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 Dedication




 For Esther, Lawrence and Michelle and all my widespread kith and kin.




 Also, I dedicate this book to the real people portrayed here and in doing so I hope for two things: first, that I have returned some truth to your life story where there may have been some deviation; and second, that your story can now be shared and celebrated more widely.







 Cultural Safety Warnings




 First Nations people are depicted in this work. They are fictionalised. No real-life First Nations people are named. This work has been reviewed and edited to fulfil the Australia Council for the Arts’ Protocols for Using First Nations Cultural and Intellectual Property in the Arts (ICIP).




 There is racist and prejudice language used in this work reflecting the social norms of the time portrayed. These may not be considered appropriate today. These views are not the views of the author. Although the information may not reflect current understanding, it is provided in an historical context.




 There are also depictions of violence and war in this work.




 (Please refer to the appendices for further details on these matters.)









 
Brush the cymbals gently,
Muffled be the drum
Voices whisper softly,
Tread lightly as you come.
By canvas tent bereft of sound
No more the ‘spruiker’ cries;
Life has lost the final round
And Death has claimed the prize.




 
Tribute to James (‘Jimmy’) Sharman Snr
Camden News, 1966
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 CHAPTER ONE






 Beginnings




 Trundle, NSW




 There is no firmer or friendlier handshake than the handshake of a pugilist.




 He introduces himself: ‘Jim Cowan, heavyweight. But you can call me Jimmy.’




 He seems to accept me straightaway, regardless of my deficiency … 




 My turned-in foot.




 The claw of my left hand.




 My walk.




 I walk like a broken marionette.




 I have a palsy. ‘God’s revenge for my ancestors’ sins’, my Aunt Adelaide is always reminding me and telling others.




 He is here to help carry my luggage because Trundle’s main street is as wide as it is long and muddy.




 He has stories … 




 The time at the Shepparton Show when some lads threw a monitor lizard into one of the luncheon tents. Inside, a dozen or more men, New Zealanders from the Wellington Brass Band, ran in all directions.




 Not used to the habits of such creatures, several men climbed onto the trestle tables, where upon the reptile, also scared, did as scared reptiles do and climbed to the highest point, resting on the head of the euphonium player.




 Another story about the baker’s apprentice knocked out very hard at Beechworth. How when he came to, sat up, turned to Mr Sharman, and said with a queer look on his face, ‘I would really love a piece of orange.’




 ‘You are joining a great adventure, Archie.’




 We are outside the hotel now. Jimmy points up to a man standing at a window, staring.




 ‘That’s Mr Sharman up there.’




 The man steps back into the darkness.




 ‘So, the last bookkeeper Mr Sharman had was either stupid with numbers or stupid enough to steal from Mr Sharman, I don’t know what, but watch yourself, Archie; you don’t want to get on the wrong side of Mr Sharman and his money,’ Jimmy whispered.




 ‘Mr Sharman, Archie Blackmore the bookkeeper is here for interview.’




 The man appears at the window again.




 ‘The interview is at one o’clock, that’s the arrangement we made. It’s a quarter to. Wait; he will see you then.’




 The man steps back into the darkness.




 It is still raining. Jimmy Cowan leaves me and my luggage, whispering again.




 ‘Stay right where you are, lad, this is how Mr Sharman does things.’




 ‘But I have the job promised to me by a letter from Mr Sharman already.’




 ‘Stay right there, don’t move.’




 Jimmy is now inside the warm and dry hotel.




 I stand there.




 I see a couple of wet stray dogs, but that is all.




 I stand alone. At least the rain has stopped.




 At 2 o’clock a window opens and Mr Sharman appears. It has been him along.




 ‘Archie Blackmore?’ Mr Sharman shouts from the window. ‘From Camden?’




 ‘Yes, you wrote to my father confirming a bookkeeper position with the boxing troupe and told me to come here to Trundle,’ I say.




 ‘I did, but the position’s not quite confirmed as yours just yet,’ he says.




 ‘What do you mean?’




 ‘See, the last chap did me wrong; he cooked the books and he stole from me. Tell me why you won’t go and do that. Yes? Tell me.’




 ‘I don’t know, Mr Sharman, I just wouldn’t.’




 ‘You wouldn’t until you were tempted by something I reckon. Do you drink? Do you gamble? Horses? Dogs? Cards?’




 ‘No, Mr Sharman, no, I don’t do any of that.’




 ‘Well, not yet you don’t.’




 ‘Mr Cashmere, the accountant, your last employer, told me that he deeply regretted losing you. Why do you want to join a boxing troupe?’




 ‘My father said I could learn a great deal from you. That you were a canny businessman,’ I say.




 ***




 My father knew Sharman.




 Poor and Catholic, he said.




 His family had a small dairy farm in the wettest part of Narellan, which the good Lord would choose to fill with water at least three or four times a year.




 One of thirteen children.




 Got about clothed in only old sugar bags, no shoes.




 A good, honest man, hard but fair, my father said.




 Careful with his money, a shrewd businessman.




 A man I could learn a great deal from if he chose to take me under his wing.




 ***




 ‘A canny businessman, your father said?’




 ‘Yes,’ I say.




 ‘Good answer. Your father is James Blackmore, the farmer on Cawdor Road?’




 ‘Yes.’




 ‘Yes. A good family. Two brothers, yes?’




 ’Yes.’




 ‘Frank and Albert, yes?’




 ‘Yes.’




 ‘Yes, I know them; useful boxers, they are in my book. Useful.’




 ‘Yes, they fought at your Campbelltown show.’




 ‘What’s two pounds ten shilling and twelve pence a week over forty weeks total? Quick!’




 ‘One hundred and twenty pounds, two shillings and two pence.’




 ‘Correct. How do you spell agriculturalist?’




 ‘A-g-r-i-c-u-l-t-u-r-a-l-i-s-t.’




 ‘Good. I hear that you have a remarkable memory of detail. Is this true?




 ***




 Yes. It is true. I do remember everything.




 My foot makes me slow, but it does not make me a dimwit, although it is often useful to be underestimated.




