours but it seems likely this will be necessary to avoid the worst of the sun during the early hours of each afternoon. I find it hard to get going again though. There are still nine kilometres to go before we reach the place we chose the day before as our first camping spot. It is going to be a tough slog for me to get there on this hateful, spiteful Track.


I catch up to Baz, feeling guilty about ignoring him while he had tried to point out the Emu.


‘There was an Emu back there, eh?’ I ask.


‘Yeah,’ says Baz, ‘it was right in front of the car—just a few metres away.’


The day before was New Year’s Eve and I had asked Moz about the fireworks show they put on where he lives in Sydney. ‘I don’t know what you think,’ Moz had said, ‘but I think if you’ve seen one firework, you’ve seen them all.’


I think about Baz’s Emu and I turn to him and say, ‘Seen one Emu, seen ‘em all.’ I do not believe it for a minute. It is not the way that I look at the world but I want Baz to be aware that I am not going to have the energy to look at every Emu that crosses our path.


≈


Living overseas as I do might be one reason my love of Henry’s writing grows and grows. ‘For an Australian to read him in another country,’ one literary analyst wrote, ‘is to breathe the air of home.’8 I inhale a long, deep breath. As much as I am struggling, it is nice to again be able to breathe Australian air.


≈


Moz has rebounded well and he is again in front. On the voice recorder that hangs on my chest from a strap on my backpack, I record a description of Moz as a trooper and a fighter. He looked terrible this morning but he is now moving well.


The unsealed road is dry and dusty and consists mostly of fine red sand, covered in places with loose rocks. Two vehicles drive by and kick up enormous clouds of dust that envelope me completely. I cannot see Baz in front of me or Moz in front of him. I am reminded of my dream of three nights earlier—my first night back in Australia. In my dream, I was stuck in a thick fog and unable to find my way out. I was lost and alone and helpless. In the dust and heat today, I feel that way again.


The road goes back to sealed bitumen and I curse Mans’ determination for so-called progress. On foot, an unsealed road is a much kinder surface than the black top bitumen. The heat radiates through my shoes and the soles of my feet cook. The wispy cirrus clouds low on the horizon behind me do nothing to block the sun, which has by now passed to the other side of my body but still blazes like a furnace. I keep forcing myself to drink. I cannot allow my body to dehydrate.


I am pleased to find Moz and Baz resting up ahead. Baz stands in some shade by the roadside but Moz is prostrate in the long grass. I notice a channel of water in the grass and move across to soak my bandana. Dozens of unseen frogs croak to one another, conveying the news of my arrival. The grass is almost to my thigh. With the long grass, the heat, the water, and the frogs, it is a dangerous place to stop. It must be full of snakes but I am too exhausted to care. I throw my pack and swag in the grass and collapse on top of them.


‘That’s a hell of a snaky spot you’ve got,’ Baz says.


‘I’m just hoping that any self-respecting snake will see us as such easy prey that they’ll see no challenge in it for them to bite us.’ I am more hopeful than realistic but too tired to move or to care. It is only the first day and already I am worn ‘dirty and careless and old’ and, as much as I try to resist it, ‘my lamp of hope’ has gone dim.


Moz rouses enough to sing a ditty. ‘We’re here. We’re queer. We don’t want any more snakes!’ It is an adulteration of a line from the television programme, The Simpsons, and he uses it to let the snakes know of our presence and, hopefully, to encourage any nearby snakes to move away.


I wring my bandana out and let the refreshing water dribble onto my neck.


Baz rests for a moment but does not join us in the long grass. I tell him that he need not feel obligated to wait with us. If it is best for him, he should push on at his own pace. Baz checks that we are okay and asks if there is anything we need. He gives us both a refreshing squirt in the face from his hydration bladder.


Baz leaves Moz and me in the grass, flat on our backs, roasting despite the dappled shade. As he leaves, Baz drops a laminated piece of red paper onto my chest. On it, there is a type-written quote from Shakespeare’s Saint Crispin’s Day speech. I read it to Moz: ‘We few, we happy few, we band of brothers; for he today that sheds his blood with me shall be my brother.’


