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Foreword


General David Hurley AC CVO DSC (Retd)





‘I was a simple soldier’. That description is often used by serving soldiers and veterans to describe their life in uniform. But that description is far from the truth as Adrian Hodges illustrates in his honest and open telling of his life’s story.


This book is very much a soldier’s story. For those who have never served it is a ‘must read’. Adrian, in his colourful style, recounts story after story that carry you across a range of countries, wars, operations, exercises, incidents, experiences and emotions. For those who have served, it is a stimulus to remember times past, the myriads of faces that have passed through your life, and the enormous highs and lows of service life.


As described by Adrian, his life has been shaped by taking risks. From signing up to join the Army at 17 years of age to his decision in later life to separate from the Army while serving in a prestigious and sought after posting in the USA, Adrian’s journey has been marked by stepping into uncertainty. His approach to life, to ‘stay loose’, an approach that was developed in his early and formative years of service, is evident in how he responded to every new challenge. Maybe not the model for all, but one from which life lessons can be drawn.


Adrian served during one of the busiest periods for the ADF. From Namibia, Cambodia and Somalia in the early 1990s to East Timor, Iraq and Afghanistan in the 2000s the ADF was on constant deployment. The rewards and price paid during that period can be found in the stories of so many that served. In his book Adrian candidly presents the ‘equation of service’: the challenges overcome that create feelings of personal achievement, the mateships that hold people together, and the lows that can shake your belief in self. As Adrian explains, service in uniform demands your all. The motto of The Royal Australian Regiment is ‘Duty First’. Adrian’s story puts life and understanding into that motto.


It is always a pleasure when someone that you have commanded does well in their career. Adrian was a young soldier when the First Battalion deployed to Somalia. That there are so many photographs of him in our records show that he liked to be in the thick of things! His observations of that operation and the feelings of pride in his fellow soldiers shaped much the story found in ‘Stay Loose’.


I am proud of Adrian and his successes in uniform and his personal life. I am particularly proud of him for telling us his story.


General David Hurley AC CVO DSC (Retd)




Preface


My past experiences are nothing but lessons, and no one said these lessons had to be a life sentence.





For three decades, I served as an infantry soldier with the Australian Army, one of the most physically demanding, unforgiving and psychologically stressful roles in the Australian Defence Force.


Before we launch on this adventure together, I need to be honest and upfront with you. This memoir is not an infinite account of battles and firefights with bandits, rebels, or insurgents. If that’s what you’re after, this book isn’t for you unfortunately. My life’s journey in and out of the military environment has been so diverse and unimaginable that sometimes I don’t believe I’ve lived them. What you will read about is the life of your typical Aussie lad who found his lot in life serving in the Australian Army and had an amazing ride along the way.


For the most part, I’ve lived a life of never believing I was a person of dominance or influence, the most talented, the smartest, athletically superior, whatever all that self-doubt even means. I believe that no one is ever free from feeling insecure from time to time, including me.


At high school in the early 1980s, I struggled academically almost every day while seemingly most others around me soared. My behaviour was rebellious and immature because that’s how I played the game to compensate for my academic shortfalls.


I was educationally lost in my teens and had no idea what I wanted to do with my life. I despised those kids in my peer group who knew exactly what they wanted to do in their adult life. I had no idea, no trade that I aspired to do, and no career aspirations. Nothing. I felt absolutely lost and confused.


Four eclectic decades later, I’m working as a private military contractor in the United Arab Emirates. Kicking back one afternoon while enjoying happy hour at the Beach Rotana, located in the Tourist Club Area of Abu Dhabi, I had a thought. I said to my gorgeous wife, “Hey, Joey, I think I’ve got a few yarns that I think people would like to hear; what do you think?” Without hesitation, she removed her lips from her Whiskey Sour and replied with “Yer babe,” and on that green light, I set out to pen the words to my memoir.


In October 2021, I commenced writing about my life. I wasn’t sure if these words would ever be read by anyone, but what I did recognise was that as a man in my early fifties, I’d had a far from mundane life.


In late 2021, the world was slowly emerging from a crippling pandemic, and personally, I was struggling to comprehend the abandonment of the Australian Embassy in Kabul that May, four months prior to the United States Armed Force’s complete withdrawal from Afghanistan on the 30th of August 2021, a bloody conflict I had served in. During this period, I also began to unpack close to three decades of military service.


This memoir, unless otherwise credited, is an account of my life as I have lived it, drawing from firsthand recollections as well as various sources of information that I have had access to over the years. Others who were present may have experienced events differently. Nonetheless, this is my story.


What I hope I’ve captured is a true account of my personal growth, the highs, lows, and insurmountable sacrifices aligned with military service, and the brotherhood that’s developed and cherished within a combat fighting unit. My life has been an amazing adventure. I’m so thankful that I’ve been immensely blessed to have seen so much of this magnificent planet. I feel so deeply privileged and grateful for the life I’ve lived so far.


Also, I am an Australian, and while I have written in a universally acceptable style, some Australian slang has been used, and I have changed a few people's names to respect their privacy.


What transpired throughout the writing process was deeply emotional, some times funny, yet overwhelmingly cathartic; I smiled more times than I was melancholy and laughed out loud often. I’ve unwrapped a lot, many of my experiences have been suppressed for decades.


But I’m the kind of guy who fights living in the past, every day I remind myself of how beautiful and splendid the right here, right now is, cherishing every day of my life. I never want to be a prisoner of my past. I feel like I’ve always deeply appreciated that life is a gift, a privilege really, a world full of opportunity.


My past experiences are nothing but lessons, and no one said these lessons had to be a life sentence. Led Zeppelin icon Robert Plant once said, “The past is a stepping stone, not a millstone.”


Couldn’t agree more, Mr. Plant.




Introduction


I don't believe people are looking for the meaning of life as much as they are looking for the experience of being alive.


— Joseph Campbell





My story mostly revolves around my time as a career soldier; but what I also appreciated was that I’d also had a cracking adventure outside the military beginning with my childhood. Life in country Victoria in the 1970s and suburban Queensland in the 1980s. My half-decade of civilian adventures in the mid-1990s were some of the most memorable experiences of my life, but they soon became nebulous and wasteful, and then there was my career as a private military contractor in my fifties.


When I began my military career as an infantryman in an Australian combat unit during the latter decades of the 20th century, I thought had a pretty good idea through my dad, a Vietnam Veteran, of what was in store for me—or so I thought. Having an idea was one thing; living through relentless training exercises, on international engagements, and on combat operations was another.