 Being a pace slower than others gives me the chance to look around, observe, to take things in, to remember the details, to savour, and to catalogue. I have more time to marvel at all of the world’s subtleties.




 I am unique … I can remember everything … I can never forget.




 Every spoken word I have ever heard can be replayed if I choose it, as if my mind is a gramophone and there are wax recordings of everything ever said, everything I ever hear.




 It is the same for whatever I see. Places, events, objects. Ask me to recall anything in the written form and I see each numbered page of everything I have ever read, the words, the sentences, and its grammar, I can even recall the typeface.




 It is as if everything has been photographed and then stored away in great everlasting vaults.




 A gift? Yes … and also a curse.




 I can often see, like a dream, like moving pictures, the scene that words or a conversation describes. It is as if I am there, a witness through the mind’s eye.




 Most people whose memory is not as accurate as mine can simply reconstruct or even just abandon any of their painful past. They can reconfigure any events or memories so all of it becomes more pleasant.




 With a large, exact and stubborn memory such as mine, the details refuse to be reconfigured and can leave me to dwell in dark times, dark places.




 ***




 ‘Right, then, demonstrate your famous memory to me,’ Mr Sharman asks.




 ‘Right, Mr Sharman. I have read the 1914 New South Wales Agricultural Show calendar; ask me something regarding that.’




 ‘Who is the President of the Trundle Agricultural Show Society?’




 ‘Mr Daniel John Burford Casey.’




 ‘Yes, correct, I only need the surname but good show anyway. Who is the President of the Goulburn Agricultural Show Society?’




 ‘Mr Chipford.’




 ‘Yes, correct. Good, then. You need to reply to Mr Chipford on my behalf. Have you ever lied, Archie?’




 ‘No … I mean, yes. Yes, I have. I try hard not to.’




 ‘Good, you would be lying if you said you never lied,’ he says with a tiny smile cracking on his hard face.




 ‘Mr Piggott will come down to fetch your luggage and you come to the parlour to sign the contract and understand your roles and your responsibilities.’




 ‘Thank you, Mr Sharman.’




 ‘Yes. One other thing: Mr Blackmore, if I find even a single zac unaccounted for, whether that’s through your own error or skulduggery, I’ll have your guts for garters, boy.’




 The window slams shut.




 A man with a big mouth of teeth and wide eyes is suddenly here in front of me.




 ‘Hello. Mr Piggott, tent boss. Archie, nice to meet you. Let’s get you inside, yes?’




 He takes off at a quick pace, banging my luggage up the stairs to the parlour. I struggle behind upstairs and into the parlour.




 There is a long table with a number of papers at one end and at the other end is Mr Sharman. He is smaller and thinner than I imagined. He looks very serious. He points to the contract: ‘Read and sign.’




 CONTRACT made between JIMMY SHARMAN of Narellan Athletic Promoter and Showman (hereinafter called the employer) of the one part and ARCHIBALD BLACKMORE of Camden (hereinafter called the athlete and general assistant) of the other part on the third of August 1914.




 There were the standard conditions about employment dates and renewals of contracts for further periods. There is one clause that concerns me.




 3. For each week that the troupe are operating in any Town, Carnival, or Show whilst on tour the employer shall pay to athlete and general assistant the sum of £4.




 4. The employer shall retain the sum of £2 each week out of the sum to be paid to the athlete and general assistant as and by way of a bond and/or guarantee against any breach of this contract by the athlete and general assistant during his term of employment under and by virtue of this contract and in the event of any breach of this contract by the athlete and general assistant all moneys held and/or retained by the employer shall be deemed to have been forfeited by the athlete and general assistant and in addition thereto the athlete and general assistant shall pay to the employer the sum of £50 as and by way of liquidated damages.




 5. The athlete and general assistant shall keep himself strictly law-abiding and shall refrain from all intoxicating liquors and injurious drugs and shall keep himself in a thoroughly fit condition to carry out his duties at any time or place as directed by the employer or his representatives. In the event of the said athlete and general assistant becoming incapable of performing his duties in a fit and proper manner through insobriety, sickness, injury or any other cause whatsoever the athlete and general assistant shall be deemed to have committed a breach of this contract and the employer shall be at liberty to exercise the rights and powers conferred on him by clause 4.hereof and the employer shall also have the right to terminate this contract forthwith and the athlete and general assistant shall then be responsible for his own transport without any further claim upon the employer whatsoever.




 There are other clauses regarding




 The proper care of costumes, gear or property.




 The requirement to use only the transport directed by the employer, obeying all directions given.




 The devotion of the athletes and general assistants’ entire services to the employer, being ready and prepared to work or train no later than eight thirty in the morning until the closing down. ‘When is the bond returned?’ I ask.




 ‘You didn’t come down in the last shower did you, Archie Blackmore?’




 ‘No, but I just want to clarify this point; if a legal agreement is unclear it must be explained.’ I say that before really thinking about it.




 ‘So, you don’t think it’s fair then, Mr Blackmore? Every other man just signs the contract and gets on with it.’




 ‘It is just that you don’t get full pay until the end of the season.’




 ‘So, you are thinking about taking off already? Is it all this talk of war? Am I not paying you a pretty penny? If you don’t want to sign on the next train is at four.’




 ‘I will sign, Mr Sharman, I will, it’s just an interesting clause.’




 ‘The thing is, Mr Blackmore, if I have any of my boxers taking off, or my wrestler, even though he’s just a big soft pudding, I can’t show a class of boxing fights and I know nothing about wrestling. I lose challengers, I lose money and word spreads that Jimmy Sharman’s Boxing Troupe is going to the pot.’




 I sign.




 Mr Sharman is beside me now and offers a firm and friendly handshake.




 ‘You have an eye for detail. You’re a thinker too. I like that. Useful. Good. Excellent.’




 Mr Piggott shows me to my room. Dinner is at six.




 ***




 I am introduced to each of them … 




 Jackie Green, flyweight,




 Stanley Hill, the Aboriginal boxer,




 Alf Preston,




 Frank Burns, middleweight, the blacksmith from Temora,




 Tommy Murphy,




 Billy Spiers, the wrestler.




