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Author’s Note
This is a work of fiction blended with fact. The story is based
on the life of drover, stockman and adventurer Charlie Gaunt,
who, as an old man in the 1930s, wrote of his experiences in the
Northern Standard Newspaper. Yet, there were many gaps. He
rarely mentioned his feelings or anything of his personal life. In
this novel I have attempted to build him into a complete person,
with flaws, desires, relationships and regrets.
I have presented this world of the late 1800s, including the often
brutal frontier, in the way Charlie saw and experienced it. The
book therefore contains words, scenes and descriptions that
readers may find confronting. Indigenous people, particularly
those with links to Northern Australia, should read with care.
Excerpts from Charlie’s articles at the beginning of chapters are
his own words as originally written, only minor punctuation has
been changed. In some places in the novel, usually dialogue, I’ve
used a line or two verbatim from Charlie’s articles, as altering
them seemed pointless.
I am indebted to many people who helped with the research
and production of this novel. Lesley Steabler, Steve Russell,
Rob and Claudia West, Greg and Julie Juratowitch, Lyn and
Stewart Dundas, Phil and Fiona Grace, the welcoming crew at
Broadmere Station, Brian Cook, Bob Barron, David Barron,
my wife Catriona, sons Daly and James and all my friends and
family. Thanks most of all to the loyal readers who make the
long hours of research and writing worthwhile.
Greg Barron,
October 2017
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Prologue
I take no sides with the black or the white.
I know them both, and as Mark Twain says:
‘The more I see of men the better I like dogs.’

