
[image: image]


SWIMMING

WITH

CROCODILES


SWIMMING

WITH

CROCODILES

The True Story of a Young Man in Search of 
Meaning and Adventure Who Finds Himself 
in an Epic Struggle for Survival

WILL CHAFFEY 

[image: image]

Arcade Publishing 
New York


Copyright © 2008, 2011 by Will Chaffey

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Arcade Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Arcade Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Arcade Publishing® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.arcadepub.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Chaffey, Will.

Swimming with crocodiles : the true story of a young man in search of meaning and adventure who finds himself in an epic struggle for survival / Will Chaffey.

p. cm.

Originally published: New York : Arcade Pub., c2008.

Includes bibliographical references.

ISBN 978-1-61145-021-7

1. Prince Regent River (W.A.)--Description and travel. 2. Prince Regent River Region (W.A.)--Description and travel. 3. Chaffey, Will--Travel--Australia--Prince Regent River Region (W.A.) 4. Adventure and adventurers--Australia--Prince Regent River Region (W.A.) 5. Wilderness survival--Australia--Prince Regent River Region (W.A.) 6. Crocodiles--Australia--Prince Regent River Region (W.A.) 7. Chaffey, Will--Travel- -Australia--Western Australia. 8. Americans--Travel--Australia--Western Australia. 9. Western Australia--Description and travel. I. Title.

DU380.P75C47 2011

919.41’4--dc22

[B]

2011002133

Printed in the United States of America


To every person who picked me up beside the road


CONTENTS

 1 Thirst

 2 Departures and Arrivals

 3 Mitchell Plateau

 4 Millaa Millaa

 5 Wild Bill

 6 Perry Farm and Middlebrook Road

 7 By the Road

 8 The Academy

 9 Frank and Earl

10 Tanami

11 Getting Out of Alice

12 Alice to Melbourne

13 Melbourne

14 Back to Millaa

15 Swahili Spoken Here

16 West

17 Flood: The Flight from Wyndham

18 First Steps

19 Landmarks

20 The River

21 The Cave in the Cliff

22 Oralee Creek

23 Crossing

24 Cascade Creek

25 Taxonomy of Crocodiles

26 Waiting 

27 The Fig Tree at the Coast

28 Plan B

29 Mount Elizabeth

      Epilogue: Pilgrim Latitudes

      Selected Bibliography

      Acknowledgments


SWIMMING

WITH

CROCODILES


CHAPTER 1

THIRST

Let him live under the open sky, and dangerously.

Horace

The four-wheel-drive track to Port Warrender on the northwest coast of Australia was not frequently traveled. The thin wheel ruts cut past narrow canyons and across palm-studded plateaus of orange sandstone. Termite mounds sat solid as concrete in the middle of the track. As we turned up a hill of yellow grass, a faded sign warned of abundant crocodiles and mosquitoes near the coast. The radio in our jeep picked up nothing but static from one end of the dial to the other.

We had crossed a desert continent to arrive here – rattled west from the rain forests hugging the eastern seaboard across the dry flat interior with its roadhouses and isolated towns, through Queensland, the Northern Territory, Western Australia, the Tanami, Gibson, and Great Sandy Deserts, the Durack and Leopold Ranges, and over the rugged basalt, shale, and sandstone plateaus of the Kimberley in a tiny Daihatsu jeep averaging no more than twenty miles per hour.

In the back of the jeep I had a loaf of hard bread, tomatoes, cheese, some spicy sausage, a few cans of sardines, rice, a knapsack with a few spare clothes, a camera, boots, a manual typewriter, and not much else. My traveling partner, Jeff, had brought ten gallons of water and ten gallons of extra fuel in jerry cans. There would be no one to help us here should the jeep break down.

The engine growled in compound low down a final ridge, and the road, such as it was, ended. Jeff and I stepped out into the quiet heat.

North of us, huge inlets of gray mud spread away from the coast. Outcroppings of maroon sandstone rose above the tides, interspersed with green pockets of vegetation. Through all pervaded an intense heat and the vast eternal silence on the edge of outer space.

It was early in the month of May and the beginning of the dry season in the far north. The dry begins with the end of the rains in April or May, and already Crystal Creek was no more than a trickle. In a few more weeks water would evaporate from all but the deepest pools between the rocks. By November the wild dogs and cockatoos would linger by their dwindling waterholes, waiting for rain.

The creek trickled through a fissure in the fractured sandstone a hundred yards away. Jeff stood beside the jeep cutting slices of sausage and cheese onto bread for breakfast.

I walked to the edge of the creek, studying the intersection of blue sky and orange coast under the sun. These rocks may have been the first to emerge from an ocean that covered the entire planet 2,000 million years ago. A white finger of beach jutted into the azure waters of the Timor Sea in the distance.

Having crossed the continent, I wanted to touch the sea.

Pockets of green behind the beach meant mangrove swamps, home of the estuarine or saltwater crocodile, Crocodylus porosus, a creature virtually unchanged since the days of Tyrannosaurus rex and its ilk. In retrospect, I brought with me a great deal of inexperience. The sun shot like a kite into the sky.

“Hate to come all this way and not reach the beach.”

“Not me,” Jeff said, chomping on the sandwich under his beard. “Watch out for crocs.”