 At the dinner table the troupe tell me about touring, things to watch out for.




 The tricks some men played in pubs, where a bloke leaves a one pound note on the floor just in front of the bar, no-one near it; then he says it’s his when you bend down to pick it up. You beg to differ and five of his mates have an excuse to set loose on you.




 Or another instance where some little fella gives you lip and invites you outside to fight it out, and down the alley are twenty others ready to beat the life out of you.




 Frank told me to watch out for illywhackers at the Maitland show.




 Watch out for Frater too, Tommy said, and they all smile.




 Mr Sharman had a hard-hitter style of hat and a face that matched. He reminds us that our contractual obligations did not include fights in or outside public houses.




 It is only when all of them are together in one small room and I have spent some time with them that I notice their collective features.




 Their hard heads.




 Faces, foreheads, scuffed, shadowed or scrubbed.




 Ears bent inside out, compressed into small hard lumps.




 Eyes steely and hooded close.




 Eyebrows pushed to wrong parts or half rubbed off.




 Mouths, thick rubbery curtains over missing teeth.




 Noses, pushed flat behind cheekbones or made crooked.




 And their smiles, their big outside voices, their laughs, their playfulness and their friendship.




 After dinner Mr Piggott calls me into Mr Sharman’s room where he outlines his expectations.




 I am responsible for all tasks of a generally minor administrative nature. I will arrange lodgings, print and distribute flyers, organise drays and make enquiries about trains. I will assist as directed on show days. I am responsible for the banking. Each evening I will assist Mr Sharman, reconciling petty cash and the day’s takings. I will also be responsible for recording all new details into the cashbook. These and the other notebooks are all kept in an old heavy bag that has seen several repairs. This is the bag he wears with a thick strap over one shoulder and is never far from.




 I can see one notebook has pages of neatly lined columns for expected profits and outgoings for each site, and the variations from one year to the next. It is an impressive ledger, both in its detail, its design and in its neatness.




 There is a second notebook, a blue one, full of names and details listed alphabetically … I steal a glimpse … with my photographic memory I see some more detail … 




 James Clark, featherweight, bootmaker, 12 Victoria Ararat, Victoria, southpaw with good combinations.




 Harry Devon, heavyweight, miner, c\o Railway hotel, Aratula, Queensland, heavy punch, courage.




 Bill Franklin, welterweight, farmer, Arawata Road, Arawata, Victoria, good mover, thinker, fights with guile.




 He spends any free time he has making notes.




 There is the letter from Mr E Chipford, the show president from Goulburn, who writes that the streets are full this time of year with young fit lads. Mr Chipford respectively requests Mr Sharman’s troupe pay a visit soon as possible as a spectacle of fistic fun is in the offing.




 I am to draft a reply for Mr Sharman’s signature suggesting a possible future visit, apologising as this year’s tour is now underway.




 Before I leave he gives me the year’s remaining itinerary. His neat copperplate hand lists the dates and venues from this instant until November.




 ***




 Billy Spiers, the wrestler, sees the list and calls the others in. They fill the room.




 ‘Any changes?’




 As they study it carefully they add their remarks.




 Trundle.




 Temora, Ardlethan, Leeton, Wagga Wagga, Narrandera




  … Shearing season … lots of shearers … all well used to fighting … 




 Albury




  … The local constable … 




 Shepparton




 Royal Melbourne Show




 Port Fairy




  … Fishermen … 




 Mount Gambier, Castlemaine




  … Big farm boys raised on mutton … 




 Warrnambool




  … Good Irish stock coming in from Koroit … 




 Ballarat … no good … flogging a dead horse there … 




 Bairnsdale,




  … The timber workers … 




 Dandenong, Lilydale, Camperdown and Daylesford.




 Melbourne Cup. Then the summer break.




 ***




 At the showgrounds the next morning canvas banners have been raised behind a platform. Bright yellow and red lettering … Prizes to be won by all comers … A sporting treat for men and women … 




 There are pictures of Tommy and Jackie. Mr Sharman has added, for effect, Jack Johnson and Les Darcy, their big fists poised, tight waists wrapped in champion belts.




 More words … 




 Australian Champions of all weights to challenge and meet all comers … Contests arranged for local and district champs … The best by test … Sharman’s Boxing Troupe producer of Champion Boxers and Champion Wrestlers.




 One of the largest banners has Jimmy Sharman spelt out in large letters and within the border of each letter of his name is a figure in a boxing or wrestling repose. I also notice in small letters a warning … Imitators, note all banners or paintings of the Jimmy Sharman Boxing Troupe are original designs of the proprietor. Signed Pat Piggott (Manager)




 The local men are making themselves known to Mr Sharman. He is smiling now, sitting on an orange ladder propped up against shipping crates. He is throwing out jokes, greeting everyone like old friends, slapping people on the back.




 ‘What’s your name, son? Had a few fights?’




 Overnight it is as if he has undergone a strange kind of metamorphosis; he is suddenly someone else, reborn. He seems a foot taller, his voice louder. He has taken a new form, adapted, transformed, become new. As if emerging from a chrysalis, letting wet wings dry, he now sits on the ladder just waiting for the right wind.




 ***




 Mr Sharman’s hints on how to do well in life:




 Never be a knocker.




 Always wear the same sized hat.




 Always extend a happy hand to an honest trier.




 ***




 Before the first session we wait in the tent and talk about old fights.




 The tent is a tough place … you have to want to be there.




 Sometimes a father would push a sickly or tentative boy forward to fight. Asking Mr Sharman to match him, so a belting might toughen him up, or to make a man out of him, to give him a taste of manhood. Mr Sharman would take the father aside and whisper excuses as to why a fight could not be arranged … 


a full card, 


no-one in the same weight, 


a fictitious Australia Boxing Association age limit policy.




 Frank tells me that sometimes Mr Sharman will need to talk up a man to give him confidence or create the impression of a closer fight. He will say, ‘He’s built like a bullock … he’s as brave as Britannia.’




 Billy told me about a time when a tiny wee little man drunk as a skunk challenged the whole troupe to fight him. He was too small to match up; so drunk and clumsy he wouldn’t make it past the first punch. He would not take no for an answer, kept pestering and pestering; despite his arguments Mr Sharman could not discourage him.