For a raw, young 17 year old soldier, there is no place on earth like the ranks of an infantry battalion, and the unit I marched into after initial employment training in the late ‘80s was no exception. My unit was lethal, highly respected, hard, fit, skilled, unforgiving, and ready to deploy at short notice anywhere in the world. A battalion that would chew you up and spit you out if you didn’t commit to its motto, ‘Duty First.’ If you didn’t toe the line and didn’t pull your weight, you could guarantee a smack coming your way. That’s something I experienced firsthand a few times. The battalion’s esprit de corps and its hard-fought reputation came first and foremost.


There’s no tempering what the primary role of an infantry battalion is; it’s to confront an adversarial equivalent on any given battleground, on domestic or foreign shores, in ruthless combat, up close and personal, hand to hand if necessary, to the death. Our training would be unapologetically tough; realistic preparation for perilous combat operations, training risks balanced against the operational imperatives.


The role of the infantry is unambiguous; our corps is the major combat component of the Australian Army; this responsibility does not sit lightly on us. We’re to execute our missions regardless of whether it's winter or summer, bitter, frigid cold, intense heat and humidity, torrential rain or snow, in open country or the jungle, mountain ranges or coastal plains, urban or the unforgiving desert.


I was to serve in a light infantry battalion. Once we were inserted into an area, we were essentially on foot; my unit had no combat vehicles such as armoured personnel carriers, APCs, or motorised combat vehicles, we were essentially dismounted and living out of our heavy backpacks.


An infantry battalion can take on many roles, from peacetime military engagement to peace support, such as peacekeeping to counterinsurgency operations and major combat. They must be flexible enough to transition through a variety of tactical actions premised on the operational requirement spanning a comprehensive array of military activities. Although the battalion often works within a combined environment, alongside armoured vehicles and engineers, for example, it’s imperative we have the capability to operate independently. Sometimes, the mission, location, terrain, or vegetation will dictate this. The battalion I first marched into had a strength of over 700, and to operate independently, we had sufficient firepower, communications, and protection to enable this.


Our primary tasks include aid to civil authorities in the event of natural disasters such as cyclones, non-combatant evacuations like that of those conducted in Afghanistan in 2022, peacekeeping and humanitarian support to the more war-like actions such as destroy, clear, secure, seize and hold ground, and defence missions.


Offensive operations are the decisive events in war. They include aggressive patrolling, attacking fortified positions and strong points, as well as follow-on and support operations. Defensive operations can include strongpoint, sector, and perimeter defences, ambushing, as well as defensive battles, blocking actions, and counterattacks.


Stab Ops, or stability operations, are those aligned with maintaining or establishing secure environments for government and civilian organisations such as aid agencies to provide essential services, reconstruction, and humanitarian relief. The two key circumstances are humanitarian assistance and the training of indigenous forces.


In the constant pursuit for excellence, the life of an infantryman is centred on mental and physical fitness and resilience, combat first aid, and mastering the myriad of weapons systems spanning into the double figures; anything and everything across any of our roles that touch tactics, techniques, and procedures. We call it battlecraft.


As a young soldier, the three skill sets that consumed my life were physical conditioning, medical, and mastering all the tools available to us – rifles and machine guns, claymore anti-personnel mines, grenades, and communication equipment; the list seemed endless. Once you hone these skills, you’ve then set the foundations to be an effective section member.


The fitness regime within a 1980s infantry battalion was formidable and unrelenting. Physical training, PT, was conducted every morning, usually led by either your section second-in-command, 2IC, section commander, platoon sergeant, or platoon commander. On scheduled occasions, we would attend PT led by the unit’s physical training instructor, PTI. Our basic fitness requirement centred on a timed five kilometre run that bordered on a sprint, heaves, sit-ups, and a swimming and treading water assessment.


Negotiating a military obstacle course as a section of eight to nine men would be done wearing patrol order, a soldier’s basic kit required to fight that included weapon and ammunition, was a routine event. If you carried a heavy machine gun, such as I did, you proudly lugged that beast through every obstacle until you reached the last one, a 12 foot wall. I’m talking up and across ropes, through tunnels, in and out of water obstacles, and under low wire entanglements, throughout the grueling task always working as a team.


Other mandatory section requirements were a timed 3.2 kilometre dash and live fire shoot in patrol order, as well as a 15 kilometre forced march in full kit, patrol order with a backpack, roughly 25 to 30 kilograms in total, to be completed in a time so limited that at periods throughout the march, sections would be required to shuffle some of the distance.


But the gift that always kept giving was the timed 40 kilometre route march that we conducted in marching order, weapon, webbing, and backpack, all platoons striving to finish in under 10 hours. If you were in a mortar platoon, well, those poor buggers carried their personal weapons, plus mortar tubes and mortar base plates.


Achieving these physical requirements took relentless training day in, day out, week in, week out. You could have the greatest weapon or medical skills, but if you did not possess mental and physical hardness, that sheer determination to never quit, you would surely fail once the relentlessness of protracted training exercises or operations kicked in. If you wanted easy, the Army didn’t want you, and passengers would not be tolerated.


For me, the civilian in me disappeared in 1987. My life was committed to that of a professional soldier; I lost all contact with civilian friends, and my brothers from other mothers became my entire world. We were family; we trained, partied, fought, and suffered together. My early years serving in one of Australia’s premier infantry battalions were the greatest of my service life. Little did I know, I was just getting started.




CHAPTER 1


Staring Death in the Face


The aim of military training is not just to prepare men for battle, but to make them long for it.


— Louis Simpson





As the hulking behemoth of a road train laden with 200 head of cattle careened towards the stationary military truck, I was a passenger aboard, I knew that a ferocious impact was imminent, and that at the ripe old age of 19, I was surely a dead man. The sun had set, and me and the other lads of 9 Platoon, or Callsign 33, had mounted several ‘Mogs, utility troop transport vehicles.


Throughout that day, we had been conducting infantry platoon dismounted patrolling operations on Australia’s biggest military peace-time exercise since World War II, Kangaroo 89, or K89, as it was referred to. The exercise comprised 28,000 Australian and American military personnel and was conducted from the Pilbara in Western Australia to Cape York in Queensland from mid to late 1989.


We had spent most of our time patrolling the exercise area around Katherine and surrounding areas in the Northern Territory. We had recently been tasked, along with the remainder of Charlie Company, with the responsibility of securing the battalion headquarters perimeter and surrounding areas. Staging from a company harbour position near the Daly River Mission, Callsign 33 was tasked to patrol and clear the high ground overlooking battalion headquarters.