My first enduring image of the crocodile was a picture in black and white of a foot and the lower half of a leg rising out of a cardboard box: the remains of a Peace Corps worker attacked near Lake Turkana, Africa, in 1962. He had been twenty-six years old and all that remained of him was a foot and a few pieces of flesh. In the Top End, often all that remains are a few buttons, some fingernails, or a rifle propped against a tree near an innocent-looking billabong, or water hole.

Judging the land from this height, the journey to the beach looked to be no more than two hours walk.

“I’ll stay here,” Jeff said, declining my invitation to walk to the coast, “but you go ahead.”

Standing beside the jeep, I held my compass at arm’s length and sighted down the needle to the spit of beach in the distance: a bearing of 300 degrees.

“See you in a couple hours,” I said and set off, trying to follow the compass heading in a straight line over the broken terrain.

Jeff called after me, “Drink plenty of water before you go.” At the thin fissure of Crystal Creek I filled my stomach and my canteen with water.

The jeep, a white speck in an immensity of orange stone, disappeared behind me. My eyes moved often from the compass needle to the fractured landscape of boulders and spinifex grass.

Captain Phillip Parker King was the first to systematically chart parts of this thirsty coast back in 1818. He had written of the landscape: “The surface of the ground was covered by spinifex, which rendered our walking both difficult and painful; this plant diffuses a strong aromatic odour.” The sharp spines poked into my ankles above my boots, but King was right, the fragrance was delightful.

The needle of the compass did not deviate from the symbol N on the face of the dial: magnetic north. I walked carefully, not wanting to tread on a snake, or twist an ankle. Jeff had reminded me how far we were from civilization before I set out: 1,300 miles from Perth, and more than 1,800 miles from Brisbane, Sydney, or Melbourne.

As the sun neared its zenith I crossed a ridge and again viewed the coast. My shirt was soaked with sweat. The beach beckoned in the distance.

When my boots stopped, an immense silence rushed in like the tide. I had never before experienced such utter quiet, never felt so small. I walked across the afternoon, farther from home than I had ever been before, a stranger to planet Earth.

The Kimberley region of northwest Australia is an impossibly ancient landscape. One of the world’s longest wilderness coasts, it contains some of the oldest rocks in the world and the earliest celled life forms. The rocks of the Pilbara and southern Kimberley region, at close to 3.6 billion years old, are among the most ancient on Earth. Farther south on the coast at Shark Bay, rare communities of single-celled organisms called stromatolites, one of the first forms of life to arise some 3,500 to 3,700 million years ago, still lived in warm shallow waters as they had since long before the explosion of life forms in the Cambrian.

The tide was out. Near the coast I encountered an inlet of gray silt fringed by knobby-rooted mangroves. Should I skirt the inlet, or press on in a straight line? I took a sip from my canteen. Almost empty. Should I turn back?

I hung my boots over my shoulder and sank up to my knees in the sucking mud, studying the shade under the mangroves. How fast do big reptiles move, exactly?

Small fish with bulging eyes walked upon the slick mud with their fins: the first signs of animal life on this distant, quiet planet. The fish had large eyes and square heads. They moved atop the mud, occasionally hopping onto rocks and turning their heads to stare at me. What were fish doing on land up here?

From this place, the oldest terrestrial wilderness on Earth, the bog between land and water, it was not hard to imagine the beginning and endpoints of human history. Man’s ancestor, an amphibian, a gilled salamander with the ability to breathe air and water, crawled out of a swamp perhaps like this one on the Euramerican continent at the end of the Devonian period, the age of fishes, some 370 million years ago, giving rise to amphibians, reptiles, and mammals.

One of the fish studied me. Cousin? Had I crossed these swamps before? Had, somewhere, a little heart been beating every few seconds for all this eternity? Fossil evidence indicates man’s amphibian ancestor evolved from one of three groups of lobe-finned fishes: the lungfish or dipnoans, which still live in rivers on the eastern side of the Australian continent and in Africa; the coelacanths or actinistians, long thought extinct before being discovered still swimming in the deep waters off Madagascar in 1938; or the rhipidistians, now extinct.

Judging from the intelligent movement of the creatures from rock to rock, these cavorting fish were kin, separated from me by a mere 370 million years. Would their progeny one day evolve into an intelligent being, able to walk some remote coast and speculate on the passage of time? Perhaps in another 370 million years. How strange it was, sentience.

Reaching the far edge of the mud flat, I stopped and took a swig from my canteen. So thirsty. Must not drink too much. It was all I could do to stop swallowing and leave a little water in the bottom for later.

“The true peace of God,” Joseph Conrad wrote, “begins at any spot a thousand miles from the nearest land.” Perhaps in this modern world the same could be said about our proximity to man-made things. I had never been this far from a gas station, a telephone, or a hospital.

Water began spilling back against the coast, trickling in a narrow gray stream into the inlet. The tide had turned. I clambered over the mangrove roots to the edge of the sea.

What had appeared from the jeep as white sand was in fact bleached coral. My boots scattered shells as I walked out on a narrow peninsula. White, green, orange, blue. Beach, mangroves, sandstone, ocean. The smell of mud and salt, the sun on my skin, the line of sight before me, jolting up and down with each step. Thirst impinged on my hallucination of reality. I was utterly, utterly alone.

There were no other sounds, no breeze in the air. I had reached this distal point after walking five hours over ridges, boulders, and mangrove thickets. I celebrated with a final gulp from my canteen.

Turquoise water lapped quietly against the shore. Islands of red stone loomed in the distance. Somewhere beyond the horizon lay the islands of the Indonesian archipelago: Java, Sumatra, Bali, Timor.