 Mr Sharman found a compromise: Jackie, the smallest of the boxers we had would box him on his knees. The fight started and despite his reduced mobility Jackie bopped the little fella a few times. Told by Mr Sharman to let in a few, the angry little man landed several rabbit punches in the next round but in the last Jackie reminded Tiny Tim of the true nature of things with a well-placed uppercut.




 Mr Sharman, to the cheers of the local crowd, awarded the fight to the little one and both were showered with at least ten pound of coin.




 ***




 I notice we are beside the publican’s booth. Mr Piggott tells me that it is a stipulation Mr Sharman makes very clear with each of the show committees when booking.




 ‘Having a skinful of grog always helps them get up.’




 ***




 ‘Mr Sharman keeps his ear to the ground,’ says Mr Piggott. Hoping to arrange bouts between any of the townspeople … always on the lookout for local grievances … 




 Old feuds, unfinished fights, differences of opinion, petty squabbles, jealousies, rivalries … 




 Disputes based on slow racehorses, stolen horses, missing hay, lost sweethearts … 




 Bets, dares … 




 Fights that can be based on rumours, slurs, backhanders, allegations … 




 Comments about another’s character; yellow, cheap, lying, light fingered, thin-skinned, having no zip … 




 Societal differences … Mr Sharman’s expert matchings are always bridging the gap … 




 Labourer versus Salvationist,




 Publican versus Rechabite,




 Lodge Man versus Bushman,




 Full Forward versus Fullback,




 Tally Man versus Carter,




 Shop Steward versus Overseer.




 Nationhood … The Fijian Cannibal versus the Kanaka.




 Place … City versus Country. New South Welshman versus Victorian.




 History … Dublin versus London.




 Creed … Catholic versus Protestant … 




 A matching of two locals did two things; it brought in the crowds and spared some of his own troupe.




 ‘Provides a civic service too,’ said Mr Piggott. ‘A venue for people to resolve their differences, a fistic court of law, things resolved fair and square, we leave the town a better place.’




 ***




 Mr Piggott calls me across. I am to stick by him and learn some of the tricks of the trade.




 In front of the tent is a row of old piano case boards lying flat across scaffolds erected to chest height. This is the line-up board. Twenty feet long now, bigger at the capital shows, more fighters, more challengers. The orange ladder up on the lineup board, that Mr Sharman stands on, is known as the bridge. The area in front of the line-up board is known as the pitch or ground.




 The crowd is building, feeble with excitement.




 ‘Mugs,’ Mr Piggott calls them, ‘or sheep … first one in to pay – that one we call the ram … if things are slow Mr Sharman might get you to do that … go in first to get the sheep moving. There are gees and takes as well, but I will explain these later. You’ll see a bit of that today, so keep it quiet. We don’t want any of them twigging the goose.’




 Mr Sharman is walking around in front of the line-up boards busy doing nothing.




 ‘He’s waiting for the right moment; he’s checking, looking for the signs,’ says Mr Piggott.




 ‘What’s he looking for?’




 ‘See there, see how he turns to study the Ferris wheel?’




 ‘That is how he tells whether the numbers are right, he checks the Ferris wheel, I reckon; he sees how many are on it and he’ll times by ten,’ Mr Piggott marvels.




 And now Mr Sharman is on the ladder. He nods to Mr Piggott. The ground in front of the stand does not seem as full as earlier.




 Mr Piggott nods back, now on the stage. He heaves up a big yellow bass drum across his chest, slinging straps over his shoulders. He has the queerest of looks on his face, wide eyes and mad grin. He swings back both arms striking the drum.




 Boom … Boom … Boom




 Now yelling … 




 ‘Hi! Hi! Hi!’




 Boom … Boom … Boom.




 The drum beats through me, the yelling makes me tingle.




 ‘Hi! Hi! Hi!’




 Boom … Boom … Boom.




 A bell now rings.




 ‘Hi-ah! Hi-ah! Hi-ah!’




 Ding, ding, ding.




 Boom … Boom … Boom.




 ‘Hi-ah! Hi-ah! Hi-ah!’




 Ding, ding, ding.




 Boom … Boom … Boom.




 Mr Sharman starts his shouting, a deep growling voice. It is louder than a man of his size would be expected to broadcast.




 ‘Ladies and gentlemen, come see the world’s best, the worst and the in-between. Come and see Jackie Green fight, a man with so many title belts he uses a new one every day to hold up his trousers, one for each day of the week.’




 ‘Show us what you got.




 ‘Trundle’s a rough n tough kind of town, there must be a few more Les Darcys standing out there among you! Come up, come up, show us what you got.




 ‘A round or two for a pound or two!’




 ‘Who’ll take a glove?’




 ***




 From all corners, townspeople appear, walking with urgency. Showground grass becomes the jostling tops of straw boater hats.




 One by one the fighters are introduced and stand, arms folded across the line-up board. Each one is dressed in ‘combinations’ as they call them. A pair of black tights under their shorts. A vest, also black, with the white words ‘Jimmy Sharman’s Troupe’ sewn on the front. Each of them wears the heavy flat sole boots. Each boot has a heavy lace and has a high cut inches above the ankle to support the rigours of sparring.




 Billy is to be the last up. I ask him where Frank is. ‘Frank’s in the stew,’ he replies. I do not understand.




 ‘A stew is the big fight, end of the night, something special to keep the punters back. Frank’s a gee. Pretends to be a punter, a challenger, gets the crowd interested,’ Billy whispers. ‘Mr Sharman matches him with one of the boys and they have a stew, a scrap a real ding-dong, show the public real fighting.’




 Mr Sharman announces Billy Spiers, Australia’s most unbeaten wrestler, inventor of the fearsome Hammerlock, and Billy smiles and leaps onto the line-up board. I hear the crowd gasp at his size.




 ***




 I find Frank dressed in a suit, tie with a high starched American collar and a straw hat, walking between the sides of tents. Frank tips his boater at me. ‘This week I am William St Clair, a wealthy landowner from Kickastickalong down this way for the stock sales.’




