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Praise for The Devil’s Grip


‘The Devil’s Grip is a remarkable piece of work. It is a strange, unusual and beautiful book with an incredibly unique setting. I don’t think I’ve read anything quite like it. The author’s honesty and truth is a major highlight. True crime. Memoir. History. How do you live a life honestly and with dignity?


It’s difficult to categorise it. It traverses so many genres.


But it WORKS.’ Matthew Condon, author of the


Three Crooked Kings trilogy


‘On its face this is the story of a family steeped in the pursuit of the perfect ram, but beneath the surface lies a riveting and ribald tale of lust, loss, manipulation, unbridled ambition and ultimately murder.’ Mark Tedeschi AM QC, author of Eugenia, Kidnapped and Murder at Myall Creek


‘This story has got it all: sex, domestic violence, “the land” – such an important and significant concept resonating in the Australian mind – landholders and property, privilege, prejudice, skulduggery, and murder. I honestly couldn’t put it down until I’d finished it.’ Dr David Bradford, author of The Gunners’ Doctor and Tell Me I’m Okay


‘An unforgettable, courageous and deeply tragic local story which manages to become a universal tale. No mean feat.’ Gregory Day, author of A Sand Archive and Archipelago of Souls
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FOR BOB PERRY,


whose journey was ever one of light




I through love have learned three things


Sorrow, sin, and death it brings:


Yet day by day my heart within,


Dares shame and sorrow, death and sin.


‘The Fair-Haired Girl’


Unattributed in James Hardiman’s Irish Minstrelsy





THE DEVIL’S GRIP


The Devil’s grip is an expression used to describe a genetic defect in sheep. It is an anatomical depression of the spine, just back from the head and neck; a small indentation considered to be a flaw on the show circuit. Sometimes it goes unnoticed or can be disguised by the fleece or hidden with clever grooming by a savvy handler. But the thing is: somewhere, at some champion sheep show, if not this one, then the next – it will be discovered and that prize-winning line will forever come to an end.





PROLOGUE


In the early hours of Wednesday, 18 March 1992, seven shots rang out through Victoria’s rolling Barrabool Hills. As the final recoil echoed, a sheep-breeding dynasty came to a bloody and inglorious end. No one could have anticipated the orgy of violence that wiped out three generations of the Wettenhall family, much less the lurid sex life of the man behind the world-famous Stanbury sheep stud, Darcy Wettenhall, that emerged from the gruesome aftermath.


Now, twenty-seven years later, the complex events leading to that night have been unravelled. Bob Perry had been Darcy Wettenhall’s secret lover for a decade prior to his murder. He is key to understanding the extraordinary success of the award-winning Stanbury sheep stud, the multi-layered complexity of Darcy himself and the most grisly, bizarre and apparently motiveless murders the region had ever witnessed.


From the bucolic majesty of Victoria’s most prized pastoral lands to the bleak, loveless underworld of orphanages, rodeo stables and homeless shelters, the story of Bob Perry and Darcy Wettenhall is a sobering meditation on the fragility of reputation, the folly of deception and the power of shame.





PART ONE
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The Business


I wonder sometimes, was there a time before Bob Perry came into my life? When exactly did I meet him? Did he seek me out in order to tell this story?


Sometimes you court a story but sometimes the story courts you. Other times, it circles around like a vulture and you can try batting it away. You can say I don’t want to write you but with some tales, they just won’t shut up. That’s how The Devil’s Grip was for me.


About four years ago my partner Pete and I were on one of our many trips back from Melbourne to our home in Inverleigh in country Victoria. We were driving through the Barrabool Hills with all its pretty farms and fancy ponies when we cut down Devon Road. Halfway along there was a property called Stanbury and Pete said casually,


‘That’s where that business happened with the Wettenhalls.’


‘What “business?”’ I asked.


‘Don’t you remember, a triple murder back in the nineties?’


And I did remember it vaguely. Something about a sheep breeder, AIDS, and a farm worker with shotguns. Had it been a hate crime? A crime of passion or a robbery gone wrong?


These murders were of another ilk entirely. The victims were Darcy Wettenhall, a 52-year-old internationally renowned sheep breeder, Guy Wettenhall, his handsome 23-year-old son, a plumber, and 81-year-old Janet Wettenhall, a pillar of the sheep breeding establishment.


‘There was a lover somewhere in the picture, all very cloak and dagger,’ Pete tells me. Little did I know that the lover and I were already acquainted.