There is no doubt that there is a brotherhood out here that extends beyond just me and Baz. It also embraces Moz and, although not with us right now, even Jane as well. We are a team all working toward the goal of getting three of us to Hungerford and back.


Moz and I lie in the grass for about forty minutes. As I lie there, I am already questioning the wisdom of what I have gotten myself in for. It is still Day One. How can I possibly survive 15 days of this? I cannot see or hear Moz in the long grass. He is lying somewhere above my head. For all I know, he might be dead. How can he possibly survive 15 days of this?


We are in a mess. We have only managed about half an hour of travel since our long afternoon stop and here we are again, flat on our backs melting in the heat.


I hear a car approaching. In my confused state, it seems to me that the sound is coming from the Hungerford direction. Fortunately, Moz correctly discerns the noise to be coming from the direction of Bourke. Jane had driven back into Bourke and Moz perhaps recognises the sound of his own vehicle. He pops up from the grass so Jane sees us and does not drive past. She has with her some Powerade drinks.


‘Thank you, Jane.’


The cold drink tastes wonderful as it slides down my parched throat.


≈


Before leaving us, Jane says we have less than four kilometres to go until we reach our first night camp. There is no way to know how far ahead Baz might be. Even when I am back on the Track, I cannot see him in the distance. I suspect he might already be at the campsite. He is a pocket rocket of energy and he is travelling very well. I later learn that he fails to recognise the campsite and continues past. It is not until Jane catches up to him in the vehicle that he learns he has walked about a kilometre-and-a-half past the spot we had picked to stop for the night. Seeing as we have already dug a fire pit, collected firewood, and buried water the day before, he must turn back. When he tells me later that he overshot the campsite, I am so exhausted that I say to him, ‘If I walked three kilometres extra, I’d bloody well shoot myself.’


Right now, the thought of going one step further than I have to is not even comprehensible. I just try to keep plugging away and not let Moz get too far from me. Fortunately, Moz is only travelling in short bursts. He goes for a kilometre or so and then stops and rests and allows me to catch up. Then we push on again and he strides out in front and then stops and rests again and allows me to catch him. It is slow progress but progress nonetheless.


Rather than cooling down in the evening, it seems to be getting hotter. I am ever so glad when I see Moz and Jane’s tents set up ahead.


At 6.45 pm, Moz and I stagger into camp. Day One is over. Thank God for that. Thirty-five kilometres are behind us. As exhausted as I am, even I can raise a smile at that.


≈


The sun is a long time in going down and, even when it does, the temperature seems not to drop. As darkness descends, Moz and Jane are in separate tents while Baz and I are on our blankets beneath the stars. My swag consists of two blankets—one of which I have spread over as clear and prickle-free a spot as I can find. I am aware that with the heat, I will not need the other blanket for warmth but I figure it might be necessary to keep the mosquitoes off me.


Boy, am I right.


The mozzies arrive in droves. The constant buzzing around my head drives me crazy. The mozzies are so loud they sound like huge squadrons of helicopters, descending to feed from me. Yet, when I pull the blanket over my body, I cook. It is so hot that I cannot bear to have the blanket over me but the mozzies are so hungry that I am losing my mind.


When Henry was out here, he said he ‘spent most of [the] night hunting round in the dark and feeling on the ground for camel and horse droppings with which to build fires and make smoke round our camp to keep off the mosquitoes.’ As I lay in the darkness, it is not just because of the absence of camel and horse droppings that I have an overwhelming sense of being poorly equipped for this task. My blanket is too hot. My shoes give me blisters. My bandaids and bandages are not doing the preventative job I had hoped for. There is no way to escape the mosquitoes. I have no insect repellent. I am feeling overweight and out of shape. I am so tired. My body craves sleep. I watch the hands of my watch climb towards 10.00 and then 11.00 pm. Then it is midnight. Then it is 1.00 am. Now it is 2.00 am. I am still wide-awake.


I try to distract myself from the constant drone of the mosquitoes. The blanket of stars overhead is awe-inspiring. I think it is the most stars that I have ever seen. I pick out the Southern Cross and, knowing that he is also still awake, I ask Baz for confirmation that I have the right cluster.