We were operating in a remote area of outback Australia and hadn’t seen a civilian person or vehicle all day, then we heard the unmistakable sound of a raging road train engine, 80 grinding wheels and creaking trailers. Australian road trains are legendary; beasts of a thing, 175 tonne in weight, up to three trailers spanning 50 metres in length that transport livestock, fuel, general stores, and mined minerals. These monsters cannot stop quickly or make sharp manoeuvres, which I was about to witness firsthand, up close and personal.


We hadn’t been travelling for long when we were pulled up at a vehicle checkpoint manned by an artillery group. We were stationary and unsuspectingly vulnerable. We were stopped on a typical outback one-lane dirt track that requires immense caution when vehicles are passing or overtaking. Our platoon sergeant was a tough-as-nails and immensely respected man by the name of Mick, or Skeeta, and he recalled that the checkpoint was “situated in the perfect area, no vision as you came around the bend in the road until you were all of a sudden on top of it, no area to turn around to avoid it.”


We were travelling on ‘blackout’ without driving lights to make it hard for the enemy to detect us. In this instance, the enemy was an unsuspecting truck driver whose life was about to explode violently; let’s call this poor punter ‘Trevor.’


Now Trevor being the professional he was, was abiding by road regulations and had his headlights on, but by the time he had made his way around the blind corner that we had just driven and identified the two Mogs in the path of his rig, his asshole would have been rapidly puckering if mine was any measure.


Skeeta was in the cabin of the first Mog that Trevor would have seen and was screaming at his driver to “go right, go right.” Trevor managed to avoid the Mog by a hair's breadth; however, the driver of his Mog, I was aboard, didn’t move out of the checkpoint and off the track fast enough. As the road train howled past the first vehicle in pitch darkness, Skeeta recalled, “Its lights lit up the lead Mog, then in a noise like nothing he had ever heard before, rammed into the back of our Mog.”


Our truck was configured with wooden and metal centre seating, with an open frame for a canopy that was rolled up on this particular night. Other than bracing your feet and the grip of your hands, no other safety in the back of these vehicles existed, such as seatbelts or harnesses.


On our vehicle, we had around five soldiers on each side of the centre seating, with a lad in the driver's cabin standing through a cupola in the roof and next to the driver. I was sitting to the rear of the Mog, facing out to the left of the vehicle’s travel; next to me was my Section Commander, JB. Sitting behind JB was Corporal John Pickett, another one of the platoon's section commanders.


As if in slow motion, I witnessed Trevor avoid the rear Mog by centimetres; however, for the lads on my vehicle, we were now smack-bang in the path the road train was travelling. The only reason to this day that I can offer as to why I didn’t jump off the Mog before impact was that I genuinely thought the driver would pull off the road in time.


Prior to impact, I braced for the unknown, every fibre of my body electrified. Those timeless seconds that are completely out of your control, your life in the balance. Lads were yelling and screaming as loud as we could for the driver to get the fuck out of the checkpoint and off the road and out of the way. Why the hell weren’t we moving? I assume only the driver of the Mog can offer up the reason as to why they didn’t move in time.


John Pickett was gripping the canopy frame with one hand with the other clutching his M16 rifle and recalls looking back just prior to contact and seeing poor Trevor’s face bracing for impact; the entire Mog, including me and John, screamed expletives while bracing for the unknown.


Skeeta had a front-row seat from the cabin of the truck he was travelling in. On impact, our Mog launched onto the left side wheels, the complete right-hand side of the vehicle airborne. JB, next to me, was violently catapulted out of the Mog, as were many others. The gunner standing in the cabin through the copula was ferociously catapulted out of the vehicle, sustaining serious injuries. John was ejected out the back, like JB, bouncing off the road train’s bonnet and violently hitting the ground, his head splitting open. Then, with the truck roaring past only centimetres from his face, the wheels of the rig gripped the M16 rifle he was still holding, ripping it out of his hand and breaking his arm. Thankfully, John had the presence of mind to crawl backward out of the way, ending up in the ditch on the other side of the road.


I was launched out of my seat and into the tarpaulin roof of the Mog. How the hell I didn’t end up bouncing off the road trains front bumper or bonnet like JB or John is unexplainable. I remember one of my hands somehow impacted the metal frame, and in a moment of suspense, I literally begged the Mog not to completely flip on its side. There is no doubt that if this did occur, I would have been seriously injured or killed. The Mog didn’t roll or flip over, and before it even came to a stop, I jumped from the vehicle and sprinted in search of JB. Everyone dismounted and immediately searched for casualties in pitch darkness, believing many would be dead. The scene was devastating, dust, smoke, carnage, the bellowing of cattle, and the haunting screams of those injured.


My one and only focus in the dust and mayhem was to find JB, seconds before the collision, we had embraced each other but the ferociousness of the impact tore him away. When I did find him, he was seriously injured, with multiple fractures, open wounds, and internal injuries.


I did the best I could to treat him, the medical training I’d received over the years and revised relentlessly was flooding back to me. As much as I could, I kept JB motionless, I knew that a conscious injured person can be greatly calmed by talking to them, so that’s what I did, reassuring him as much as I could. I treated suspected or known fractures and applied bandages to areas where he was bleeding. JB was in a real bad way; the left side of his body from head to toe was significantly traumatised, and I had real concerns that he may have extensive internal injuries. He was assigned a priority one casualty in need of immediate life saving medical treatment.


Jeff was an experienced section 2IC, and as those injured were being treated and prioritised, he called in a ‘NO-DUFF Casualty Evacuation Request,’ or NO-DUFF CASEVAC. NO-DUFF signifies the difference between a simulated exercise casualty and a real-time casualty, with all real-time CASEVAC’s preceding with ‘NO-DUFF, NO-DUFF, NO-DUFF.’


When Jeff called in the CASEVAC, the bloke on the other end of the radio told him to use the correct radio procedure. Jeff told him to “get fucked and send help.” At one stage, Skeeta grabbed the radio handset off Jeff and emphasised to battalion headquarters that this was a NO-DUFF situation and not an exercise, demanding air assistance to get our injured people to the hospital.


Two Black Hawk helicopters took off from the town of Katherine 260 kilometres away to evacuate several critically injured soldiers. Due to the distance, the pilots would have flown close to the maximum allowable speed of 350 kilometres an hour. The aircraft were reconfigured en route by loadmasters who manage the cabin of the aircraft so they could fit multiple stretchers for the lying injured. They landed in the pitch of night, rotors howling, dust and debris flying. Those injured were loaded in priority order and transported to hospital. JB and four others, including Smithy, who was catapulted from the cupola, were the first to leave. It was imperative that they reach the hospital within one hour to receive life-saving treatment.