What was real? I shook the canteen. Empty.

I waded up to my knees in the warm Timor Sea, keeping an eye out for crocodiles.

Captain King, in his journeys to the northwest coast, wrote of the reptiles:

The appearance of these animals in the water is very deceptious; they lie quite motionless, and resemble a branch of a tree floating with the tide; the snout, the eye, and some of the ridges of the back and tail, being the only parts that are seen … The animal that we fired at was noticed for some time, but considered to be only a dead branch, although we were looking out for crocodiles, and approached within six yards of it before we found out our mistake; the length of this animal was from twelve to fifteen feet; I do not think that we have ever seen one more than twenty feet.

Not more than twenty feet? Nothing to worry about then.

I took a picture of myself with the self-timer on my little camera: a thin figure sitting uneasily on a rock near the water’s edge, my face shaded by the brim of my hat.

So thirsty. I tried drinking a handful of the sea, and spat it out. Too salty. Time to head back.

Behind the beach, a ridge rose above the jagged coast. I could see nothing of the landscape behind it, nor the white jeep that lay somewhere a good distance beyond. No water for the journey.

I looked at my compass, orienting myself 180 degrees from the bearing I had followed from the jeep. Better get a move on. I clambered over mangrove roots, over hard curved elbows and stunted sharp ends. With a start I found myself staring at a pool of gray water.

The tide had come in.

Wait a minute. I had crossed mangrove thickets to get here, mangroves that were now flooded with the rising tide. What was I thinking when I did that? I couldn’t walk in a straight line back to the jeep – I would be wading up to my neck in briny water.

Jeff and I had studied the tracks in the mud days before: a wide swathe with star-shaped claw prints at intervals on either side, disappearing into the water. Crocodile tracks. I must find some other way around. To wade across these partially submerged inlets now would be madness. This was dinosaur country.

I climbed over the roots and leapt from rock to rock. The tide had filled in the low area behind the beach, and always when it seemed I was about to break through the swamp and begin my ascent away from the coast, the way was blocked by a stretch of gray water.

Should I take a chance and swim for it? The other side was so close, only fifty feet.

I walked the length of the beach, growing desperate. How had I been so stupid?

If there was a way over, it had to be through here … My God, this was supposed to be just a little hike and already I was in serious trouble.

At the end of the beach I climbed through the mangroves to find a broken line of boulders stretching across the water, their tops jutting just above the rushing tide. There was no time, I had to go now. I leapt across the boulders and quit the coast with profound relief.

Two hours later, climbing steadily, I stopped. No water. Thank God for my hat. Hold on, had the sun been over my left shoulder or my right before? Where was I?

Silence receded to the jumbled orange boulders and escarpments from one side of the horizon to the other. It all seemed wildly desolate. Was I headed the right way? I was returning on my initial bearing, wasn’t I? The beach now lay below the ridge.

Damn it. Why hadn’t I turned around earlier and taken a back bearing?

Something was wrong. There was no bay there before. The orange peninsula seemed more to the east than I remembered it on the few times I had looked back. It wasn’t supposed to be there.

The landscape had changed. The Kimberley tides, with a variation of forty feet I later discovered, are the second-highest in the world, and the highest of any tropical coast. What had been land was now water. My compass was telling me to move in a direction utterly contrary to my sense. I should head that way, I thought. Or maybe that way? The landscape, a pile of giant boulders, said nothing. I felt the first surge of panic. The ocean had been over there, I told myself, now look where it is!

My only interest now was finding a white speck among this orange stone: the jeep.

Jesus, it was hot. I had walked for seven hours just twelve degrees of latitude from the Equator. Without water, I could die in a day. Jeff had reminded me of that when I set out.

“Would die in two days,” he said. “Definitely.”

Trust your compass, I thought, not reassured. The needle pointed to magnetic north no matter what direction I turned, as it should. The jeep should be somewhere in that direction, almost sixty degrees off my compass heading. Was my compass wrong? Don’t panic.

I had been in Australia for four months. The stories of people becoming lost, disoriented, and dying in the bush were all too common. If there was ever a place to disappear in, it was here.

The explorer Leichhardt and his party had perished without a trace in a trackless interior, swallowed up by a monotony of space and time. In 1967, Prime Minister Harold Holt had disappeared while swimming off the Victorian coast. The prime minister! I couldn’t imagine the president of the United States ever just disappearing, never to be seen again. But that was Australia.

More recently, two boys from Halls Creek had gone missing with their truck, three hundred miles to the south. They were sixteen and seventeen years old, the eldest only a year younger than me. I had heard the story on the radio upon first arriving in the country. Now, I did not want to be among the disappeared. There was so much space to get lost in, so many cracks in the rocks.

I stumbled over the boulders, fighting the urge to change direction, keeping a lid on panic. I had read that pilots sometimes rejected the artificial horizon that told them they were flying upside down. Believing they were right side up, they crashed when they tried to land.

My father had told me once to trust the compass.

“A compass will almost always be more accurate than your own sense of direction.” He had added as an afterthought, “Unless there are large deposits of iron about. Then your compass might point to them.”

Deposits of metal or ore affect the bearing of compasses. Were there such deposits here? The sandstone was laid out in great terraces, like reefs marooned by a receding sea. It was an unsettling thought.

A rock wallaby bounded away silently and disappeared among the boulders. This was home to someone.