Pete remembered the cachet and aura of success that Darcy Wettenhall carried about him. ‘When Darcy walked into a party everyone turned their heads. He was quite a legend in his time.’ Pete had also known about his ‘little secret’ before it came to light. So I could only guess how many other people did too.


In 2012, I opened a bookshop in Colac. Having only recently moved to the country, it was a great way to be at the centre of a community and a fantastic vehicle to build connections with people. Colac is where I met Bob Perry, who is the reason I’ve written The Devil’s Grip.


Bob lives in the misty Otway Ranges near Colac and is gay, has been for years, and reads more books than anyone I know. Five or six years back, Bob had been on the phone to someone who’d been into town for a haircut. She’d been talking to her hairdresser, whose son works at the menswear shop who reckoned there was a gay bloke opening a bookshop right on Murray Street. ‘He doesn’t even hide it!’


The rumours turned out to be true and Bob came by one day and gave me that country wink us fellas live by down our way and he bought one of my novels. Soon, he bought another and another and eventually I had to buy one of my own books off eBay to give him because I didn’t have one single copy left. We chatted and became friendly. Then one day he said, ‘Have I got a story for you.’
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The story of The Devil’s Grip began to unfold over a midwinter lunch in 2017. We were sitting around a table in Bob Perry’s Carlisle River farmhouse with glasses of red wine, fire blazing. My partner, Peter Fairman, and Bob Perry both grew up on farms in Victoria’s Barrabool Hills, just west of Geelong. They knew the same families and acquaintances, shared many stories and laughed a lot about the past. It was like old home week when they got together, cosy as a Western District kitchen at smoko. I could listen to them for hours as they talked about who married who and which fella had run off with so-and-so’s missus. But beneath all that bonhomie each possessed a keen knowledge about the differences in class and background that governed social manoeuvring in the farming community; about the secrecy and shame that went hand-in-hand with grandiosity and respectability. So ‘the business at Stanbury’ was bound to come up again. How could it not?


This time photos came out from Bob’s archive: the young man, handsome enough to break your heart in moleskins and blazer – candles alight on his 21st birthday cake; the prize-winning sheep breeder, apparently in the prime of life; and the rather grand old lady, hair drawn into a refined bun, expression inscrutable. Images of all three of them lay scattered on the table amidst a photographic collage of prize-winning sheep, grinning kids, sunshine days, dogs and ponies. Each face, squinting back at us from a quarter of a century ago. I grabbed my phone and searched up some grainy news clippings from the local newspapers of the time. How sensational the articles were. How scant the background and shallow the reportage on this unwieldy beast of a story. But sensational it had been and, like all sensational stories, chunks of the truth were buried with the victims.


‘We could tell this story, Bob,’ I said, glancing over the decades of memories sprawled before us. ‘We could tell this but it would have to come from you. You are key. It wouldn’t be a betrayal of truth but a rectifying of it.’


Bob sighed. ‘I suppose someone will have to tell it soon or everyone will be dead.’


The truth is, four people already were. Three of them died on the same night. The rest of us? Well, none of us is getting any younger.
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The Farmer and the Fiddle


All great fortunes start with a theft or a lie. This one began with both. A stolen, prize-winning ram hidden in a chicken coop shortly after World War II and a cockamamie story about how the best beast on the entire stud was not fit for sale. It was a Corriedale ram, the finest ram on the prestigious Elcho Park Stud, belonging to a former senator, James Francis Guthrie. It was the ram that would become the foundation sire to one of Victoria’s most feted sheep studs: Stanbury. It was ‘the one that got away’.


Farming folk can say what they like about country people being easygoing but in the world of livestock, it is all about breeding. It’s about the pedigree of everything from the sheep and cattle, to the pigs and dogs. Only then do you come to the humans.


Wealthy Victorian farmers send their children away to private schools in Hamilton, Geelong, Ballarat or Melbourne to have them return with clipped vowels and curious old English ways, while the less well-to-do toil away and school their kids locally. Their words tend to run together and some end up saying arks instead of ask and youse instead of you. In that sense, everyone gets what they pay for. There are hints of feudalism to it still and in days past, people talked about people as ‘people’: ‘Her people were Perrys or Fairmans or Drinnans or Whatevers.’


I pause in my dinner preparation one night when Bob says to Pete, ‘No, no, his mother was a man’, only to be told she was a Mann. ‘Nee Mann,’ I say. ‘No transgendered parents tucked away in the closet to add more colour then?’