Once the sound of the Blacks Hawks had dissipated, the remainder of the platoon was then transported to a night location where we were allowed to go ‘Non-Tac,’ or non-tactical. We lit a fire and somehow tried to process what had just occurred. We all smoked cigarettes, even non-smokers, and our thoughts were with the injured. These were our mates, our brothers essentially, and we had real concerns for a few.


Jeff and I recall that after an hour or so, we were told our time was up and were ordered to extinguish the fire. We were unfathomably sent straight back into the exercise, tactically, as if nothing had ever happened. No debrief, no counselling, nothing. I remember noticing blood stains on my uniform, pants and shirt that I continued to wear throughout the remainder of the exercise.


Thankfully no one died, but it would be years for a few, including JB, to rehabilitate and recover back to some form of normalcy. What I did leant that night was the importance of the relentless pursuit of excellence every soldier must commit to in training and preparing for war. I was 19 years of age and was able to effectively treat JB due to the uncompromising medical training we all as combat soldiers had to master. To this day I don’t know how I wasn’t injured or killed, pure luck really.


As Skeeta later recalled, “We just got back on the horse and cracked on.” John remembers many decades later that “We got a pretty good look at old death that night,” an experience that was to repeat itself many times throughout my life.




CHAPTER 2


Victoria in the 1970s


I know I was born, and I know that I’ll die The in-between is mine


— Pearl Jam





It seems an unrecognisable lifetime ago now that I enjoyed a carefree childhood, one of blissful adventures, first-time experiences, and wonderful weekends spent visiting grandparents, aunties, uncles, and cousins, and always unconditional love. I inhaled life in and around the suburbs of Melbourne, Victoria, Australia, where I was born in February of 1970.


Our first family home was in the Melbourne suburb of Montmorency, 18 kilometres northeast of the city’s central business district, CBD. This was Mum and Dad’s first home together; they were married in February 1969, having met prior to Dad’s 12 month deployment to the Vietnam War as a soldier with the 3rd Battalion, The Royal Australian Regiment, 3 RAR, an infantry combat unit.


During the early to mid-’60s, Australia’s commitment to the Vietnam War steadily grew into a two-battalion-strong task force. In early 1966, the 1st Australian Task Force, 1 ATF, was based at Nui Dat in Phuoc Tuy Province, east of Saigon, and consisted of two infantry battalions, an artillery regiment, an armoured squadron, a cavalry squadron as well as supporting arms and services. The 1 ATF replaced the First Battalion, The Royal Australian Regiment, 1 RAR, which deployed to South Vietnam in June 1965. My dad arrived in South Vietnam in late 1967 with 3 RAR’s arrival bringing the 1 ATF strength up to a three-battalion sized force.


On Dad’s return in late 1968, marriage and home purchase were the priority followed closely by my conception. In February 1971, my brother Shane entered the world with my youngest brother Andy, born in November 1972. Hats off to Mum, three brutes in 33 months.


We were your typical working-class family, yet it seemed I never wanted for anything. My mum and dad worked bloody hard; nothing was taken for granted, no easy handouts, no cashed-up parents financing them, just hard work, blood, sweat, and some tears naturally.


My first school was run by the nuns at St Francis Xavier Primary School, barely 150 metres from my driveway on Mayona Road. My first teacher was a leggy six-foot beauty who I swear was sponsored by a mini skirt clothing brand; I’ll never understand how the nuns permitted such risqué leg exposure.


After only one year at St Francis Xavier, the family upped and moved to a bush community nestled between Hurstbridge and St Andrews called Smiths Gully, 35 kilometres northeast of Melbourne. One Tree Hill Road was our new home after Mum and Dad bought the block sometime in 1976. I have fond memories of the house being built on a massive adventurous playground and the ease at which I adjusted from a suburban kid to an inquisitive bush lad. Now that we were fledgling hippies, my exploratory streak exploded.


We had a steep gravel driveway, and in the afternoons, Mum or Dad would stop at the letterbox for either my brother or me to check for mail. Soon, this would become a great adventure, as after checking the letterbox, we stood on the back bumper of our car and rode the short journey up to the house.


On one occasion, we reached our parking spot to the left of the house, and my second youngest brother and I were quickly off and out of the car. Mum told my youngest brother Andy to remain in the car and that she would come around to get him. He was quite young, maybe three or four. He mustn’t have heard what Mum had said; he didn’t wait, and as soon as he exited the vehicle, it began rolling backwards and down the steep driveway, crashing violently into a tree.


We were all initially aghast; the sounds of smashing glass and crumpling metal impacting the gum tree penetrated our serene bushland setting. But we soon realised that our little brother was not in the car, standing motionless nearby with his mouth wide open and oblivious to what may have been.


Mum must have inadvertently forgotten to engage the handbrake and the gearstick probably in neutral instead of park. This was my first exposure to any form of mayhem or misfortune, it was such a frightening and vivid experience, yet for us all, on that sunny weekday afternoon, a relief that our brother was not still in the car. I cringe to think what may have happened should he have still been in the back seat, a seat with no seatbelts.


I was 8 years of age with a playground exploding with life. As if overnight, I was consumed by wildlife, sights, and sounds that overwhelmed my senses. There is no smell on earth like the Aussie bush. I remember the first time I saw Dad grab a few gum tree leaves, crush them in his hands, and then smell them. Inquisitively, I gave it a go as well, and the sweet smell of citrus, mint, and honey of the crushed eucalyptus leaves blew my young mind away.


Walking to the chicken pen or the wood pile on one of my many daily chores, it wasn’t uncommon to see koalas, brightly coloured crimson rosellas, black cockatoos, kangaroos and black wallabies, wombats, possums, and the odd tree goanna, blue tongue lizard or snake. I loved listening to the unique sound of the eastern whipbird, with its beautiful whip-crack whistle, or the cackling laugh of a kookaburra, which for me was captivating. If I was lucky enough to spot an echidna with extremely sharp spines like a porcupine, I’d always stop to watch the bugger burrow into the hard earth with its front claws, which they always did when disturbed or threatened.


We kept goats as well as chickens on the property. The first time my dad slaughtered a few chooks was an experience that is forever etched in my mind for all the wrong reasons. As we made our way up to the back of the property where the chook pen was, Dad was briefing me on the process. Once we had scampered around the pen and caught a few chooks, Dad then knelt within the pen, mind you, for all remaining birds to see, and positioned himself. I was holding onto one of the chickens, and with the second chook pinned down, Dad raised his military-issued machete and, in one swift movement, decapitated the bird. Dad then released the chook and it proceeded to run around headless for what seemed an eternity, not 18 months like Mike, the headless chook of Colorado, but more like 20 to 30 seconds, blood spurting everywhere, until it flopped dead.