 I smile. ‘Billy told me.’




 ‘Next week a boilermaker from Bandywallop or Boondocktown; the week after I think Mr Sharman has me pencilled down as a sailor, or a Greek cook. Anyways, best get on; see you out front.’




 ***




 Surrounding the line-up board are hundreds of punters. Potential fighters and spectators. Both are important; one cannot work without the other. Mr Sharman works with both. Those keen to fight walk promptly to the front.




 Others pushed towards the front by friends now stand in the middle ground.




 Those who still need convincing stand at the back studying their shoes.




 Mr Sharman will throw the matching glove at potential passers-by, or get down off the ladder and go into the crowd to personally present the matching glove to a potential fighter. Seldom do they refuse. Mr Sharman knows what a useful fighter looks like.




 ***




 One by one, challengers step forward and wait to meet Mr Sharman at the ladder.




 Mr Piggott keeps banging the drum.




 Boom … Boom … Boom.




 ‘Hi-ah! Hi-ah! Hi-ah!’




 Ding, ding, ding.




 Boom … Boom … Boom.




 ‘A round a two for a pound or two and away!’




 ***




 The challengers arrange themselves along one side of the line-up board. Mr Sharman likes to make up names for the challengers; after a quick chat, he makes names up on the spot – often cruel, often flattering or witty.




 Names based on occupation:




 ‘The Brutal Bricklayer’




 He adapts the challengers’ names or surnames:




 ‘Stone Fist Smith’




 ‘Rumbling O’ Riley’




 ‘Peter the Perfect’




 Names also are made up about appearance:




 ‘Red Terror’




 A man with hairy arms … ‘The Woolly Mammoth’ … 




 There is one particularly large fellow called John.




 Mr Sharman calls him ‘Normus’ … as in ‘John-Normus’.




 He gives them names from towns the challengers hail from … 




 ‘The Wellington Walloper’




 ‘The Goblin from Condobolin’




 Frank is introduced as a pastoralist, William St Clair, up from Scone to attend the sales. Frank is his pompous best; he states that he was Kings School champion and that he is supremely confident he can wipe the floor clean with any one of Sharman’s men.




 ***




 Into the tent.




 Fighters, challengers and their seconders in first. The punters line up outside, their voices and shadows stroking the sides of the tent.




 The challengers are herded to one side of the ring; the troupe returns to the back of the tent.




 They have their shirts off, waiting. Some remain in shoes, one has boxer’s boots, and others are barefoot.




 ***




 The ones who go barefoot know the game … the need to grip … they are the ones worth watching out for.




 ***




 The bright red V of sunburn on the chest denotes the farmers: ‘sons of the soil’, Mr Sharman calls them.




 Those with the big fists are the miners, 


those with the sticking-out ribs are the men who are down on their luck.




 Seconders, best friends, mates, mingle. They rub the shoulders of their challengers, they whisper, instruct, embolden. Like dog handlers at coursing. They talk tactics, techniques that were practised, imagined, weeks before or in the last hurried half-hour.




 ***




 It isn’t hard to spot the cream puffers … Mr Sharman tells us … 


The bark and sawdust always show up the ballet dancer … 




 ***




 Some appear confident, others menacing, or mad, even deranged.




 Some fidget and won’t stay still.




 Some are quiet or frightened.




 The drunks, possibly two or three of the group, vary in noise, according to the amount of liquor consumed. Some have Dutch courage; just enough grog swilling around in their heads to be dangerous – an extra sense of self belief that they will overcome whatever is thrown at them.




 Others are further on. More drunk, numb to pain, stupid, sick, slower or a confused kind of angry. Lost. Rudderless.




 Some are dared by mates. As a rule, according to Mr Piggott, the drunker the fighter, threefold the drunker his seconder could well be.




 Some are there to defend the town’s pride.




 Others have probably bragged to friends for the last year about their prowess.




 Some are there to gauge their own ‘usefulness’.




 Some may have proven their abilities in pub brawls or on the football field and now wish to step up to bigger things to enhance their own pugilistic reputations.




 ***




 Mr Sharman walks among the challengers, chatting; on the lineup board he has made his mind up about matching. I follow him. He tears off paper from a small notepad and gives them to challengers:




 Fight one




 Stone Fist Smith




 Lightweight 


 vs




 Alf Preston




 Fight two




 The Brutal Bricklayer 


Welterweight 


 vs




 Stanley Hill




 Fight six




 The Woolly Mammoth 


 Welterweight 


 vs




 Stanley Hill.




 Fight nine 


Red Terror 


 Lightweight 


 vs




 Alf Preston




 Fight ten




 William St Clair




 Middleweight 


 vs




 Tommy Murphy




 There are no local versus local fights today … Trundle is a happy, harmonious town … for now.




 Billy has a willing suite of prospective wrestling challengers. Twelve. The bouts are shorter, he only needs to pin them for ten seconds. More seem to sign on for the wrestling; perhaps, unlike the boxing, they are more likely to emerge unscathed, or perhaps it is because all men since boyhood have always wrestled and often recall beating younger brothers or smaller or weaker friends.




 ***




 The tent flap is opened. The punters flood in. They are almost throwing the tickets at us to get a space at the front. Soon the crowd’s breath, their shouting, clapping, jeers, laughter inflates the tent. It is close, sweaty and hot.




 Fight one: Stone Fist Smith vs Alf Preston




 The challenger stuck fast to the spot; Alf wanders around chipping away until Mr Sharman calls it off.




 Fight two: The Brutal Bricklayer vs Stanley Hill




 The Bricklayer has paid the price after someone in the crowd called Stanley a dumb black coon.




 Fight three: The Goblin from Condobolin vs Jackie Green




 I see Jackie preparing before entering the ring, punching into Mr Piggott’s outstretched hands. Gentle, affable Jackie is transformed … animal quickness … brutal as a shotgun or a butcher’s knife. Despite its brutality, I begin to see the intense athletic beauty of this sport.