The ‘Western District’ is referred to often in Victoria and it encapsulates lands west of Geelong and as far north as Ararat, extending west to Hamilton and Portland. It’s a big, rich area of farming. The Barrabool Hills are minutes from Geelong but worlds away from Melbourne even though Melbourne is only an hour away in the car or by train.


People who stay in the district remember their lineage the way Indigenous Aussies know their songlines. Protestants waltzed cautiously around Catholics in the dance halls of yore, poorer men worked for richer men, and women married well or not so well. People were ‘good lots’ or ‘bad lots’, much like land or livestock. ‘He was a boozer and a basher’, they’d say or ‘She never could keep her skirts down’. Even today, the conversations of unreconstructed folk who populate Victoria’s west might not please the politically correct, your pinot gris sippers might hightail it and your PC police flush scarlet with rage. In pubs you feel the dark brood of masculinity. It’s easy to tell who’s had too many beers and hear the brutal timbre of manhood in the profane language blokes use to hide any gentleness they might otherwise reveal. Occasionally there might even be violence. Push some bloke’s buttons when he’s been on the grog and he’s liable to knock you into next week, but seldom does it end in murder. Masculinity is a strange and dangerous brew but, hell, you knew that already.
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Elcho Park, Far Away


Robert Arthur Perry was born in 1948 in Hopetoun, Victoria, and came to Barrabool when he was four years old, the youngest of ten children. He arrived into the family when his mother was forty-two and his second eldest sister was already completing her nursing certificate. It was his sister who told their mother about birth control (something she’d never heard of prior to her daughter’s medical training). The Barrabool Hills were an undulating green and gold canvas for Bob’s colourful childhood. It was there he learned to play, work, and where, eventually, he married.


Bob’s family was not rich but they were a loving, rambling bunch, no strangers to affection, and his parents were both teetotallers. Churchgoers they were, but Protestant despite the Catholic-sized carload of kids. The Perrys’ farm was a 167-acre lot that was to eventually become part of the Stanbury estate. An estate Bob would, one day, be more involved with than he could ever have imagined as a child.


In 1952 when Bob was just a pup, Rupert Wettenhall and his wife, Janet, also known as Mrs Wett, bought Stanbury. Rupert had already made a name for himself as a pioneer of the Corriedale sheep breed in Victoria. He had been the stud manager at Elcho Park, a large stud at Lara, near Geelong, owned by James Francis Guthrie. Guthrie lived from 1872 to 1958 and was in the truest sense a ‘wool man’. As a young fellow he was employed by Dalgety & Co, a prominent Australian stock and station agent in Geelong, and spent a couple of years at textile mills in Bradford, England. In 1902 during a trip to New Zealand he married Mary Isobel Wright, a Dunedin girl and daughter to one of the country’s most powerful wool broking families. Guthrie contracted anthrax while examining a sheep in New Zealand and lost half his leg but none of his zeal for wool or its bearers. By 1904 he had become the most powerful wool valuer in Australia and was a prominent member of many Melbourne establishments including the Melbourne Cricket Club. In 1919 Guthrie was elected to the Australian Senate as a Nationalist and took up a seat in 1920, which he held until 1937. He was, by all accounts, outspoken on a good many cultural issues. He was much against the ‘bush capital’, as Canberra was known by its detractors, he despised profiteers and Bolsheviks in equal measure and deplored the degradation of British standards that came with the American stranglehold on Australian cinema showings. He bursts from the pages of the Australian Dictionary of Biography as an affluent, often cranky but extremely busy man with a flamboyant passion for promoting his most enduring achievement, Corriedales. He had properties in New South Wales, the Northern Territory and Victoria but the one of most interest to this story is Elcho Park, because it was there that Guthrie’s long-time personal secretary, Janet Parsons, was to court Rupert Wettenhall, Elcho Park’s station manager. It was Wettenhall who was the brains – and brawn – behind the Corriedale breed that had evolved solely from stud Merino and Lincoln sheep breeds and which, by 1951, formed the most significant non-Merino pure breed sheep in Australia, with Elcho Park winning every cup it competed for in 1947, 1948 and 1949.


In his Memoirs of a Stockman, the world-renowned Australian sheep expert Harry H. Peck noted that ‘J.F. Guthrie has the best Corriedale stud in the world’. Rupert Wettenhall had been managing the stud and classing wool there since the 1920s. He went on to purchase Guthrie’s prize rams when his employer retired, and paid record prices for all but the jolly jumbuck he’d stashed away in his friend Bob Pettitt’s chook shed in Freshwater Creek.