I cannot stop urinating. I also am too tired to rise and hobble to a more discreet spot away from our camp. With Jane in her tent, I hope she cannot hear me peeing as I kneel on my blanket and pee to one side. I do this over and over again—seven or eight times in four or five hours of trying to get to sleep. I console myself in believing that at least my peeing seems to be an indicator that I am not dehydrated.


Earlier, I noticed Jane had some mosquito repellent. I suspect she is asleep but I am going crazy in the storm of mosquitoes.


‘Jane,’ I say into the darkness.


‘Yes?’ she answers. I cannot tell if she was asleep or not.


‘Do you still have that insect spray?’


‘It’s here in the tent,’ she tells me. Despite the hour, she seems not to be irritated.


I am too buggered to stand up and move away to pee but, at this point, I would walk a hundred kilometres to get insect spray. I haul myself onto unsteady feet and slide them into my thongs. I hobble towards Jane’s tent and she kindly passes the repellent to me.


‘Thanks a lot,’ I say and I mean it as much as any thanks I have ever given. I spray myself all over and give an extra spray on and around my head.


Baz is listening closely. Like me, he is bombarded by mosquitoes.


‘Can I have some of that, Gregga?’ He seems almost to be begging. I know how he feels. I toss the spray bottle toward him and I hear him drowning himself in bug spray.


Another hour passes. The repellent keeps the mozzies from landing on me. But they still fly in great swarms about me, searching for a way to my blood. The noise of their buzzing does not stop for a second.


I hear Baz’s voice in the darkness. ‘Moz…is the car locked?’


‘Yes.’ Moz sounds groggy. I am certain he was asleep.


‘Where are the keys?’ Baz sounds desperate.


‘In my pocket,’ Moz replies.


‘Can I have them?’


‘What are you doing, Baz?’ I ask.


‘The mozzies are driving me crazy. I’m getting in the car.’


It is 3.00 am and I have not slept a wink. What a horrible end to a horrible first day. What a horrible start to what I can only expect will be a horrible second day.


If sheltering in the car is good enough for Baz, it is good enough for me. ‘Wait up, Baz. I’m coming too.’




DAY TWO


Henry Lawson’s Parents


I am an Australian Bushman (with city experience)—a rover, of course, and a ne’er-do-well, I suppose.


I was born with brains and a thin skin—worse luck!


- The Babies in the Bush, Joe Wilson and His Mates, 1901


It is when the sun goes down on the dark bed of the lonely Bush, and the sunset flashes like a sea of fire and then fades, and then glows out again, like a bank of coals, and then burns away to ashes—it is then that old things come home to one. And strange, new-old things too, that haunt and depress you terribly, and that you can’t understand.


- ‘Water Them Geraniums’,Joe Wilson and His Mates, 1901


Sitting in the front passenger’s seat of the car, I still have difficulty falling asleep because I am unable to stretch out. At least I have eluded the army of mosquitoes. Baz is snoring beside me and silently I curse him. Considerably later, I too eventually drift off to a shallow sleep of only an hour to an hour-and-a-half’s duration.


I awaken at 6.00 am and know that I must get moving. We have another 33 km to tramp to reach Fords Bridge. Oh, how I long for the Warrego Hotel at Fords Bridge and the bed that awaits.


I prepare my feet and then cover any exposed skin with sunscreen. I fill my water bladder and two spare water bottles and squeeze them into the pockets of my backpack. I am only dimly aware of the others as they begin to stir. I am caught up in my own dread of what the day might bring.


It is 7.10 when I step onto the Track, going only a few paces before I hack up a colourful wad of phlegm. The sun is already high and hot. So far, there is only one blister bothering me on each foot, but they are major blisters. The inside of the ball of each heel is agony and as I take my first, uncertain steps for the day, my feet scream in pain. Baz takes the lead early on. Three Emus race up the road in front of him.