I followed the compass, looking from its face to the rockstrewn country before me, gaining altitude as I moved away from the coast.

A rock pigeon sputtered out of the spinifex, pffft! its white quills suffused with bronze disappearing in waves of heat.

This could not be right. I had been walking for hours, over one ridge and down another. No sign of the jeep. Soon I would be among the eucalypt savannah, the endless tall grass, the scattered trees. How would I find the jeep then? I would be totally lost.

I looked toward the coast at the mangrove swamps now submerged by the tide, forlorn and lonely under the sky. Please, God … God, I am begging you, please …

The rocks were silent.

Coming up on three and a half hours without water.

I could walk for weeks, months even, without finding a road – except that I would not last that long. I could wait until nightfall, hiding from the sun by day, perhaps finding my way back to the track at night.

Over boulders the size of houses I jumped and squeezed between cracks, as alone as I had ever been.

Late in the afternoon I collapsed in the only shade I could find, cast by an overhanging rock. The sun lingered outside like a wild dog.

As my eyes adjusted to the light I saw a picture rendered in white ochre on the rock above my head. A tree frog. It looked toward the coast with wide, white eyes. A cave painting. I was not alone in this remoteness. There was magic here, a presence.

I looked at the coast. These waters Aboriginal man and woman had crossed in simple rafts with their fire and stone tools, perhaps as many as sixty thousand years ago. Their journey may have required the longest ocean voyage undertaken by Homo sapiens up to that time. Except for fluctuations of sea level that had turned inland hills into offshore islands, the terrain before me had changed little from that day.

I wondered at the artist’s hands that had conjured this likeness of a frog in white ochre upon the stone, of his thoughts among these endless horizons. Someone else had spent the better part of an afternoon here, somewhere in eternity on this quiet coast, in the shade of a rock.

With a start I realized that had it not been for the sudden intercession of my own race, this continent would still be the sole domain of the Aboriginal people. What I thought of as civilization might have occurred at any time in the past 60,000 years. It just so happened, it was happening now.

With no Greenwich meridian, no calendars, no clocks, no roads, no degrees-minutes-seconds of longitude and latitude, with only the observed motion of the sun, moon, planets, and stars for reckoning, where was here? Silence stretched for eternity in all directions. My God, I had woken up in the middle of outer space. Where was anywhere?

Before the histories, myths, biases, orthodoxies, traditions, faiths, and paradigms had been created by an intelligent animal trying to make sense of its world, someone had gathered white stones and ground them together, forging this symbol on stone. What did it mean? I sat quietly in the shade. Ripples transfixed in the sandstone told of past oceans.

My whole life I had grown up thinking I had been born in the twentieth century. With a shock I realized there was no such thing as the twentieth century. It was all a comfortable fabrication, a complete artifice. There was no single point to hang duration on. The wind blew, the sun arced across the sky. Stars burned for a time and went out.

Long before Buddha, Confucius, Zoroaster, Moses, Christ, and Mohammed, before the great books, the apostles, disciples, and the minor prophets, before the pyramids, the first cities, the rise of nation states, or man’s attempts to fix his position temporally with the Julian calendar, the Gregorian calendar, railway, and atomic time, this frog reposed on stone. And long after. This was the Dreamtime, All Time: past, present, future.

It was all too real.

Sometime before me a sentient spirit moved through here, a human being with profound powers of perception and understanding, who wondered at the lightning and the dry silence, who lived and died.

I moved out of the cave and kept walking against the sun. I might die out here, but I would not be the first being to do so or the last. This was not a lonely place to die; it was just a place.

At the top of a ridge, I stopped. My shirt was crusted with dried sweat. I had no spit. My face was on fire. No sign of the jeep. I needed to make some decisions fast, or I wouldn’t make it out of here. I was obviously lost.

Then I heard it – the trickle of water through stone. No sound had ever given me such joy. Exultant, I climbed down into Crystal Creek, not bothering to take off my boots. I gulped mouthfuls of water. Submerged, I listened to the current rush past my ears, drinking it in. Hallelujah! Cool, cool, holy water. The sun had fallen to the west. I was in a shallow pool, breathing in deep.

After all this time, I knew where I was: here! In a rocky creek near a coast, on a continent called by its present inhabitants Australia. And I was alive!

The jeep would be just behind that ridge. A true spaceship. A symbol of the twentieth century.

Coming over the line of boulders, I caught sight of a tiny white object amid the stone. The jeep! Jeff sat in the shade next to the back tire looking at the map as I walked up.

“There you are,” he said. “Thought I might have to come looking for you soon. I was wondering where to start.”

“I was wondering myself.”

I looked back at the coast, quiet under a lowering sun. I had lived one day in eternity. One day stumbling over the Precambrian geology. One day on the Devonian coast. One day in the age of dinosaurs. One day before God and the twentieth century.

It was no time at all.

Had I known then in what dire straits I would later find myself, I would have taken the first plane home.


CHAPTER 2

DEPARTURES AND
ARRIVALS

It’s a long way from a New England prep school to the outback. But in a sense, that’s where it all started.

Looking out the train window on the way to New York out of Boston, I had no idea what I would be doing in the months to come. I had graduated  from  Milton Academy that previous spring and in the fall had helped move several friends into their dorms at colleges like Columbia, Brown, and Harvard. I watched them go off to classes with regret and some envy. Though the graduate of a prestigious New England preparatory school, I had not been accepted into college.  Instead, I was taking what the college counselors grimly called time off. At times, I thought I was a failure.