 Fight four: John Normus vs Jimmy Cowan




 Giant slow punches, Jimmy’s are faster. Heavyweights more or less have to win by knockout. John’s just a big, nice but dim chap put up by his mates. Jimmy throws a few in the right places to put him on his backside. Jimmy wins narrowly on points.




 Fight five: Peter the Perfect vs Alf Preston




 Alf goes in close, ignoring instructions, punches here and there, fast but light. Peter the Perfect proves he is anything but.




 Fight six: The Woolly Mammoth vs Stanley Hill.




 Woolly Mammoths are extinct.




 Fight seven: The Wellington Walloper vs Jimmy Cowan




 Jimmy deconstructs him slowly, punches in the gut, face, enough to hurt but not drop him … the man throws in the towel soon enough. Mr Sharman can pick out a bully. They have a swagger.




 He very much enjoys matching them with better opponents.




 Fight eight: Rumbling O’Riley vs Jackie Green




 The in-fighting is fierce: quick hurting jabs, rushes and retreats back and forth, leather hitting flesh, staggering away from a quick left right left, no quarter is given. Ducking … sideslipping. A brittle crack of bone somewhere on either O’Riley or maybe Jackie. O’Riley tires and drops his guard. Jackie gets in and under, wins on points. Mr Sharman notes O’Riley’s details in his little book of names.




 Fight nine: Red Terror vs Alf Preston




 The man runs in, even before the bell. There is a furry of mad swings, Alf ducks under, counterpunches and the Red Terror is on the deck having a brief kip.




 Mr Piggott: ‘Probably the most at peace that mad bastard has been for quite a while.’




 ***




 Billy Spiers has his list of wrestling techniques, between the boxing bouts, which he catalogues on the residents of Trundle:




 Referee grip for the butcher’s apprentice, 


short arm scissors on the blacksmith, 


the full nelson efficiently provided to the carpenter, 


half nelson on the farrier, 


he holds a plumber in a wristlock, 


the flying head scissors, for the town bully, 


he leaves a storekeeper trapped in the step over toe hold.




 Then the infamous hammerlock … 




 Afterwards I overhear the hapless hammerlock victim exclaim to friends,




 ‘Oh, the power … the terrible power … ’




 ***




 I have noticed how expert Mr Sharman’s matching has been; it is uncanny how he does this.




 A few questions (boxed before? Trained with anyone?),




 A check of the challenger’s condition (breathing hard, nervous, overweight),




 Size and shape (tall, long reach, torso).




 These are like signposts for the later fights. He schedules the easier less technical fights first, the more difficult, more exciting last.




 A fistic chessboard; pawns, then rooks, then bishops, then knights, kings and queens. It is clear he favours Jackie; everyone knows this, and they all agree Jackie is the best boy going around.




 In his mind he is measuring all these men. How much fight each of them has within them. How they may go up against others. A human yardstick … 




 Sharman’s human scale.




 Mr Sharman plans all his moves. After matching fighters and critiquing their skill Mr Sharman has also determined how a fight should run. I have overheard some of his instructions to his fighters before bouts … 




 To Alf vs Peter Perfect, ‘He’s new to all this, stay on yer bike and conserve your strength.’




 To Jackie vs the Goblin, ‘He’s short and stocky, watch for the close in uppercut, up to you after that.’




 To Alf before fighting the Red Terror, ‘Those eyes don’t look right, he’s going to be fast in, block then drop him quick as you can.’




 To Jimmy Cowan before he fronts the Walloper, ‘Watch for a sneaky shot, he needs to be taught a lesson, he’s the town bully, take it up to him and make him pay.’




 ***




 Fight ten: Frank pretending to be Mr William St Clair vs Tommy Murphy




 ‘Mr St Clair claims he’s learned to box at Kings School and Sydney University. Well, he’s challenged one of the country’s best … Tommy’s no mug … anyways we like to give a young man a chance to make a name for himself so it’s a round or two for a pound or two. How’s that? Ok? Good luck, son! Three three-minute rounds … may the best man win … come out fighting …’




 For show, Tommy has a few wild swings from a safe distance.




 Frank (or Mr William St Clair) throws thundering punches landing on arms and shoulders.




 Then Tommy steps in with a fierce combination: right lead, left low, left low, right hook catching Frank on the ear.




 Frank is in next with a combination of his own: in close, ducking under left uppercut, left jab, backing out, then a right roundhouse into ribs, left uppercut.




 Sitting up close to the front I see that punches might land on faces but are lighter.




 Tommy in again with a flurry.




 Frank has a bloody nose. He seems surprised.




 Tommy backs off and Frank moves in; now Tommy is showing a bit of claret from the nose as well.




 Mr Sharman holds up both hands. It’s a tie!




 Then a shower of coins from the crowd: 


deeners, zacs, all bouncing in.




 Applause.




 Cheers.




 Children throw in their pocket money.




 Treys.




 Pennies.




 ***




 Dusk now. Under the taste-in-the-mouth flavour of kerosene lamps the tent is rolled up. Frank and Tommy laugh about the blood noses: ‘Remember next time when I make an O with my mouth it’s time to go in with a round left and I will know to turn so you hit my cheek, ok?’




 ‘Yeah, sorry, mate, got it.’ Sheepish grins and smiles, no hard feelings.




 ***




 I journal in the Trundle takings Mr Sharman has counted:




 £84 2/6




 Outgoings




 Site hire £5




 Lodgings £4




 The takings are counted and the coins put into three brown paper bags inside one another with a tag that records the denomination and the total value of contents. Notes all bound in tight rolls with a tag again with denomination and total.




 ***




 Mr Sharman’s advice again:




 Your best friend is your bank book … 




 CHAPTER TWO






 The old lie




 Bells are ringing, at schools, churches, the fire brigade tower … 




 War! War has been declared!




 Dispatch riders rip through the town’s wide street at breakneck speed.




 Hats and coats are waved.




 Those even with the smallest of Union Jacks are raised above the crowd. ‘Rule Britannia’ and ‘Soldiers of the King’ are sung until we are all hoarse.




 Newspapers sell out … Headlines shout … 




 Britain at war!




 Invasion of Belgium.




 France entered.




 War fever! Flag torn down off SS Germania while in port.