This phenomenal sire was later known as ‘Bulgandra Regal Status of Stanbury’. He was never defeated in his show career and the sheer magnificence of his stature, size and fleece attracted overseas visitors who came to marvel at him and pay record prices for his offspring. He lived from 1950 until 1960 and sired more sheep than I’ve had hot dinners.
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The Bad Luck Bronco Boy


Darcy 1950


The Anglican orphanage in which Darcy Wettenhall would find himself at age nine was the closest available institution to Camperdown, the town where he grew up. Shut down decades ago, it turned out to have been a hotbed of abuse and molestation, a blight on the landscape of fostering and memory. All the records have either been burnt or vanished and those people I’ve approached to speak of their childhoods there are reluctant to revisit those days. When I asked someone at a local historical society about it, I was told, ‘You’ll be lucky to find anything about that place after all that went on there. You’d need to approach the Anglican Church – and good luck with that!’


When Darcy arrived in 1950 though, it was relatively new, albeit housed in a requisitioned Victorian building. Darcy at nine could no more understand why he had to go there than he could comprehend why his mother had vanished without saying goodbye.


‘It’s the consumption,’ his father insisted impatiently, dragging the scrawny lad from the car.


‘What’s consumption?’


‘It’s TB, you wouldn’t understand. But it’s not something you want to be getting mixed up with. You’re too little for me to look after. You’ll do better here with these nice ladies.’


Young Darcy eyed the ‘nice ladies’ suspiciously. It made no sense to him why he should have to come to this place miles away from home while his three older brothers were allowed to stay.


‘Your brothers are getting to be young men now, they can feed themselves.’ Darcy knew their manly strength all too well but he could mount a horse by himself. His dad had taught him that much. It was true, though, that he couldn’t cook the tea. His mum was sick. That much he’d worked out. She’d been gone for weeks but why she wouldn’t see him, he couldn’t fathom.


Grace Walker, Darcy’s mother, had come to Australia from Scotland in 1933. At sixteen she’d found a position as a maid on the Wettenhall farm and she soon found herself in another position that would produce John, Darcy’s eldest sibling. It was a scandal like all these things were at the time and it set a family pattern for furtive rendezvous. Darcy’s father, Holford – or Joe as he was better known – was a buck-jump rider, a rhinestone cowboy and a feisty one by all accounts, but not a homebody. Like his other sons, Robert and Peter, who later began the Wettenhall transport business in Victoria, he was a man of the road.


In the 1940s a ‘spot on the lung’ or pulmonary nodules was usually the prelude to tuberculosis. It invariably required long periods of convalescence, often months, sometimes years. Death from tuberculosis was still not uncommon and vaccination not yet commonplace. Grace convalesced in the Ararat Hospital, which was a considerable distance from Camperdown but was one Victorian hospital that had the facilities to deal with this contagious disease. She outlived her youngest son by five years but spent considerable time apart from Darcy during his childhood. He was sent into ‘care’ spasmodically and for long enough periods to pit him seriously against his family. It was where he discovered both his strengths and weaknesses.


Whether or not the ‘ladies’ at the orphanage were nice, one thing was for sure: a number of the men entrusted with the care of children in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s were NOT. Something happened to Darcy as a child that would develop in him a harshness and cruelty towards women. Whether his mother’s apparent rejection was the root of this, and just how complicit some of the foster mothers might have been in the institutionalised abuse, is uncertain. Like so many institutions of the time, the orphanage was under questionable management for some years, and reading testimonies in recent decades from children housed there, abuse was practised not only by carers, but by some delinquent lads. One survivor tells how he had to submit to being raped regularly by the older boys in order to spare his two younger siblings from the same. The survival tactics required by a boy to endure such a place were considerable. There was sure to be collateral damage and there’s every likelihood Darcy’s experience was as grim as his peers. He didn’t have an older brother there to watch his back and, like many boys in those institutions, he needed to strategise with whom sex would be less of a trauma. An adult guardian or a gang of teenagers?


Darcy’s terror of ‘being found out’ would become pathological as years went by. He was difficult to manage after he was ten and impossible to keep at home. He no longer had faith in family and had sampled the sort of behaviour in care that might prove to be a currency to him in the world beyond Camperdown and Colac where he grew up.