The train pulled out of South Station and past the Gillette factory, World Shaving Headquarters. I had a duffel bag and a small backpack on the seat beside me, a six-month visa, a ticket to Australia, and a thousand dollars in traveler’s checks. I wondered if I would have the energy to sustain myself for what I assumed would be six months away from home. It had been a tough year.

I thought about what my parents and I hadn’t said to each other before I left Boston. They were worried about me, and now I was going halfway around the world with no real plan. I had been surprised not to have been accepted anywhere, and reapplied to colleges before leaving Boston. True, my grades had not been great in my senior year, but I had a lot of extracurriculars; I was in the student government and had been literary editor of  the school magazine. What was wrong with me – why had I not been accepted at college?

It has been reliably said that few people reach the age of eighteen in New England without wanting to kill themselves. My father once told me in a reflective moment that if he found himself seriously contemplating suicide he would go to live on an island in the South Pacific to fish and hunt wild pigs and eat coconuts. If, surrounded by nature in a tropical paradise, he still wanted to kill himself, then he would do it – but he doubted he would still feel that way.

It was too bad that my father and I didn’t have time for each other. He was  busy with his career, and I was groping around trying to figure out what to do with my life following a disastrous final year of high school. With winter coming on, I realized I had to get out of the cold and dark.

There were interim programs for people like me who hadn’t been accepted into college. I was interested in one that involved sailing a tall ship down to Australia. The program fell through, but by that point I felt like I’d been with “the program” long enough. I held on to the idea of Australia, working the summer on a farm in my hometown and in the fall as a driver’s assistant for United Parcel Service, saving money for a ticket.

It was a few days after Christmas and the bare trees beside the tracks poked out of the ground like gray skeletons. Why was I leaving Boston now? I had a steady job and a steady girlfriend, Christine. I had pulled myself from the depths of  suicidal depression to mere clinical depression. If I could just work the next eight months and then go back to school . . . I remembered back to Milton Academy. All those things that had seemed so important, I just couldn’t hang on to them anymore.

The morning of my departure for Australia I woke up in an apartment on Madison Avenue in New York. I walked the man-made canyons of Manhattan down Broadway, the former Lenape Indian trail to the Hudson Valley, and stood in the middle of Times Square. A man with a map approached me.

“Excuse me, can you tell me where I am?” he asked.

We stood outside a peep show adorned with neon breasts, surrounded by a million watts of blinking lights and the big Sony billboard above the Armed Forces  recruiting station. The day before I had thought hard about joining the navy.

“You’re in Times Square,” I said.

He looked confused.

“Times Square, New York City.”

No sign of recognition.

“Times Square, New York City, Planet Earth.”

He moved closer, proffering the map. “Can you show me?”

In the map of Manhattan, folded between Lexington and Third, was a green bud of marijuana.

“That’s an ingenious subterfuge,” I said.

“Great Thai stick, thirty bucks an eighth,” he whispered.

“No thanks – I’m going to the airport.”

“Twenty bucks?”

“Not today.”

“Well, you have a good day.”

I walked up Broadway. It was time to head for JFK airport.

The plane lifted out of New York and turned west. Most of the other passengers closed their window blinds and watched the in-flight movie. How could they fail to be astounded at the Earth from this height? This was once the New World. Now it just seemed very complicated. I watched as down below thousands of square miles rolled passed, literally, square miles, with a neat farmhouse on each corner. It was all bought, paid for, borrowed against. Where was the room for adventure in that space? It is safe to say I left the United States and arrived in Australia at the lowest point in my life.

After a brief stop in San Francisco followed by an eternity of ocean, the northeastern coast of Australia burst out of the blue Pacific in greens, yellows, whites, and dark blues down below. Reefs of purple and turquoise outlined in blue water lapped against rain forest mountains and black granite. Paradise.

The plane touched down in Cairns, at the time a town of about forty thousand  people in the heart of the tropics. The engines stopped, and two flight attendants walked down the aisle spraying either some type of air freshener (we had all been on the plane for almost fourteen hours and probably didn’t smell too good) or pesticide. I had already fallen in love with the women’s Australian accents.

We disembarked onto a strip of hot tarmac laid over a mangrove swamp and walked to the terminal. Vegetation rioted right up to the edge of the runway. A man in white shorts, shirt, and knee socks examined my passport and visa.

“Purpose of your visit?”

I didn’t know what to say. Most of the people on the flight with me had been Japanese. I wasn’t one of the tourists. What was the purpose of my visit?

“Just traveling.”

“Where will you be staying?”

“Uh . . . around Cairns.”

I knew no one on the entire continent.

“How long will you be in Australia?”

I didn’t know. I had a visa for six months.

“A few months, I guess.”

Once past customs I faced a crucial question: what now?

I hadn’t thought of anything beyond my arrival. Somehow I figured when I got to Australia it would all be made clear. I hadn’t even bothered to look at a map of the continent.

I did have a great-great uncle, George Chaffey, who with his brother, William, had pioneered irrigation on the Murray River and established the town of Mildura  in Victoria. In fact, there was even a statue in the town dedicated to William Chaffey, my namesake. I figured at the least I could get to Mildura and be accepted joyfully as a long-lost cousin by members of the Chaffey clan. I’d just show them my Massachusetts driver’s licence and be given the keys to the town.