Although Henry was born at the small New South Wales town of Grenfell, at the start of the gold rush that lured his parents to the area, the place was originally known as Emu Creek. The settlement was renamed in honour of John Grenfell, a Gold Commissioner who was shot by bushrangers and killed in the year before Henry’s birth. Henry was born on 17 June 1867 and legend has it that he was born in a tent on the diggings during a flooding storm.


The sky is a beautiful clear blue this morning. When I am not at home I miss the blue of the Australian sky. There is no sky like it—no colour like it—anywhere else in the world. It is a blue that I imagine a painter could spend a lifetime trying to create, only to die frustrated and disappointed. ‘I cannot do it. It is beyond me,’ I imagine even Leonardo or Michelangelo saying. I wonder at my own limitations and what things are beyond me. Van Gogh cut off his ear. I do not think that taking a razor blade to my feet will help me out of this situation but it might not make things much worse either.


I extract from my pocket the two portraits of Henry Lawson that will accompany me for every step of the journey. One portrait is a copy of a photograph of Henry taken in 1893, later in the year that he completed his Outback trek. Although the photo was taken in New Zealand, I expect that it is a good reflection of what Henry’s appearance would have been as he set out from Bourke en route to Hungerford. The other portrait is actually a series of eight photographs believed to have been taken in 1915 by William Johnson. Henry would have been a little older than I am now. I am 43 years old. In the photos Henry would be 47 or 48 years of age. Using what was termed a ‘multiplying camera,’ Johnson was able to take eight separate portraits of Henry on the one negative. Although the technology is beyond me, I like the different moods reflected in the images. I have long considered this series of photographs to be my favourite Lawson portrait. Henry is laughing in some of the images and, despite his troubled life; I like to think of Henry in this cheerful mood.


As I look at the portraits, I wonder what Henry would make of me walking along the dusty Track in his footprints. Perhaps he would simply ask, ‘Did you not read what I wrote?’ Enough warning flowed from Henry’s pen for anyone to know that this trek is one to be avoided. ‘It’s not glorious and grand and free to be on the track,’ Henry wrote. Then again, he did follow that sentence with the words, ‘try it’. I am trying it and, like Henry, I am hating it. I expect that Henry would be surprised and more than a little amused that somebody would be inspired to go to all of this trouble in honour of him.


My hands are swollen and my fingers are tingly. Baz is having the same problem. We suspect it is a product of our backpacks and the straps inhibiting our circulation. As a result of my swollen hands and wrists, I dangle my watch from one of the straps of my pack. It keeps the watch in a position from which it is easy for me to keep track of the passage of time, yet is not uncomfortable on my wrist. I also have my camera in its case and my voice recorder device in its case dangling from the shoulder straps of my pack. It is comfortable and makes things easily accessible, but with the straps of my backpack, plus the straps to the camera and the voice recorder, I have more ‘straps’ than an old-time Marist Brothers school.


≈


Henry’s father was Niels Hertzberg Larsen. Niels went by the name, Peter. The surname was anglicised to Lawson some time after Peter left his home in Norway at the age of twenty-one. Peter was a sailor who arrived in Melbourne during the peak of the 1850s Victorian gold rush. Caught up in gold fever, he ‘wandered off in the quest of gold’ and left his seafaring days behind him.


On 7 July 1866, at age 33, Peter married 18-year-old Louisa Albury. While the newlyweds were fossicking on the New South Wales goldfields, Henry was born. Peter was known as ‘a most industrious man [who] toiled manfully as gold seeker, bush farmer, and builder for his young Australian wife and four children.’ In an autobiographical work, Henry described his father as ‘short, and nuggety and fair’ but Henry conceded, ‘He died before I began to understand and appreciate him.’ Nonetheless, Henry retained fond memories of Peter and when speaking of his father throughout his life, Henry spoke with love and affection.1


Henry remembered his father ‘was always working, or going somewhere with an axe or a pick and shovel over his shoulder, and coming home late.’ In a short story entitled ‘A Vision of Sandy Blight,’ Henry wrote, ‘Father was always gentle and kind in sickness.’


When Louisa eventually decided that a life in the Bush was not for her, she took Henry and his two brothers and sister, left Peter, and moved to live in Sydney. At the time of his parents’ separation, Henry—the eldest child—was sixteen. Peter died when Henry was twenty-one.