By fourteen he was more than a handful and it was when rumours about Darcy’s behaviour around the stables in Melbourne got too much and too wild that Darcy’s second cousin Rupert was asked by Joe ‘to rein the boy in’, to have him up at Stanbury ‘to teach the kid some sense and keep him out of the saddle’.


They had no idea what they were all in for.
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As far as Bob knew during their time together from 1980 to 1991, Darcy had no family except for his son, Guy. He claimed to have no brothers and had a bizarre, sketchy relationship with his mother, Grace. She had a broad Scottish accent according to Bob, who’d talked to her on the phone, but Darcy insisted she didn’t have one at all. Bob let it go. He’d already learned how volatile Darcy could be around talk of family and things past. But when Bob asked Mrs Wett about Darcy’s mum’s accent she replied ‘Of course she’s Scottish’. She explained that Grace had come over from Scotland as a maid and married Darcy’s father.


Death notices are never any use when trying to get to the bottom of family dynamics but it is strange that all Darcy’s brothers had their father’s name, Holford, as a middle name while Darcy, who turned up a few years after his three brothers, had the middle name Russell. Darcy said he had ‘no brothers’. Perhaps there was something in this? Perhaps he had another father?


Either way, it was quite clear to Bob that Grace didn’t fit into the world as Darcy had re-imagined it. Once he’d taken his place at Stanbury, she was a piece of his jigsaw he was more than happy to discard, along with his brothers.
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Petticoat Junction


Bob 1952


Being the youngest of ten with seven sisters, Bob Perry emerged from infancy into a dizzying eddy of femininity – a cable car of older girls singing Meet Me in St Louis. Like many a boy, he played in his sisters’ dresses, peered through their laces, took a train to Petticoat Junction and scuffed about in Mum’s good shoes. Gales of laughter engulfed him as they tried to put lipstick on him. Harmless fun and creative gender play now, but his brother Tom picked up on this early. Mary, he called him. Mary, Mary, Mary. Tom’s cruelty broke little Bob’s heart because he worshipped his older brother.


This reminiscence comes as we delve into the gender roles Bob and Darcy adopted and rejected along the way. As he recalls his brother teasing him and calling him Mary, Bob realises this episode had a more marked effect on his sexual identity and his view of his brother’s character than he’d previously considered. Mary biblically symbolises absolute purity and moral dissolution all at the same time. Mary, Mother of God the single most elevated woman, and Mary Magdalene the most (unfairly) reviled woman in the books of Matthew, Mark, Luke or John – a universal symbol of all that might befall her gentler sex in this snaggle-toothed world.


Gender was as strict as the teetotalling in the Perry house, especially through the eyes of the elder male siblings. Bob cringes visibly when I ask him if he ever knitted. ‘Oh God … I used to knit booties for my sisters’ babies. I was just a kid. I didn’t realise that wasn’t the sort of thing boys took pride in. Mum and my sisters were all doing it around me. How could I not have learned?’


Even now he cringes at the naive innocence we all had as boys who enjoyed doing something softer: the taking of pride in a task our male siblings or schoolmates might use against us. Bob learned early, as Darcy did, that femininity belonged to a lesser, weaker gender and woe betide any man who found himself on the wrong side of a pair of lacy knickers.
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Something Nasty in the Woodshed


Darcy 1953


Mrs G wasn’t sure where the boys had snuck off to but guessed, likely as not, the older ones would be in the woodshed smoking. Harmless enough she supposed, but she wanted to catch them red-handed so she could confiscate the tobacco once and for all. She couldn’t smell it like she sometimes had when she rounded the laundry and the outhouses filled with old bikes, shattered penny dolls, collapsed prams and donated toys; too broken to be of any pleasure or use to anyone. She needed to get her husband to take the whole bally lot to the tip.


She could hear some muttering and muffled noise, not the bluff and bravado that usually accompanied smoking. She put her eye to a rusty hole in the corrugated iron wall. It was dark but she glimpsed boys clustered at the far end. ‘What the dickens are they up to?’ she thought. ‘Do they have an animal in there with them?’ There was a faint bleating, but surely it couldn’t be a lamb? She’d been the one who’d caught two of the boys last Guy Fawkes Night blowing the head off a kitten with penny bungers. There was a greyhound breeder round the way who’d just had a litter of pups. Sometimes he’d let the boys drown the ones he didn’t like the look of. Surely to God the boys hadn’t got hold of one of them?


‘Go on mate,’ she heard. ‘You love it, you bloody freak.’