In my luggage I had brought with me two aerobies – a type of super-frisbee designed by a Palo Alto rocket scientist – and the farthest-thrown object by man. My conception of Australia was such that I expected to give the aerobies away to  the first tribe of Aboriginal people I encountered upon stepping off the plane. The inventors of the boomerang were sure to be impressed with the aerodynamics of the thing.

There was no tribe camped beside the tarmac. The  other passengers quickly boarded shuttle buses or taxis for their hotels. The airport had only two international flights a day and was soon deserted. I sat on my duffel bag in the grass in front of the terminal for a time, watching ants.

The taxi driver, clad in shorts and knee-high socks, seemed surprised when I took the back seat. I was struck at once by a different attitude. Australians were much more egalitarian than Americans. The driver dropped me off in town by the bus station, which was closed. I couldn’t imagine the Greyhound bus station in Boston ever being closed.

“She’ll be right, mate. They’ve just gone for smoko,” the driver said. I paid him and he drove off. I felt suddenly adrift. The jet lag was wearing off and I realized I was as far away from home as I had ever been.

It was market day in Cairns. I wandered around for several hours. In the  tropical town, people took their lunch on park benches under  blue-blossomed  jacaranda trees. Under  canvas awnings, custard apple, pawpaw, taro root, star fruit, raw sugar cane, guavas, passion fruit, mangoes, bananas, oranges, grapefruit, and lemons tempted me. I bought a stick of sugarcane for twenty cents and sucked on it as I walked down the street, a free man. Retired fishing boats sat up on stilts in tropical front yards.

It was January, the height of the wet season and the southern hemisphere’s  summer. Inside the  Hides  Hotel, men  in  faded T-shirts nursed “pots” of beer. At three stories, the Hides Hotel was among the tallest buildings in Cairns. I passed an Aboriginal woman in white lace pushing a baby carriage. So this was Australia: the antipodes of all prior experience. It occurred to me that I had no idea where I would sleep tonight.

The bus dropped me off at Edmonton. I walked the railroad tracks out of town past fields of sugar cane. Stacks of cut cane occasionally rode by on little trolleys, sap glistening at the roots. Cairns relied on sugar, bananas, the railway, fishing, and more recently tourism to keep money in people’s pockets. Tin, gold, and marble came from the west and places like Croydon and Chillagoe.

A strong back and quick hands could always find me a job. At the very least, I could pick bananas. So what if I wasn’t using my mind to do something more refined, to get ahead. This was authentic experience, the ore of knowledge. I would learn from the people I met. And there was no law against reading books.

A friend of a friend had given me a number to call, suggesting I might find work on a dairy farm in a town with the unlikely name of Millaa Millaa. What was up with these names?

The phone number had only six digits. The  farmer’s two teenage boys were at boarding school in Brisbane, and he said he could use a hand in exchange for room and board.

“Do you have transport?”

I did not, but assured the farmer I’d make my way to the town of Millaa Millaa. I had never actually hitchhiked before. For an hour the occasional car drove by. Once outside town, I was amazed by the stillness. You could hear a single car coming from a long way off. I had spent too much of my life within earshot of highways. My worry and loneliness changed to exhilaration as I walked the miles from town. I was free. Nobody but me knew where I was. I could sleep in a grove of trees over there if I had to.

An old man picked me up beside the road.

“Thanks for stopping,” I said and climbed into a dilapidated VW beetle. Clive was in his late sixties. We drove beside fields of sugar cane before taking the winding road up the coastal ranges. I noticed with growing alarm that Clive’s hands shook, and his wallet and glasses were connected to his car keys by a string.

“Otherwise I forget them,” he said. “I’m recovering from my third heart attack, and I had a mole removed this morning. But don’t worry, I’m taking strong medication for the pain.”

While Clive recited English poetry with vigor, I wondered if my journey would end at the bottom of the steep cliffs on either side of the road. The land, already strange, grew stranger as we ascended the face of the Gillies Range to the Atherton Tableland. Trees and plants I had never encountered before dotted the landscape. Cycads and smooth-barked eucalyptus trees gave way to dense forests of Queensland ash, maple, walnut, and strangler fig. Before arriving I had been under the impression that the continent was one vast desert. No one mentioned that Australia had rain forest.

Looking out the window, I wondered vaguely where I was heading. I wondered about my family, and about my friends finishing their freshman year of college back in the northeastern United States. I had hoped to travel with a friend, but everyone I knew was too busy moving forward in their lives.

It’s the curse of prep school, the need to be productive, to achieve, to have a curriculum vitae filled with achievements, rewards, and accomplishments. Unaccounted-for time, like blank sections in a resume, like solitude, was not really encouraged. I wondered what I would put down on a college application to account for this year.

“You’re not a tourist are you?” Clive asked. He rolled the “r” in such a way that the word sounded like “terrorist.”

“No.”

“Have you seen what they’ve done to Port Douglas?” he asked. I shook my head. “It was a beautiful place, sleepy fishing town. Real character. Now there’s a real estate agent on every corner.”

In between Clive’s poetic ejaculations, we  had  an  honest conversation. He was writing a book on his life and experiences in the war. We talked about Nevil Shute’s book On the Beach and Australia’s literary place in a post-fallout world. I  asked Clive about his life, and he talked about his experience.

“After the fall of Singapore, it felt like Australia was next. Most of our boys were over in North Africa fighting for the Crown. I don’t suppose you’ve heard of the Rats of Tobruk?”