 Waves of enthusiasm.




 All parts of the empire uniting for a common cause.




 Rush of volunteers.




 The shire council has met immediately, formally pledging loyalty to its King and Empire.




 That night the pub is full. Great excitement. It is hard not to be caught up in the fervour at a time like this … It’s like the horses are turning into the final straight; Christmas morning and fireworks all together at the very same time.




 Public meetings are held where motions of loyalty to the throne are passed by acclamation.




 ‘So, some archduke and his missus get shot by a madman and every bloke has to stop what they are doing and go off to war. Beware of the old lie,’ Mr Piggott said.




 ***




 A dream I had last night … 




 Green farms and sunlight, birds installed, singing in the trees.




 Then lines of men. I stand by the road as they march past. Hundreds and hundreds of them.




 Turning I see the horizon.




 All is fire, screeching, rumbling.




 Then mud, fog, smoke, a green mist.




 Holes and bones and tangles of wire.




 ***




 Trundle railway station.




 We wait for the train. Hundreds of men are trying to buy tickets to Sydney to enlist. We are going the other way. Some old men, including the mayor, make rambling speeches. Shouting so much their cheeks glow red as they huff and puff. I need to go to the toilet and I push through the urgent, purposeful crowd.




 The toilets stink of piss. I hear three men behind me as I stand at the urinal. They are arranging themselves.




 ‘There he is, the cripple, he’s not going off to fight. He’s going to stay here with his mum. Let’s see if you’ve got a bent, crooked dick as well.’




 A push in the back and I lose my balance. My arm, my back and my leg are wet now as I lie in the urinal looking up at them.




 Someone is gently lifting me up. It is Billy Spiers.




 ‘What are you doing? one of them asks. ‘He’s nothing, a cripple, a weakling, him with his twisted arm, useless, no good to anyone.’




 ‘So, you’ve decided that amongst yourselves, have you?’ Billy says.




 ‘Yeah, and what’s he to you?’




 ‘He’s a thousand times better than all you three dogs put together.’




 Three on one. Billy’s built like an ox. They weigh up the prospect.




 Before they start, I leap on the closest one, biting into his greasy ear. He screams; he tries to shake me off. I bite again, let go, fall and he is gone.




 Billy lets rip a great boxing combination on the bigger one. The third runs.




 ‘Good on you, little cobb,’ Billy tells me as I catch my breath and spit. ‘You’re the toughest little bugger.’




 ‘That combination you pulled,’ I say, ‘that was something; you could line up as a boxer.’




 ‘Why would I want to do that? I don’t want to really hurt anyone!’ he says, laughing.




 ‘Anyone except those curs. I’d see red if anyone ever tried to hurt you.’




 Billy walks close behind me so no-one can see the stains of piss on the back of my trousers and jacket. Once we are underway he goes back to the baggage car and gets me some clean clothes.




 ***




 He has said almost nothing this whole journey and yet there was so much to remark upon … 




 All the stories that were told.




 The pandemonium of changing trains.




 The pockets of good grazing country we see as we move along.




 The mob of kangaroos that kept pace with us.




 The pretty young woman and her aunt, who has fallen into flesh and complains loudly of motion sickness, vertigo and prickly heat all at the same time.




 The large circle of cockatoos I saw holding council in the grass of a late afternoon hillside.




 Mr Sharman spends his time pencilling figures into one of his notebooks. Or stares deep into one of the other notebooks that always he carries.




 ***




 The basic rules of boxing, the revised Queensberry Rules, adapted for the tent, are explained to me:




 Punches must be above the belt.




 Kidney punches are not permitted; these are blows on the back of a boxer, above the hip line. Behind a line from the ear through the shoulder to the ankle, any punch in the area is deemed a foul.




 Flicking or hitting with an open glove or ‘heeling’, as it is known is not allowed, neither is hitting with the inside or butt of the hand, the wrist or elbow is also not permitted, nor is wrestling or roughing at the ropes.




 Likewise thumbing, the intentional use of the thumbs into the opponent’s eyes, is strictly forbidden.




 Should a clinch occur the men are to break away immediately and neither man must deliver a blow without having both hands free.




 No seconds or any other person is allowed in the ring during rounds.




 A ring shall be roped and twenty-four-foot square.




 Points are awarded for attack; direct clean hits with the knuckles on any part of the front of the head or body above the belt.




 Points are also awarded for defence; guarding, slipping, ducking, counter-hitting, or getting away.




 Where points are equal, consideration is to be given to the man who does the most leading off.




 Mr Sharman, as referee, has been known to award extra points for dash … or show … when he needs to … depending on the ‘lay of the land’.




 If either man shall fall through weakness or otherwise he must get up unassisted; his opponent meanwhile must not stand over him, but step back a distance. When the man is on his legs again, his opponent can advance to attack and continue the onslaught.




 Other rules … 




 Ten count for a boxer knocked down.




 Standing eight count for a boxer who is dazed but still standing.




 Any competitor failing to come up when ‘time’ is called shall lose the bout.




 The referee has the power to stop a fight if a man is weak or hopelessly beaten.




 The decision of Mr Sharman is final.




 ***




 Next town the next day, I telegram home. A reply within an hour.




 Frank in. Bert too late.




 ***




 Twenty thousand recruited in a matter of days. An embarrassment of riches.




 ***




 The papers … 




 Barracks besieged by recruits … 




 Enthusiasm in all states … 




 ***




 The troupe interested now. Now that there is a fight on … 




 A discussion at breakfast.




 The Germans have an army of nearly four million; then again, it is reported that the French have the same. And then there’s our boys; they say, pound for pound one of ours is worth two or three of them.




 ‘Give the Germans hell!’




 ***




 The papers:




 Heavy fighting along the River Meuse.




 A Mr Cassels-Brown is contributing stationery free of charge to the local patriotic movement.




 It is believed that a Mr Wilson has trained several of his horses to remain at a straight line of gallop despite the sound of rapid rifle fire and is now offering to soldiers at premium prices.




 The Ladies Hospital Bazaar Fund Committee have very thoughtfully decided to devote the results of next Wednesday nights euchre tournament and dance to the patriotic movement.