My chook was next, same bloody process, then we carried the headless chickens down to the back of the house, then hung them on the clothesline to bleed out. To Mum’s disgust, Dad and I later plucked and gutted the chickens in the family bathtub. The stench from the innards remained in that bathroom for weeks, and from memory, I don’t remember ever being present for another culling of that nature.


On nights around this time in my young life, I’d wake up in the middle of the night and completely flip out when I saw a swarm of Huntsman Spiders on my bedroom wall. Now if you know little of the Aussie huntsman spider, these buggers, on average, span 15 centimetres; are venomous, aggressive, and extremely fast-moving creatures that eat small lizards and frogs. Their prey is not captured in a web; they are actively stalked and immobilised with stealth and speed.


But I was pretty pleased with myself that I hadn’t completely shit myself at the sight of a family of palm-sized spiders on my bedroom wall chasing the light of the moon, thankful that I had been asleep when they likely made their way to the wall across my face, arms, legs ... or maybe they just came down from the roof space, I’ll never know. My parents and I reminisce about these nights often, but you know what, I was never bitten once - go figure.


Early on in our time at Smiths Gully, I woke in the middle of the night, climbed down from my bunk bed, made sure not to stand on my brother, who was on the bottom bunk, and attempted to make my way out of our bedroom to go to the toilet, number two mind you. I was so disorientated that I could neither find the door nor the light switch, panic kicked in, and before I knew it, I was squatting in the middle of the bedroom, shitting all over the new carpet. Once I had finished, I sheepishly climbed back into bed.


Well, didn’t the shit hit the fan the next morning? I woke to a dreadful stench; my brother was gagging, and Mum was livid. All the cleaning and scrubbing in the world could not erase that stain, and I still remember seeing the evidence of the crime scene when we eventually sold the house and moved some years later. If only the new owners knew.


I’d walk the five kilometre dirt road round trip to the Smiths Gully General Store with family or friends occasionally for no other reason than to buy a Big M chocolate milk. These types of walks invariably turned into great adventures. Creeks to explore, wildlife crossing the road to chase, and the Queenstown Cemetery to delve through. Maybe this is where my love for history was first born; I’d walk this graveyard intrigued by the dates, names, and ages of those who had passed.


In the 1800s, the Caledonia Goldfield centred on St Andrews, One Tree Hill, Panton Hill, Diamond Creek, and several other smaller communities. A lot of the graves over time were unmarked and bare, including many Chinese and other migrant prospectors. I’d lose myself in this place, just fascinated with this outdoor museum and the history to discover.


Panton Hill Primary School was the next school on my attendance list. A quick seven minute drive from home, the school was established in 1871 and moved to its current site in 1874 adjacent to the Panton Hill General Store, which also served as our tuck shop as there wasn’t a canteen on the school grounds.


Lunchtimes were spent in the woods on the school grounds, re-enacting whatever pirate or western fight scenes we’d recently read or seen on television. Swimming lessons were part of the school curriculum, and competition was fierce in order to climb the competency ranks, mainly because these accomplishments came with a certificate presented at school assembly.


One memory I had at primary school was of an incident where I was physically disciplined for continuously slamming the lid of my wooden school desk for no other reason than to piss off my teacher. I would have been in year two or three, and the teacher had had enough. Without me knowing, she had summoned the principal. From nowhere, he physically dragged me from my desk and lifted me up to a height where I was facing this very tall brute of a man. He carried me out of the classroom and to his office, shaking and verbally chastising me, and throughout this time, I was petrified and pissing in my grey school pants for the entire school to see. Funnily enough, I never slammed a school desk from that day forward at Panton Hill Primary School.


The very first Australian rules football club I played for was the Panton Hill Football Club, with the clubrooms and ground situated behind the Panton Hill General Store. For the uninitiated, Aussie Rules, or Australian football, is a native sport that has been played in Australia for more than 150 years. On an oval-shaped field, two teams of eighteen players each compete to kick the ball through goal posts. Played by some of the fittest athletes on earth, it is Australia’s top spectator sport and one of the most thrilling, dexterous, demanding, and fast-paced games in the world.


From memory, my first game was against a Hurstbridge or Diamond Creek team, and no shit, I was selected for the opposition team as they were down a few players. I do not in any way blame the coach for this educated tactical move. I had hardly trained, and throughout that infamous first game, I stood in one spot for the entire four quarters; I had no bloody idea what I had to do. At one stage, one of the coach’s assistants ran onto the ground and told me that I had to move if I ever wanted to get the ball. I asked the man, “Then what do I do?” As the final siren sounded, Panton Hill had won the game, me being a non-contributor on the opposition team. As a sign of good sportsmanship, I was clapped, cheered, patted on the back, and thanked for my efforts as I walked off the field; embarrassingly, these gestures were from my own footy teammates. Looking back now, I see the positives; I had contributed to my team’s win on that fine day; welcome to Aussie rules footy Hodgie — work harder at training. Challenge accepted.


In the winter, I played for the Panton Hill Cricket Club and generally loved my country life. I enjoyed visiting family in Chelsea, Kyneton, Montrose, and my Grandparents at Bonnie Doon Street, Greensborough. I experienced my first taste of the American invasion permeating throughout our nation during the ‘70s, that of McDonald’s and Pizza Hut. The very first Victorian Football League, VFL, game I saw live, was a game between Richmond and St Kilda at the world-famous Melbourne Cricket Ground, a stadium with a 100,000 seat capacity. The Sainters were towelled up that day; in fact, they ended the season bottom of the ladder.


Little did I know, Mum and Dad had decided to permanently leave Victoria and move 1,700 kilometres north to the state of Queensland. They wanted a better lifestyle than what they had in country Victoria, and before we knew it, we were heading north.


I loved my years in Victoria, a carefree childhood that I cherish and miss very, very much. Some days, I wish that I could go back and shadow a young Adrian and lovingly soak him up all over again. That adventurous and mischievous lad exploring the unexplored, not a care in the world, untainted by life’s pains and anguishes. I yearn to be able to walk alongside him and simply take in his smile, his young voice, and his laugh. I yearn to watch him fall asleep, exhausted from his days of schooling, chores, and adventures. I miss that young lad... I miss him a lot.