≈


By 9.00 am, Baz is well in front and Moz is somewhere behind me, struggling in the early heat. A local farmer named Rod Thompson stops to chat. Like almost everyone driving past on the previous day, Rod wonders if we are in trouble and in need of help. He tells me to watch for the ruins of a pub that existed at Lauradale during Henry’s time and he tells me also of a shanty that stood just around the bend. There were many more spots to stop and buy a drink when Henry passed this way. Nowadays, the only watering hole between Bourke and Hungerford is at Fords Bridge and I cannot wait to get there later today.


Baz waits for me and we reach Sutherlands Lake together. There are hundreds of birds on the lake and it is an idyllic, lovely scene. I pick my way through the long grass to the lake’s edge. It is unbearably hot. I fall to my knees and then lay flat on the ground, with the upper part of my torso and my head resting in the water. I pull my body further into the water and completely submerge my head. I lay there with my head under water, my hands sinking into the gooey muddy bottom. The water is dirty and it occurs to me that it is no doubt full of leeches, but it is cooling and refreshing. I surprise myself by how long I keep my head under. I do not feel any need to breathe. I feel as if I have become a Water Being with no need for air. Given our state of exhaustion, when Moz arrives, he thinks I am trying to drown myself—to take the easy way out.


Eventually, I rise to the surface and as I get to my feet, the water runs down my body. I feel cool but also light-headed. In fact, I soon feel queasy and realise that I overdid it under the water. I wander to where Jane has pulled up in the car and I retrieve one of my blankets and set off in search of shade. I find some small trees and spread the blanket over the red ground. Ignoring the prickles, I lie down feeling sick and in danger of vomiting all over myself and my blanket. The others join me on the blanket in the shade. They proceed with breakfast.


‘What do you want to eat, Gregga?’ Baz asks.


I am fighting the urge to throw up and so I decline to answer. My eyes are closed and I keep my mouth closed too, just in case.


We rest for a long while but all too soon it is time to move again. The day is only getting hotter. We bid farewell to Jane and then we trudge on wearily. There is not much traffic but whenever a car or a truck does pass, clouds of dust envelop us.


We hear vehicles rumbling along the Track from a long way back. Out here, intrusions on the silence are easily detected and we know when a vehicle is approaching long before we see it. Most people stop for a chat, but some simply wave as they drive past, covering us in dust.


‘It is the second one that will kill you,’ I say to Baz. Buried in dust, if a second vehicle were to approach, the driver would be hard-pressed to see us. Furthermore, because we can still hear the first car moving away from us for a long time, it is difficult to hear the second vehicle approaching from behind. Fortunately, out here, even a lone vehicle is rare. There are few second vehicles.


≈


Henry’s mother, Louisa, was a woman ahead of her time. Amongst other things, she was a poet, publisher, social reformer, and leading figure in Australia’s women’s suffrage movement. Louisa was the second daughter in a family of ten girls and two boys. She was born in New South Wales on 17 February 1848 to English-born parents. She married at 18 and gave birth to Henry when she was 19 years old. ‘Someday,’ Louisa wrote when she was almost 50 years of age, ‘I hope to be strong enough to look the public in the face as Louisa Lawson, and not as the mother of a man. A man writes me up, a man takes my photograph, and I appear as the mother of a man.’2


After leaving her husband and moving to Sydney, Louisa bought the Republican newspaper. In 1888, she founded the Dawn. Both publications were used as vehicles to push social causes and advocate reform. Louisa was described as ‘a remarkable woman, with many graces of character, destined to take a conspicuous and honourable part in public affairs.’