 There groups of men poring over maps in the papers, importantly discussing unfolding events … 




 European nations of the Pacific.




 A view of the fleets in the North Sea.




 The position of forces across Europe.




 ***




 Everyone is an expert; there are lectures on the geography of the Rhine and the Austro Hungarian Empire.




 There are reputations to be earned for the future.




 Everyone wants to go, get amongst it. A chance to see the world. A chance to leave bad jobs and bad bosses. A chance for unhappy husbands to leave unhappy wives.




 But they had better hurry; it’s going to be all over by Christmas they reckon.




 ***




 Temora




 A trip down memory lane for Mr Sharman. It was here that he hired the Star Theatre and tried his hand as a promoter of local and visiting fighters. Overheads and a shortage of willing locals saw him change tack and decide to ‘have a go at the travelling show’.




 We time how long it takes to erect the tent. According to Mr Piggott this time will not be a quick time, with such hard ground and a new troupe.




 Frank and Jackie race each other driving in stakes.




 Alf lassos guy ropes around stakes and poles.




 The others pair up and run canvas out until it snaps taut over poles.




 More hauling.




 Tightening.




 ‘Done, Mr Piggott.’




 ‘What’s the time, Mr P?’




 ‘A good time, boys.’




 Mr Piggott begins his inspection. A slack guy rope and a pole out of line disqualify the time.




 ***




 Mr Sharman has been busy this morning painting a showground banner. He is a dab hand with both the lettering and the illustrations.




 This new banner reads … For every champion found in the city another six are discovered in the country.




 Mr Piggott broke into a wry smile when he saw it. ‘Ah, there is a man who understands his audience.’




 ***




 This morning’s training … 




 Stretching.




 A short run around the showground perimeter.




 Specific training to improve boxers’ wind … 




 Standing and breathing, 


full inhalation, 


full exhalation.




 They have lungs like blacksmith bellows.




 A decent turn on the single fixed punching ball, which does wonders for wind as well as vastly improving quickness of the hands and eyes. Running up and down the stairs of the grandstand, sprints, skipping, puff out all but the soundest of wind and limb. Jackie is a stand-out exponent.




 ***




 A little different in the tent today. There is a surge of challengers, young men out to prove themselves, preparing to enlist, or proving their courage as if the war has called it into question … and for most of them it has.




 ***




 At the next mayoral reception at the next town Billy is over talking with the pianist.




 The whiskey-soaked Master of Ceremonies announces, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, the Mayor and Mayoress, we have a special treat this evening: William Spiers of Mr Sharman’s Boxing Troupe is going to perform a number of popular songs.’ I am a little embarrassed for him; how is this giant man going to sing? Then I remember I should not judge people by their appearance.




 Billy, so big, wide and tall … begins to sing.




 It is truly beautiful.




 Mr Sharman turns to me. ‘It’s a song about our dear old Irish mothers! One of my favourite songs!’




 He has diamonds of tears forming in his eyes.




 Billy’s voice so tender, rising and falling like the sound of starlings calling from the blue sky high above a field.




 Then he is finished. Then there is silence, apart from the sniffing of tears, and then the hall is vibrating with clapping and cheers.




 ***




 I have a letter from Bert. He has tried to sign up, but he couldn’t reach Sydney quick enough … But my brother Frank is in. Got down to the Sydney Recruitment Office as soon as he heard … one hundred and tenth in line! Bert couldn’t get up there in time; will look to go in for the next round if there’s another one. Whole thing might be over pretty quick. Might have trouble getting in with his poor teeth … he’s going to tell them he would much prefer to shoot the Germans than bite them!




 ***




 Ardlethan




 This is where Mr Sharman first showed; 1911.




 ‘Tough times early on sending off letters and always getting the same reply back again and again … boxing not wanted here … In those early days the boxing showman was like a burglar out of work,’ Mr Piggott said. ‘Mr Sharman had to prove to the committees he ran a tighter ship than the others … soon, and only after three or four years, on account of his manners and charm as well as the bona fide entertainment, the committees were begging him to show with them.’




 Back then, the Temora Show Committee wouldn’t let him show there so he tried Ardlethan the week after. Stan, Frank and Tommy were there, and some others who have since moved on. Mr Piggott was there too, remembers it well.




 ‘Mr Sharman was so nervous. Struck down with the worst case of stage fright you have ever seen. Lot of the town wants him to fail. So, he’s up there on the boards and I’ve been giving the drum a fair whack and there’s all these mugs hanging around waiting and the cat’s got Mr Sharman’s tongue.




 ‘He croaks out just one word: “Gents”. Then that’s it, nothing.




 ‘One of Mr Sharman’s friends from Narrandera takes him out the back, chatting to him. Then I see him practising a spiel on a couple of crows on the fence. They didn’t much like it so he turns to a tree stump and starts on that. Five minutes later he’s back, but this time, he stands on the ladder, halfway, and starts his spiel … who’ll take a glove, a round or two for a pound or two … all that stuff. That’s how he got started. Lungs of leather, that man.’




 ***




 Leeton




 It was here Mr Sharman worked as a billy boy, making tea for the workers on the Yanco Irrigation Scheme. Knocked the block off the foreman, a bully twice his age and size, earned some respect. Won a few locally organised fights, backed himself and earned enough money never to be some poor paddy working on a dairy farm.




 ***




 Everywhere we go there are new patriotic events.




 At Leeton we attend our first Grand Patriotic Concert.




 A brass band plays regimental marches and other tunes … 


‘Rule Britannia’ and ‘Sons of the Sea’.




 The Athenaeum Hall full of flags and flora.




 Boer War veterans have polished off old medals and wear them proudly on puffed out chests.




 Singing … ‘God Save the King’ and ‘Soldiers of the King’.




 Long speeches, hearty cheering, hands sore from applause.




 New and old words become well used … Bulldog Breed, Empire’s Cause, Courage, Bravery, Defence, King and Country, Kaiser, Kitchener … 




 ***




 Everywhere, women and girls are busy making comforts for troops … raising funds for the Belgium victims.
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