‘I dunno,’ she caught in reply. Something wasn’t right.


‘C’mon, Craigie ya cowardly prick. You haven’t gone yet.’


‘It’s just bloody slops after youse lot.’


‘C’mon Craigie, fill up her dance card.’


Mrs G’s blood turned to ice. ‘They’ve got a girl in there.’ For a moment she was too stunned to act, trying to think who the girl might be. There’d been a big-breasted, half-witted lass hanging around after school who seemed to have taken a fancy to Craig, but she caught the bus each day back to Birregurra.


Gradually a low chant started up: ‘Craigie, Craigie, Craigie’.


Mrs G thought ‘enough’. Sternly, she wiped her hands on her apron and made her way around to the shed’s shaded entrance. ‘What on earth are you boys up to?’


It was quite dark and the heat of sun on iron drew out the scent of sap from seasoned wood. The dense aroma of adolescent boys was cloying.


‘Nothing,’ replied the Smith boy, quick as you like.


‘It doesn’t look like nothing to me. What have you got over there?’


The older boys pulled up their trousers and dashed past her like guilty dogs without a word, not so much as a by your leave, but someone remained behind on the woodchips and hessian sacks – a naked 11-year-old boy, a babe in the manger, bathed in golden sweat, sun glistening on him through slats in the timber.


‘Darcy Wettenhall!’ she cried with alarm, ‘you po—’ She went to pull the boy up. She could hardly imagine what he’d been through, but when his face was revealed, he was smiling strangely.


‘It’s alright Mrs …’


‘Alright!’ came her shriek. ‘Nothing about this is alright.’


She got the picture in a mortifying flash. Her face hardened, lips tightened and her tone changed. This was more than just a game of soggy biscuit.


‘Darcy Wettenhall, you filthy boy. You little horror. Shame on you! What do you think your father and mother will do when I tell them about this little performance? I will be telling them, you mark my words!’


His smile vanished like the lads. The sun slunk behind a cloud and the warmth of the boys turned to cold sweat and stink. He didn’t understand why she was so angry. When Mr G played with him and when he fiddled and poked at the boys, he said it was allowed just so long as they didn’t tell anyone. ‘Shsh,’ he’d said to Darcy. ‘This is business we keep to ourselves.’ Apparently this was business Mrs G wasn’t to know about either.


A heady swell of pleasure, pain and humiliation was occurring that would bar Darcy forever from sexual maturity and freedom. It was here that shame began its lockdown on Darcy.
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At twelve, I learned to orgasm. I was barely pubescent but that didn’t seem to matter and the rigours of this new sport, the only one I ever had any appetite for, seemed to quickly bring on the physical evidence of puberty. I remember the horror of humiliation at that age but didn’t yet understand how defining all the different humiliations would prove to be in the forming of character and the reinforcement of my failings. If I blushed in class, other boys would embarrass me even further by touching fingers to their own cheeks, making a hissing sound like saliva on a hot iron. Everything was terrifying at that age. Being caught playing doctors was almost mortifying enough to geld me. Sex was never a thing any of us could get right. Always a fuck-up, never a fuck. But my childhood was liberated by comparison with that of Darcy Wettenhall. I never saw anything quite as nasty as what happened in the woodshed.


Buggery – or the sport of queens as it’s sometimes called – is a funny thing and not something most people want to talk about, but someone has to. The young men who find their way to it do so, by and large, without instruction. Young homosexuals are not tutored in the ways of anal sex, yet instinct suggests there is ecstasy to be found there. The intense orgasmic pleasure that is conveyed through the entire reproductive region and lower chakras via the prostate is as powerful a temptation as its heterosexual equivalent. The prostate is the male clitoris, if you like. That brutal tussle in the film Brokeback Mountain between Jack Twist and Ennis del Mar that ultimately saw Ennis succumb to his friend, was about more than just domination. It was about the most secret and often shameful type of rapture. Ennis offered what is still seen as the ultimate relinquishment of male power, a submission that those who offer it up will know is wholly worth the momentary emasculation it entails. Obviously plenty of heterosexual lovers find their way to these avenues of pleasure too, but as a man who has never had a vaginal orgasm, I can only assume those orgasms acquired via prostate pleasure are on a par with them and every bit as compelling.