Henry referred to his mother as ‘The Chieftainess’. He had an antagonistic relationship with her,3 claiming at one time that she was ‘a selfish, indolent, mad-tempered woman [who] was insanely jealous on account of my “literary success”.’ This criticism is interesting in light of a description by one person who knew both Henry and Louisa well and said that in many ways mother and son were identical in character.4


≈


At noon I am alone in the high sun. My feet are blistered to hell, my back is sore and my lips are dry and cracked. I am back on the bitumen and the heat from the road feels like it will melt my feet. The others are in the distance ahead. Occasionally, I catch a glimpse of them as they crest a rise in the road out in front of me. ‘There are no mountains out West,’ Henry wrote, ‘Only ridges on the floors of hell.’ I can see Satan dancing across this blazing inferno and tempting passersby with relief from suffering. Yesterday’s blisters are getting worse and I have two new ones. As I press against my toes with each step, a razor blade seems to cut through my feet. My feet feel as if they are being torn to shreds.


After a while, I pass where Moz has stopped to rest in the shade. He is dripping with sweat. I am struggling but he is struggling too. They say that misery loves company but I feel no inclination to stop and chat. Although this is a team endeavour and our success will be heavily influenced by one another, it is as much an individual pursuit as anything else. We depend on one another but no one can take the steps for us. One has to do that for himself and, as I hobble along in the heat, that is the hardest thing—to keep taking steps, to keep pushing forward.


I had told myself that I would push on until 11.15 and stop for a rest. When it got to 11.15, I decided to keep going until 11.30 am. When I am still going at noon, I decide to keep going until 12.30 pm. I crest another hill and see Baz sitting in the shade on the roadside. The water and food we buried for lunch cannot be too far ahead—perhaps only a few kilometres. I decide to keep pushing on to the lunch stop.


‘Bazzaaaaaaaa,’ I say as I walk past. I say it in a way that he will know I am alright and that, for now at least, if he is worrying about me, he need not. Moz is the one he should worry about at present.


Baz smiles as I walk past. He knows I am fine. I have not said much to him or Moz or Jane since about mid-morning yesterday. If I can force out an upbeat ‘Bazzaaaaaaaa,’ I must be feeling a bit better.


Jane has the car out in front of me somewhere, presumably at the spot we have chosen for our lunch stop. I scan the road ahead for a sign of the car shining in the sun.


A car approaches from the Fords Bridge direction. Two young men sit inside.


‘How are you?’ the driver says when he stops.


‘Yeah, I’m fine.’


‘Sorry about covering you in dust yesterday,’ the young driver says. I would be surprised if he is 20 years old.


‘No worries,’ I say. ‘It can’t be helped.’


‘I didn’t see you until I was almost on top of you.’


Great. That makes me feel much better.


‘Where are you going?’ the driver asks.


‘I’m walking to Hungerford with my brother and a mate.’


‘How far’s that?’ the driver wants to know.


‘Um, about 220 kilometres or so,’ I reply. I do not tell him about the return leg. I have stopped thinking about the return journey. It is not that I have counted it out. It is just that I have stopped thinking about it. Get to Hungerford first. That is my job for now and, even then, I am primarily thinking only of getting to Fords Bridge today. Bit by bit is how I will get this done.


‘Is it hot enough for you?’


I laugh. ‘You bet.’


We chat for a bit and they offer me a drink. They tell me that there is a car parked over the next rise, ‘Only 200 metres or so down the road.’ It must be Jane.


I thank them for taking the time to stop.


I reach the lunch stop first, arriving at 1.00 pm. Baz gets in about ten minutes later, right as the temperature hits its peak for the day of 46 degrees in the sun. ‘Gregga, you’re travelling better than I expected this morning.’


‘You seem always to be travelling well, Baz.’ When it comes out of my mouth, I realise it sounds almost resentful. ‘You bloody rookie.’


Baz shakes his head as if to suggest he might be making it appear easier than it really is for him.


Moz eventually arrives and we all have a bite to eat—tuna and rice crackers—before stretching out on the ground. I am on the bedroll that Baz packed for me and I have a blanket for a pillow. I roll onto my side and stuff a towel between my knees because that relieves some of the ache in my back. I rest my hat and bandana over my face and neck. The best that we can get from trees out here is only mottled shade. I remove my shoes to try to cool down my feet. I keep my socks on because doing so will help to keep my bandaids and bandages in place. I prop my feet on my backpack because I do not want them dragging on the ground, picking up dirt and grit that will rub and form yet another blister. I keep my pannikin mug and a water bottle close at hand.
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