CHAPTER 3


Queenslander in the 1980s


We must take time to define our own path, too quickly we can find the world defining it for us.


— Unknown





We lived at a Caravan Park in Springwood for a few months in Southeast Queensland, smack bang on the busy Pacific Highway, just south of the Watland Street overpass, where the National Storage now stands. This was where we lived before Mum and Dad bought a house on Jillian Court, Springwood. Springwood is located a 20 minute drive southeast of Queensland’s capital, Brisbane. It was 1980, and I’d relocated from living in the idyllic and captivating Victorian bush to the chaotic southern suburbs of Brisbane.


Our home was pretty awesome. It was a low set house, four bedder on a 780 m² block. We had an in-ground pool, a suburban luxury, we’d be in our swimming togs all day in summer. Dad converted a small porch in the backyard that overlooked the pool into a bird aviary, and I soon became obsessed with catching and keeping Eastern Bearded Dragon Lizards as pets.


I was fascinated with these lizards; the buggers can grow to just under half a metre in length and actually don’t mind humans once they’re used to you. I had an enclosure in the garage, and I’d hunt, chase, jump, and catch them by hand. I would walk up and down the footpaths and sometimes front lawns of people’s properties along Jillian Court and search for large green grasshoppers eating the leaves of small palm trees. I’d literally snatch them, run back home, and hand-feed them to my mates.


I schooled at Springwood Road State School, which took my brothers and me about 20 minutes to walk to or 10 minutes if you biked, and it wasn’t long before I ran with the wrong crowd. Panton Hill Primary School was a small school founded on strong community values and principles, with Springwood Road State School a beast of an institution.


I was 10 years of age and commencing year five at my third school. I was eager to find friends and regrettably was easily led by those who were mainly firebrands, and soon enough, my behaviour began to deteriorate. I started misbehaving, smoking cigarettes for the first time, sometimes before school, and fighting on a regular basis. I was caned across the hand for the first time at school by the principal for scrapping with a lad with my rabblerouser streak developing rapidly.


At Springwood State School, I was introduced to marbles, wow, lunchtime game changer. I don’t recall the name of the actual game, however, the aim was for you and your opponent to stand at a set distance from a small shallow hole dug in the ground and to throw a chosen marble or agreed number of marbles as close as possible to the hole or into the hole if you were good enough. You would then take turns, flicking your marbles into the hole; the first one to sink all their marbles won their opponent’s marbles.


In those first few years in Queensland, I continued a Victorian passion and found another, and that was footy and roller skating.


My brother Shane and I played football for a local team, the Springwood Districts Football Club or Springwood Targets. Founded in a rugby league heartland in 1972, I was so lucky to live close to an Aussie rules footy club; I loved playing for the Targets. I looked forward to each weekend; home games were awesome, and I used to love traveling to away games throughout our region. I loved the smell of body oil, Deep Heat, the smell of a new Sherrin footy, sticky fingers at halftime from eating oranges, even the smoke from the coach’s Black and White Virginia cigarettes, all of it. In 1981, I was playing in the Under 11 team, and we dominated the season, winning the end-of-season grand final. Shane did well in ’81, making a regional representative team.


Roller skating was so foreign to me; lads from school introduced me to the craze, and soon I was hooked. Mum and Dad bought me a pair of roller skates for Christmas, and I’d be at the Springwood Roller Skating Rink every opportunity I had. The rink was nothing more than a shed that would flood in heavy rains, but to me, it was fun, and adrenaline combined, all to the latest trending pop music. Speed skating, for fast, experienced skaters only, jumps, and vertical ramps were the highlights, such simple yet enjoyable days. The only time we’d exit the venue was to have a cigarette or to fight. Other than that, it was skating practically nonstop.


It must have been an off season thing during this period, but I gave the Rochedale Rovers Soccer Club a go, didn’t last long though. I gave scouts a crack as well, religious undertones put me off. These endeavours didn’t last long, but I guess I gave them a go. After school, my mates and I would race billy karts down our street, which thankfully had a slope to it, barefoot and helmetless, braking by accessing a neighbour’s front lawn to slow us down. I have to give Mum and Dad credit here; they always supported my curious and adventurous streak.


A December trend started that second Christmas in Queensland when Mum’s brother and his family visited us. They lived in Montrose, an eastern suburb on the fringes of the Melbourne CBD, and drove the epic 1,700 kilometres of highway we had travelled the year prior. We drove to their new home in Mooroolbark the following year, a few minutes’ drive from Montrose. These drives were gruelling; borderline child abuse when I look back now, 1,700 kilometres each way in a car with no air-conditioning or seat belts in the back seat smack bang in the middle of searing summers. We slept in cheap-as-chips motels on the side of the highway. We stopped off at iconic places such as The Dog on the Tuckerbox, an Australian historical monument located at Snake Gully on the outskirts of Gundagai.


An enormous drought from 1979 to 1983 that affected almost all of eastern Australia added a whole extra level to these trips. We’d drive down the Hume Highway in New South Wales and see endless dead sheep in paddocks, as far as the eye could see, so heartbreaking for the farmers and community.


These family reunions lasted for a few years. I loved them so much. Seeing our aunty and uncle and our two cousins were such memorable and enjoyable times together. I think of these get-togethers quite often. You know, the ones when you wish you could just transport yourself to a time and place where wonderful memories were created.


Our time at Springwood didn’t last long, and after only two years, we upped and moved again, this time 15 minutes south down the Pacific Highway to Bromley Street, Cornubia, a suburb bordering Shailer Park and Mount Cotton. My parents had bought a 5,091m² block of land and built our three-bedroom home with a rumpus room, which would eventually house a full-sized billiards table and bar.


One of the negatives with this move was that we simply lived too far away from being able to regularly attend Tuesday and Thursday night footy training for the mighty Springwood Targets. I’d enjoyed two fun seasons with the Targets, winning a premiership playing as a wingman under the coaching prowess of Mr Bruce. Another casualty was my weekend skating adventures; they dried up as well; no longer could I simply walk the few kilometres to the rink. However, the upside was that I was now living in an environment that very much appealed to me; bushland adventures and open spaces.


Similarly to the bush experiences of my Smith’s Gully days, I now had the Venman Bushland National Park on my doorstep. Over 400 hectares of pristine lowland rainforest with a mixture of eucalyptus and melaleuca trees. Many adventures were had in and around Tingalpa Creek, my mates and I eager to spot koalas, possums, red-necked wallabies, sugar gliders, dragon lizards, and the odd encounter with snakes.