Some people may not want to know about buggery but it is there, deep inside that prostate, that both the flower of rapture and thorn of shame reside. The male prostate and its potential for pleasure is the pivot on which the dynamics of this whole story depend.
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The Empire Line


Stanbury stud earned a reputation for being one of the world’s finest breeders of Corriedale sheep. A stud is different from an ordinary sheep farm. Every lamb must be recorded in the stud book. The produce of each ewe is classed and its sire and sex details recorded on her stud book page. Bob fishes one out and shows me.


‘At about six weeks of age all lambs must be inoculated for disease and their tails removed. This is done using a Burdizzo – a stainless steel contraption that looks like a cross between a pair of pliers and a speculum – which crushes the tail bone, sealing the skin and reducing bleeding. The tail is then removed with a sharp knife below the crushed area. The saving grace was that we didn’t have to castrate any of the lambs, as this was a stud. Most people use rubber rings for this practice but not Darc. He liked the immediate results as the tail was severed on the spot (as opposed to waiting days or weeks for it to drop off with a ring). The wound could be treated with iodine, disinfected and that was the end of it. Job done. This was done in the paddocks with a couple of catchers and good dogs to hold the mob in the corner.


‘Darc preferred to use Border Collies as opposed to Kelpies for sheep work but we always had three or four Deerhounds and the same number of Jack Russells to keep foxes and rabbits under control. Stanbury was known to have good dogs that seemed to understand what was required without being told. One of the great joys of sheep farming is to work good dogs. Darc had a knack when it came to training them and they loved him.’


Darcy learned how to work dogs from Rupert, but Bob said he had a natural gift with them that seemed innate. He could train them to ‘come behind’ or ‘stay’ in a matter of days. He never worked any of them until they were at least a year old but by then they knew, absolutely, that he was the boss. He had various whistle commands which they obeyed with absolute immediacy and Bob says it was as if he spoke their language.


‘But he didn’t have any compunction in putting a bullet in a dog that didn’t work for him.’ So in that sense it was not surprising that all the dogs were ‘good’. Darcy gave pups away all over the state, so if he liked a line, he’d just get on the phone and hunt down a pup from one of the bitches he’d given away.


In the Stanbury stud also there were several different lines of breeding among the sheep, which the Wettenhalls kept separate so they could cross breed them and retain the vigour of the stud. One of these was ‘the royal line’, which came from Bulgandra Regal Status, the foundation stud ram – the first one that got away. His plaque marks the entrance to the Stanbury homestead to this day. When sheep from this line made it to the Melbourne Show and won, they were named ‘royally’ with titles like Princess Margaret or Prince Charles. They earned a name instead of just a number, and so their royal line connected them back to Bulgandra.


Rupert and Janet Wettenhall purchased the property from Wing Commander Callow, who’d been agisting sheep for the senator for some years. It had been a smart move for the Wettenhalls, already considered very astute farmers by everyone in the district, as the sheep did very well on this property with its higher rainfall and natural spring. Eventually it would expand and take in Bob’s family’s neighbouring farm as well.


When I asked Darcy’s old friend Bill McCann whose money bought the property, he shook his head and said with a wry smile, ‘Well, it wouldn’t have been Rupert’s.’


So it seems it was Janet Wettenhall’s finances that enabled the purchase of the place, and her pedigree and connections that gave it prestige. She’d already been privy to the stud’s books and penned much of the correspondence between Elcho Park and its customers herself. She and Rupert were not going into this enterprise blindly.


Stanbury is in a region that produces beautiful wool. Only minutes from Geelong, Ceres is an attractive area for farmers who wish to maintain close ties to the city. It is not cattle country, though that is what some of it has more recently become (that and hobby farms), and the pastures at Stanbury are fed by an abundance of springs. It was well placed to flourish when Rupert and Janet acquired it – and for thirty-five years it did.
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Mutton Dressed as Ram


For those unfamiliar with the procedure of sheep shows, here then is the protocol in a nutshell. Each breed of ewe or ram is judged separately in its own class until the ‘Supreme’ of that breed is awarded. Then each of those Supremes compete against one another for the title ‘Supreme Sheep’ of the entire show. There’s a lot of pressure, and Stanbury won Supreme Sheep at 17 out of 20 Melbourne Sheep Shows. In sheep terms, that was like winning the AFL Premiership 17 years out of 20.


Tensions ran high at these shows. Bob learned early in his time with Darcy that competition was not a fun thing. It wasn’t a day at the races or a trip to the footy. It was a bid for supremacy both personally and professionally. You didn’t want to be around Darcy Wettenhall on one of the years he didn’t win.