I shook my head.

“Australia was facing extinction, man! Extinction! We were going to leave the north and try to hold the Japs at the Brisbane line. But General MacArthur changed all that. The battle for Australia would be fought in New Guinea. And it was.

“I used to look out through holes in the clouds and wonder about our boys down below, fighting the Japs,” Clive said softly. “Those Australian boys were the best fighters of the war.”

He studied the trees beside the road. “I stayed on in New Guinea after it was all over.”

Two  of his boys still lived in New Guinea, where he had worked as an administrator before Australia gave New Guinea its independence.

“It was too early. They’re carving up New Guinea now for copper, gold, and timber. Where are you from?”

“Boston.”

“Boston? What brings you here?”

“Having a look around,” I said, not wanting to go into the particulars of my exile.

“How old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

“I was a waist gunner in a B-24 when I was your age. It was just yesterday.”

Clive studied me for a moment. “I was just going to go and feed the geese  at Lake Barrine, but  since you’re new in the country, I’ll take you all the way to Millaa. I’m not doing much this afternoon.”

As the miles went by, Clive told me, “Australians are a bit funny about Yanks. Your soldiers got more pay than the average digger, and usually more girls.” He smiled at the recollection of it. Then he said matter-of-factly, “In the end, the Japs didn’t invade Australia – the Americans did.”

He dropped me off beside the dairy farm at the end of a dirt road. We both studied the farmhouse for a moment from the car.

“If you need a place to stay, I have a spare room.” He wrote his telephone number on a piece of paper. “In this country, you make your luck.”

I took my pack out of the back, thanked him, and waved goodbye.


CHAPTER 3

MITCHELL PLATEAU

His is one of those cases which are more numerous than those suppose who have never lived anywhere but in their own homes, and never walked but in one line from their cradle to their graves. We must come down from our heights, and leave our straight paths for the byways and low places of life, if we would learn truth by strong contrasts; and in hovels, in forecastles, and among our own outcasts in foreign lands, see what has been wrought among our fellow creatures by accident, hardship, or vice.

Richard Henry Dana Jr.

A languid flock of red-tailed black cockatoos flew above the scattered trees in the pink light as Jeff turned the jeep south from Crystal Creek, down a track to the Mitchell Falls and the abandoned mining camp. Eucalyptus trees called ghost gums persisted in the undulating, hot space, growing up on smooth white trunks out of the ochre soil. Livistona palms bore the mark of a sweeping fire.

The oldest part of the oldest continent, the Kimberley consists of five rugged basalt plateaus, the core of Australia’s so-called Ancient Plateau, eroded over the eons by torrential rivers into gorges, escarpments, and grottoes. Subject to intense monsoonal storms and terrible heat, it is a land that has little use for modern man.

The Kimberley covers an area of over 130,000 square miles, and is home to only 24,000 people, mostly Aboriginal peoples scattered in small towns and stations to the south. Boab trees, called bottle trees because they are round and filled with water, grow out of the dry grassland and rocks, a relative of baobabs in Africa – relics from a time when the southern continents were joined together in the supercontinent Gondwanaland.

The wet season cuts off access to the outside world for months as rivers rise and inundate dirt roads, rendering them impassable. The land contains few roads and only one paved road at its southern extreme. The Great Northern Highway, a single lane wide enough for a car, was the last part of Australia’s perimeter highway to be paved the year before. Jeff had said it was the last frontier of Australia. That meant it was the last frontier in the world.

All that remained of the mining camp were several bare concrete slabs, an old well, and sheets of tin scattered among the trees. Termite mounds by the thousands watched over this lonely terrain. Through the windshield the landscape arrived and departed slowly, our jeep averaging no more than fifteen miles per hour on the dirt road.

“We’re here,” Jeff said as we pulled up to the middle of nowhere. “We’ll spend the night and head out to the falls tomorrow.”

Camp Creek, a thread of water fringed by spiky-crowned pandanus plants, trickled over the rocks. I strung my hammock up between two cocky-apple trees. In the last daylight I swayed back and forth, listening to a tape a friend had made me before I left New York. The “Down But Not Out Mix” included such tracks as “The Wind” by Cat Stevens, “Feelin’ Alright” by Joe Cocker and Traffic, “Sitting in Limbo” by Jimmy Cliff, and “Stuck in Lodi Again” by Creedence Clearwater Revival. If there was a Lodi, the mining camp felt like it. If only I had known then that the only wasted days are the unremembered days, that, as Emerson wrote, “the scholar loses no hour which the man lives.”

Jeff walked off into the bush to collect water from the creek. When he returned he started his camping stove, pumping the fuel bottle, waiting until just enough gas covered the coils before flicking the sparker. He pumped the bottle a few more times as the liquid burst into flame and settled into a blue jet. The sputtering hiss of the stove was the only sound. When the water began to boil, he poured in a cup of rice.

“It’ll burn six kinds of fuel, including diesel, kerosene, and whiskey,” he said. “Very useful in New Guinea.”

“I bet by the time you’re out of regular fuel, the whiskey’s long gone,” I said.

“It is.”

“When did you come over here from New Guinea?”

“Around eighty-two, or maybe it was eighty-three. Can’t remember.”

“How did you get a visa to stay in Australia this long?”

“I’m Canadian, remember?” He wanted to drop the matter.

I had only known him for three months, but within a few days of meeting him, I realized that Jeff had had another life. That life was over, and it was important not to ask too many questions.