Every spare moment we had, we’d be improving the block: fencing, laying turf, laying cracker dust down for the driveway, concreting, and when the inground pool with spa was in, landscaping and decking out the fringes of this soon-to-be tropical-themed paradise. My brothers and I, Uncle Tim and Dad, cemented in a footpath and patio floor early after the house was built. We also enclosed a small courtyard and built a barbeque from leftover bricks from the house build.


In 1982, at 12 years of age, I commenced my final year of primary education at my fourth school, Loganholme State School. I’d catch the Clarks bus from a dirt patch on the side of Redland Bay Road; it was a short walk from home through a vacant block and a journey 10 minutes to school.


Loganholme State School was much smaller than Springwood, and I liked it. We’d play handball at lunchtime, and I played soccer on sports Friday as the team’s goalkeeper. On tuck shop day prior to the game, I’d always grab a hamburger with the lot, and I mean the lot; rashes of bacon, bold cheddar cheese, onion, beetroot and tomato, lettuce, fried runny egg, and it’d be un-Australian to not have pineapple as well, all packed onto a juicy beef patty atop a fresh bun with a dollop of tomato sauce. Eating a burger this big was an art; you’d almost dislocate your jaw getting your chops into this delicacy. After the first bite, you’d have egg yolk, sauce, and juices running down your hands and forearm, a delight I can still taste to this day. Everything from that tuck shop was fresh, wholesome, handmade, and served up by volunteer Mum’s.


But I couldn’t believe it, in the only year seven class at school, there were two lads named Adrian Hodges in the class. For an entire year at School, I was referred to by my teacher as Guy, my middle name; the other dude answered by his middle name, Colin. You couldn’t make this shit up if you tried.


The Wild Waters Water Slide Park, a 10 minute drive from Cornubia, was opened just in time for summer in October 1982 and was located on the grounds of the now Logan Hyperdome. There were eight slides of varying speed and rush that fed into one large pool. There was an outdoor communal spa, and the park was the best thing to come to our district for kids around my age. I couldn’t get enough of the place; having this on my doorstep was sensational. Within seconds of getting to the park, we’d be stripped down to our togs, no sunscreen at all, barefoot on burning hot concrete, sprinting over the bridge that spanned the large pool, past the insanely beautiful lifeguards smelling of coconut tanning oil and glistening in the Queensland sunshine, then up the central concrete path to our start points. On these sun-drenched summer days, you never wanted the day to end.


My mates and I would spend every minute of opening hours at the park and never wanted to leave. Sadly, for my mates and me, the park closed in late 1984 from memory, sold off to make way for a shopping centre.


During this period over school holidays, we’d also venture to the Beenleigh Public Pool on City Road. A 30-odd metre lap pool, my brothers and neighbours would spend all day here fooling around, much to the dismay of the staff. On one occasion, we were bomb-diving; I’d gone first and on my return was about to break the surface when I saw a shadow above me from a mate bomb diving into the water after me. Next thing I knew, I was on my back with staff and mates all around me; I was dazed and confused and didn’t really know where I was. My mate had cleaned me up well, and I was knocked out whilst still under the water. I floated to the surface, face down and limp. My brother and mates knew straight away that I was not faking it. They immediately dived into the pool, dragging me out of the water to its edge. My memories are a tad hazy, but I do know Mum was called, and that was that for the day.


Around this time in the early ‘80s, Mum and Dad had a night out, and my brothers and I were looked after by my aunty and her partner; none of us were even teenagers yet, but we were at Bromley Street, I know that much. The highlight was that they brought their newly purchased video cassette recorder, VCR, that played video cassette movies you hired from a local video store. When Mum and Dad had left for a night on the town, we jumped in the boyfriend’s car and headed to Bryant’s Road to grab a movie; being of a young age, we wanted a scary horror-type movie. Once our selection had been made, we couldn’t wait to get home, settle in with movie food and drinks, and watch our very first movie on a VCR.


The movie started, and we were giddy with excitement; the mood had been set, lights dimmed, blankets across knees, and then the first scene appeared. It was of naked women, heads and wrists bound within wooden stocks, similar to the ones used to secure criminals in the 16th and 17th centuries while people threw rotten food or stones at their faces. Only there was no food or stones in this opening scene; the women were stood bent over, shackled, whilst naked men were having sex with them. I have no idea how this happened, but we’d hired an R Rated porno movie.


My aunty was hysterically screaming; her partner almost blew a hip getting up off the lounge to stop the video. In those few seconds, those images were forever burnt into my psyche. Once Mum and Dad returned home, a replay of events occurred without us kids present, everyone having a good chuckle.


Days after the 1982 VFL Grand Final, I went to an exhibition game at the Gabba, a major sports stadium in Brisbane’s CBD, a match between the grand final teams Richmond Tigers and the Carlton Blues. The two teams were showcasing Australian Football in a State that was mad for rugby league. Kevin Bartlett and Maurice Rioli were Richmond legends. They dominated in the Grand Final replay, incidentally, won by the Tigers by 18 points, the same margin Carlton won by 11 days earlier.


In late 1986, it was announced that a team from Brisbane would compete in the VFL commencing the 1987 season. In 1990, now that a number of teams were based outside of Victoria, the VFL was renamed the AFL, the Australian Football League.


One of my early memories from our move to Cornubia was our family outing to visit Bullens African Lion Safari located at Yatala, a short drive south. Around the time I was born, a circus family, the Bullens, created a safari. The park had Australian and exotic animals such as camels, lions, elephants, bears, and a liger, a hybrid offspring of a male lion and a female tiger.


The drawcard, and I don’t know how this was legal, was that you drove within large enclosures alongside a pride of lions, and the only thing between them and us were the windows of our family car. You’d be guided to park your vehicle in a circular fashion, and the rangers would then feed the lions; I saw a 200 kilogram lion grab a chunk of meat and position himself on the bonnet of a car near us. I was absolutely shitting myself.


When we entered one of the enclosures, Mum had a bag of bread in her hand that was perched on her purse. Ma had her window down, and without notice, a camel thrust its head into the vehicle’s front passenger side. It wrapped those humungous lips onto the entire paper bag of bread, hoovering it instantaneously. It scared the shit out of the entire family, every one of us yelling and screaming. Mum’s purse was retained, but could you imagine if the worst had occurred?


Seeing I’ve mentioned circus’, the first travelling show I saw was when I was eight, and it was not a RSPCA endorsed spectacular. Lions, elephants, monkeys, dogs, trapeze artists, fire eaters, acrobats, tightrope walkers, and, of course, plenty of fairy floss and dagwood dogs. The clowns, jugglers, and magicians working up the arriving crowds were fantastic, and all in all, my family and I had a thrilling and entertaining evening. Exotic animals such as lions and elephants no longer perform for circus crowds in Australia, but thankfully, the thrill of an Aussie circus still exists.