Let me lay my cards on the table and tell you that until I had a sheep farmer for a partner and Bob in my ear with this tale, I couldn’t tell a Dorper from a Rambouillet. My own father qualified as a wool classer – though as far as I know he never worked as one – and ‘my people’ were sheep farmers who moved to Victoria’s Western District from Scotland in the 1850s. So if I wanted to, I could claim sheep were in my blood too. Truth is, I can’t even knit. I have marked and immunised lambs for one day, once. I might have been to Sheepvention, Victoria’s largest annual sheep and wool fair, but I’m no expert. Darcy, well, that’s another story.


Darcy Wettenhall knew every trick in the book when it came to preparing a ram for show. As Bob and I peruse Darcy’s ‘box of tricks’, which Bob still has in his garage, I can’t help feeling it’s a slightly creepy artefact. It still contains blade shears and face paint. Chalk was required to whiten the ram’s face and lanolin to lift the coat and give the wool a glossy sheen. There are clippers for rams’ feet, tablets to change his urinary tract from acid to alkaline or vice versa. This procedure involved a gun-type apparatus to dose the beast and another to force the ram to drink water. This was necessary because the stress of being away from home and the artificial environment would often cause rams to stop drinking and develop ‘stones’ in their urinary tract. These stones could kill them if left unattended so it was not unusual for Bob or Darcy to be down on their hands and knees, removing these stones from the eye of the ram’s penis with a pin. ‘The glamour of it all,’ I say to Bob.


Darcy’s show rams were kept blanketed, snug as bugs in rugs inside sheds all winter. He selected ewes with attributes that complemented the rams they were to be mated with under strictly controlled conditions. It was a very exclusive affair.


Nothing succeeded like success in Darcy’s case but, according to Bob, the judges were just as vulnerable as competitors.


‘In those days the spectator stands were full of buyers, sellers and agents. Hundreds of people and every one of them a judge really. So these judges had to pick a convincing winner or their own reputation would come under question. It’s not like a horse race where the winner is obvious.’


Stanbury had been producing winners since before Darcy’s time and these show people all learn the tricks through a lifetime of observing.


‘Darcy would never let anyone near the rams before judging. He’d have Guy or myself at one end of the row of pens and he’d be at the other. If someone went and inspected them Darcy would have snapped their head off: “No touching them until after judging.” This ensured that only the judge would be making a call on the rams that day and the fact that it was his Stanbury ram usually took Darcy to the head of the line.’


It wasn’t just the animal in the arena that was being judged on that or any other show day. It was the entire stud. Every time Stanbury won a cup, the value of all the other rams in the stud went up. There’d be four or five others waiting in the wings that day and they’d be sold quickly in the flush of victory.


‘A breeder has to have in their minds exactly what it is they wish to produce in order to sell or win. You needed rams to be the right size, have open faces with no black spots, thick soft ears, good wool coverage on bellies and an even crimp through the fleece.’ Most importantly, according to Darcy, ‘a ram had to have style’. It needed to have the ‘Ooh aaah’ factor. ‘Ooh aaah’ was the sound people (or Darcy himself) should make when he opened up the fleece for them to inspect and admire. I’m guessing only a true sheep person would understand exactly what that is.


On top of the main competition, there were fleece competitions with Land Rovers or quad bikes as prizes. It was big money for fleeces, huge money for the rams and a mountain of pride into the bargain. The aftermath of the show would see buyers from all over the world standing by, chequebooks at the ready, and Stanbury Corriedales were the finest pickings. Nothing for less than ten grand each by the 1980s.


Sheep breeds, like everything else, enjoy their fashion or favour and the values of different livestock and breeds fluctuate wildly. In the 1980s Corriedales were considered by many in the know to be the best multi-purpose sheep – meaning that they sustained equal potential for both meat and wool. Some argued this was not the case, but as with tulip fever in Holland and alpaca mania in the nineties, there was something of a global craze for Corriedales. Those who were selling them needed to know when to hold, when to deal, when to walk away and when to run. While the market was at its most heated in 1990, the maximum sale price to ever be realised for a single ram was $55,000. It was for one of the Wettenhalls’ stud rams raised at Stanbury. Let’s call him 226/93 (at Stanbury, only rams that had won at the Royal Melbourne Show earned a name), and he was sold to a South American buyer. Except that he wasn’t, because just like Bulgandra Regal Status, thirty-eight years before him, he was part of a fiddle.
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