He once showed me a picture of a woman to whom he had been engaged: a young woman holding on to the roll bar of a jeep in the Anza-Borrego desert. Things had ended abruptly, and instead of getting married, Jeff had left for New Guinea and Australia. In all our travels together, I never learned exactly why.

Jeff wasn’t Canadian, he just didn’t like being identified as an American. Jeff wasn’t even his real name, though I didn’t find that out until much later. Every month someone wired a small amount of money into his bank account.

Despite being well-read and smart, Jeff had trouble spelling and doing basic addition, though he was a master chess player. Sometimes he repeated himself. Although he never told me explicitly, I suspected that Jeff had suffered some trauma that had changed the course of his life forever.

With the sun down, the air was warm and pleasant.

The headlights came first, two prongs of light stabbing up the track in the distance. The sound of an engine carried across the valley.

Jeff turned off the stove quickly.

“What’s up?” I said.

“Shhh.”

A four-wheel drive pulled up and stopped beside the concrete well fifty yards from us. A blond man with a mustache turned on a flashlight as he stepped out of his Toyota Land Cruiser. He caught us in the beam as he swept the abandoned camp.

“Jesus! You startled me,” he said. “Didn’t expect to find anyone up here.”

The man didn’t ask, but he must have wondered why we were sitting in the dark. I was wondering myself.

“We’ve just come down from the coast,” I offered.

“What’s it like up there?”

“Hot.”

“My wife and I are going to do some fishing,” the man said. They didn’t have a boat. Good luck, I thought, remembering the mud.

“Hello,” she said, stepping out of the Land Cruiser. She spoke with a German accent. They lit a propane lamp and busied themselves with making camp. Jeff and I finished our sardines and rice by the light of a candle.

“Let’s go,” Jeff said when we had eaten.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t like to camp near other people.”

I thought Jeff was being a little paranoid, but I took down my hammock. We drove a half mile down the track and pulled out of sight among the scattered trees.

“Why didn’t we stay at the camp?” I asked.

“The first rule of traveling in the outback: If they can’t see you, they can’t kill you.”

I tied my hammock between two stunted trees. The sky glowed white with stars between the dark branches. Jeff put his sleeping mat and bag on the hood of his jeep. He slept there to be above the snakes and ants.

“That doesn’t look very comfortable,” I said.

“Better than getting bitten in the face by a taipan.”

“Are you worried about that?”

“Not really, even though there’re probably six poisonous snakes per acre out here.”

I began to drift off to sleep.

“Red rum. Red rum,” croaked a voice from the darkness. Jeff was making fun of the fact that I wasn’t entirely sure he wasn’t a serial killer. We’d only known each other a short time, and if ever there was a good place to kill someone and get away with it, it was here. His favorite movie was The Shining, after all.

“Cut it out, man, you are starting to scare me.”

“Good movie, though … when he comes through the door with the axe: ‘Heere’s Johnny!’”

“The book was better.”

I tried unsuccessfully to fall asleep before Jeff began to snore.

In the outback the night sky is actually white, with enough starlight on a moonless night to throw shadows. Only one area of the sky, called the Coalsack, is dark. It is an area where interstellar gas obscures more distant stars. I drifted off to sleep amid the Magellanic clouds.

The next day we hid the jeep among some bushes and shouldered our packs before setting out into the chest-high speargrass. A compass heading took us to Merten’s Creek.

After several hours hard slogging we emerged onto the edge of a chasm at Merten’s Falls. The waterfall was no more than a trickle, spilling four hundred feet into a deep red gorge.

“Mitchell Falls are just around the corner,” Jeff said. We crossed the creek and soon heard the roar of water.

The Mitchell River flowed through a gorge of red sandstone two hundred yards across, picking up speed as it thundered over three gigantic falls cut in the escarpment. We climbed out to the rim of a massive waterfall and looked over the edge. The sandstone was as smooth as polished mahogany. Each fall spilled hundreds of feet into large clear pools before rejoining the river six hundred feet down. Boulders the size of houses shimmered in the emerald water below.

Loose rocks had scoured deep holes in the bedrock over time. I climbed into one of the holes. It was smooth, with concentric ridges – like the inside of a clay vase. Perfectly round boulders lay trapped at the bottom.

“This is incredible!” I shouted to Jeff.

“I told you it was worth the drive. You should see it in the wet.”

I thought to myself that if this were the United States, there would be park rangers, fences, and even an interpretive center. Not here. It would be hard to connect with the infinite after paying an entry fee.

Jumping from boulder to boulder, we hiked down below the massive falls and rejoined the river. The canyon walls rose hundreds of feet. At the base of the cliff wall was a gallery of cave paintings. Amid red ochre figures of kangaroos, several simple drawings depicted what appeared to be propeller-driven aircraft, with wings and a cockpit.

“The Aboriginals didn’t leave this area until the 1950s and ’60s,” Jeff said. “This airplane, if that’s what it is, probably marks their first interaction with the outside world.”

Farther up the gallery I found a life-sized outline of a human on the cliff wall. The entire body was drawn in necrotic purple, and at the foot, sinewy lines depicted a striking snake.

“Snake bite,” Jeff said. “Looks like it was fatal.”

The continent is home to eighty-one described species of the poisonous snake family Elapidae, the family that includes the Indian cobra and the African mamba. Common Australian species such as the taipan and king brown are more poisonous than either cobras or mambas.
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