Throughout the 80s Mum and Dad would take us to the Gold Coast, and we’d stay anywhere from Southport to the ‘Cooly, as Coolangatta is referred to by the locals. We’d visit Kirra Beach, and often Mum and Dad would spend a day at Twins Towns Resort, a Tweed Heads casino jaunt that Queenslanders would visit due to the no poker machine law in the Sunshine State.


In 1983, attention soon focused on my commencement of high school at John Paul College, JPC. Opened the year prior, JPC is a Christian and Queensland’s first ecumenical college located a 15 minute drive from our house. The campus is nestled in natural bushland south of the Daisy Hill Conservation Park. The school was so very new that on weekends, we’d be at the school laying turf on the sports fields.


I played cricket, as well as hooker for the year 8 rugby union team. The role of hooker was brutal, the hooker is one of eight forwards in a rugby union team, and alongside two props left and right of me, we made up the front row of a rugby scrum. I was responsible for coordinating and gaining possession of the ball in a scrum and throwing the ball back into play at a lineout.


In some plays, I’d be tackled to the ground, then immediately mine and opposing players would ‘ruck’ over the ball, and me, to gain possession of the ball. Invariably, I’d be trampled on, and it wasn’t uncommon for me to have multiple tag marks all over my body at the end of any given game.


In my first year at JPC, you were either a musician in the school band or sang in the choir. I couldn’t play an instrument to save my life, so I was a choir boy. Cecil Munns was the principal, and his wife Noelene was the choirmaster. I detested being forced to do something I disliked. We would sing at school assemblies and graduations, on television, and some Thursday nights, at the Woodridge Plaza shopping centre. I had a few friends in Woodridge later on in my teens. However, Woodridge was on the rougher side due to planning failures by concentrating the vulnerable and disadvantaged in one central location. We’d walk into the centre in private school uniforms with ties and immediately be heckled by kids our own age hanging at the plaza. We’d be singing, and idiots would be high pitch whistling and laughing; I guess this said more about them than us, but at 13, it didn’t feel that way.


Backing up Cecil Munns was his deputy principal, Mr Ian Weatherley. An American-born, University of Oregon-educated teacher, this dude could swing a cane. Unlike Cecil, who couldn’t swing a cane across your arse hard enough to leave a welt, Mr Ian Weatherley, I swear, took a run-up. You know you’re alive when you receive six of the best from the deputy. He was a no-bullshit teacher. I liked him; I was in the same year as his eldest son and would visit his house and swim in their pool. My brother was also friends with another one of his sons.


The first time I was caned at JPC was by Cecil; he opened a cupboard in his office, and no shit, he chose from a selection of about six canes. He stood me in the corner and told me to bend over in preparation to receive some good Christian discipline in the form of six of the best. It was a bit of a sting but nothing I hadn’t received from Mum or Dad in the past.


The deputy, I was to find out, was the benchmark in caning 13 year old troublemakers such as me. I knew the routine, positioned myself, bent over, then, for shits and giggles, looked back at the deputy. “Don’t look at me, Mr Hodges; face the wall.” “Yes, sir.”


As I grabbed my ankles, I could hear the cane swooshing through the air; to me, it sounded like a freight train. His technique was exceptional; the cane was of a length that struck my arse cheeks and then wrapped its way around my upper thighs. Five more of these, and I swear I nearly touched his office ceiling before running out the door, massaging my arse for what seemed like an eternity. Welts and bruising that lasted weeks. I was never to be back before Cecil or the deputy ever again; I had learnt my lesson. However, I was again in front of the principal for smoking at a school disco. I was suspended from school for a week. Sorry for lying Pa.


I enjoyed woodwork, metalwork, and graphics as well. The woodwork teacher would sit in a glassed elevated office central to both workshops and smoke cigarettes while he supervised us. When I was caught fooling around from time to time, the woodwork teacher would have me hold a piece of paper up against the classroom wall with my nose, standing the entire time. Regardless, I actually liked Mr M.


The metalwork teacher, on the other hand, was a wanker. I disliked him so much that one time after class, I found his kickstart motorbike in the teacher’s car park and removed the cap from his spark plug. After school, I watched him frustratingly kick-start his bike repeatedly until he eventually found out what the problem was. The next time he saw me, he angrily confronted me, but I held my nerve, not owning up to the prank. When you have the experience of the deputy’s right swing, you tend to hold your ground.


We’d have family outings to Bribie Island north of Brisbane, where Dad and I fished, movie nights at the Beenleigh Drive-In, and visits to the mighty Royal Queensland Show or to locals, The Ekka. An annual fair, my first visit with Mum to The Ekka was a sensory overload, an annual event since the late 1800s that essentially brings the country and city together over ten days.


Seeing the sideshow alley for the first time was overwhelming; the sights and sounds, insane rollercoaster rides, dodge ‘em cars, ghost train rides, and the list goes on. Fairy floss, the Ekka famous strawberry sundaes, dagwood dogs, and show bags from every confectionary company imaginable. Wood-chopping, sawing events, and the legendary animal competitions, I was blown away by every imaginable farm animal on display.


The future love of my life would also visit the Ekka in her youth. I often wonder if we ever passed each other in sideshow alley or even made brief eye contact at the show bag pavilion, silly daydreaming, really.


Cane toads were a plague in Cornubia; they’d be everywhere: in your pool, dog food, and gardens. These cane toads were despised, warty, and poisonous even as eggs and tadpoles; they are one of the world’s worst invasive species. They were introduced into Australia to control beetles in Queensland’s sugar cane crops. The aftermath was that these toads bred at a rapid rate, devastating native wildlife. If you saw them on the road, you’d swerve your car to run over them; they were that hated.


Toads would amass at night under streetlights, and young lads such as myself would relentlessly walk the streets with a few mates armed with cricket bats and cull. Later, as a parent, I’d do the same with my sons and their mates. Although this time, we’d glove up, bags in hand, catch the cane toads, double bag them, then place them into a fridge for a few hours to anesthetise, then into the freezer for a day or so. Then, into the bin prior to collection by the garbos.


There were kilometres of large underground stormwater drains beneath the streets of Cornubia. My mates and I would run hunched over through these labyrinths, torch in hand; it seemed like forever. I was indifferent to danger, wasn’t afraid of the dark or confined spaces, and thrived on the adrenalin.
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