January 3, 1933

I

know what that cunning bastard is up to. A born thief, old
Bismarck has lately taken to wandering about, out here on
the Two-mile. I see him amble past with his opium-crazed
eyes and tangled mess of black hair. Well known for his nimble
fingers in and around Pine Creek, I guess he sees an old pensioner like me as easy pickings.
The Two-mile Creek winds its way out of the dry slopes in
a shallow channel, with a few ratty pandanus palms and some
salmon gums. Dry for most of its length, the only decent hole
in the creek lies just below the shack I built from cypress poles
and corrugated iron. I have a bed in one corner, a serviceable
kitchen bench, and a table I made from rough-sawn planks.
On top sits a Royal typewriter I’ve been learning to use. Fred
Thompson from the Northern Territory Standard newspaper
has kindly loaned it to me for the purpose of writing down
my adventures. For three weeks I have stared at that infernally
clever device and found myself unable to start. I typed up ten
pages from one of the dime Western novels that sit in a stack
beside my bed, just to get the feel of the keys.
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The three brothers rode into town with their six-guns loose in their
holsters. Judge Hall was about to learn that you don’t cross a Robinson.
But it’s no use, I’m distracted by that thieving wretch Bismarck. That’s his whitefeller name, anyhow; he calls himself
Koonbianjo. He lives in the nigger camp near the railway line.
Like most of them he is addicted to opium, thinking of nothing but lifting an honest man’s possessions, trading them for
another pipe of dope.
It’s only a matter of time before he comes again. After an
hour wasted staring at the typewriter, I see through the windows his tall dark figure leave the road and walk sidelong past,
casing the joint. His opium pipe sits between his lips, avarice
glittering in his eyes.
I switch my gaze to the Lee-Enfield carbine that sits on
wooden pegs above the door. I don’t want to use it. Many years
have passed since I fired a shot in anger. Yet, there is enough of
the old Charlie in me to act.
I rise from the table, grab the rifle and open the bolt to
check the spring-loaded brass cartridges below, closing it again
to drive one into the chamber. I saunter out the door, holding
the weapon at my hip. I’m a bony old bastard but I can hold a
gun steady.
‘Keep walking boy,’ I say. ‘And don’t come back, or I’ll put
a hole in you.’
The insolent stare makes my blood boil. I know that he is
biding his time.
Two days later, when my pension cheque falls due, I prepare for
my walk into Pine Creek. Leaving a pumpkin pie cooling in my
camp oven, I take more than my usual care with securing the
hut. The windows are hinged shutters, corrugated tin, and I lash
them down with greenhide rope. The door bolt padlocks shut,
and I drop the key in my top pocket.
The walk into town takes an hour, and I call first at the post
office, where I collect my cheque. I cash it at Ah Toy’s store –
that fat, smiling Chinaman standing behind the counter. Seventeen shillings and sixpence buys a man very little. I get a bag of
rice, some tea, and a mean little bar of home-made soap. I wander over to the butcher’s shop for bacon bones. As usual I have
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just enough money left for a tumbler of rum at Playfords Hotel,
but even that luxury tastes sour on my tongue. The thieving
mongrel Bismarck fills my thoughts. It’s a strange thing. Apart
from aiming a rifle at him I have not lifted a finger, but all the
old feelings are already damming up inside.
When I get home, my worst fears are realised. The shutter
on the northern side hangs, broken, from its hinges. The lashings have been cut with a sharp blade, nails levered out, and iron
sheets disarranged. Inside, the place has been ransacked.
My tobacco box is open, and empty. The shelves bare. Even
my pumpkin pie has been scraped from the camp oven and
eaten.
I take one of the pages that sit piled up ready for use in the
typewriter and make a list of all the missing things. One pie.
One tin of Capstan tobacco, a couple of old tobacco plugs and
a pipe. One small sack of flour. One of sugar. Four pumpkins.
This last infuriates me the most. I grew them myself, painstakingly watered with buckets carried up from the hole in the creek.
I lock up as best I can, walk out to the roadway and start towards town, but the school teacher comes along in his Model T
Ford and pulls over. He’s a tall, gangling bastard, all brains and
no common sense, but with family money behind him.
‘Hey Charlie, you alright?’
‘That mongrel Bismarck, he’s robbed me.’
At Pine Creek I get myself dropped outside the Police Station. Constable Ronnie Pryor is the boss, half asleep on the
verandah with his hat brim over his eyes. I’d heard that there
was trouble at the pub last night and more than likely he’s had
little sleep.
Together with Constable Greville and a black tracker we
drive back out to the Two-mile in the police truck. The three of
them walk around my room, surveying the ransacked shelves,
clicking their tongues and talking in low voices.
Most of their interest centres on a broad, bare footprint
outside, underneath the window. No white man’s footprint
that. Pryor sets his tracker on the spoor, then sticks a monocle
in his eye and starts peering into every corner of my hut. It’s all
a waste of time, for the thief has left nothing apart from that
footprint and a mess.
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‘There’s no need for the Sherlock an’ Watson routine,’ I say.
‘It was that bloody Bismarck, who done it. The bastard’s been
casing the place for days.’
Pryor ignores me, the surly bastard, waiting until the tracker
gives up and we all pile in the truck again.
I’m seething when we reach the camp, and there’s the thief,
squatting by the fire. I see from his eyes that he is rotten from
the pipe. There are three lubras there, each as starved-looking
as the next. One has a piccaninny clamped to her hips as she
stands. Another has a sore on her arm that looks like leprosy to
me, and you better believe that I’ve seen it plenty. The weekly
truck must have missed her, for these camp blacks hide that
disease so as not to be taken away.
‘Hey boy,’ says Pryor to Bismarck. ‘Me-feller goin’ search yer
wurlie, orright?’
The thief stands up, complaining, and the policeman puts a
hand on his chest and pushes him gently backwards. ‘Now just
get your lubras out of the way and we’ll make it quick.’
I watch as Pryor’s black tracker goes through that mean little
wurlie. He’s a Queensland boy originally and he hates these local
blacks: takes delight in rummaging through Bismarck’s rubbish.
The smell of smoke and rotten old meat scraps and piccaninny
shit fills my nostrils. The search takes no time at all, and of
course he finds a handkerchief I know is mine, a small calico
bag and a straight-stem tobacco pipe.
I snatch the things back, and that old anger comes like a
wave. ‘Now arrest him,’ I demand, pointing at Bismarck.
‘All in good time, Charlie.’
‘Bugger you Pryor, do yer fucking job.’
‘I need to talk to him first.’
I reach out, take a pinch of Bismarck’s ear and twist. ‘Own
up, you ragamuffin.’
Now that thieving old wretch puts on an act fit for the stage.
His knees buckle, and he wails. ‘Not me, owww, never done it.
Galloping Paddy and Short Nipper done it. I seen ‘em.’
‘Leave him Charlie.’ Pryor says to me, ‘let me deal with it.’
Then, to the thief; ‘Now Bismarck, you’re in a pile of trouble,
so answer truly, did you really see Galloping Paddy and Short
Nipper rob Mister Gaunt’s hut?’
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‘Yeh boss. I seen ‘em.’
‘Then where did you get that pipe an’ handkerchief from?’
‘I been find ‘em other side of the creek near Gaunt’s place,
close up alonga little fire.’
‘Can you show me this fire?’
‘Yeh boss.’
And of course now we have this charade while the lying
mongrel takes us all down the creek until he finds some old
camp fire and he points and says. ‘That’s where I been find them
things.’ And then he shows us where he was supposedly standing when he saw Galloping Paddy and Short Nipper rob my
hut. Of course it was four hundred yards away and through the
scrub there’s no way he could have seen a thing.
Finally, though, when we get back to my hut, my old mate
Maori Jack Reid is waiting there. Like me, Jack also lives on the
Two-mile, a little further along, where he keeps an old lubra
and lives a life as monotonous as it had once been one of high
adventure. A bigger rascal than Maori Jack you would not meet
in a hundred lifetimes.
‘I heard you had a break-in, Charlie.’		
I point at Bismarck, who is still with us, probably hoping for
a lift back to his camp now that he has muddied the waters of
his crime. ‘Yep, I reckon this mongrel Bismarck done it.’
‘Well that’s a funny thing.’ Maori says. ‘Bismarck turned up
at my hut earlier today and sold me two plugs of tobacco and
a tin o’ Capstan.’ He lifts a tin from his pocket. ‘Look familiar?’
Pryor screws up his eyes suspiciously. ‘What time was this?’
‘Ar, about eleven.’ Maori waves a hand at the poor looking
nag he’d fixed to a verandah post. ‘I was shoein’ the horse when
he came.’
I make a face at Pryor. ‘So now go and do your duty.’
‘Alright gents, I’ll arrest him. Selling stolen goods is good
enough for me.’
But Bismarck is no fool, he’s followed every word and now
he takes off into the bush like a dingo. For all his age he’s fleet,
dodging and zigzagging in case one of the policemen sends a
bullet after him.
‘Aren’t ya going to chase the bastard?’ I shout at Pryor. His
mate, Greville, is even more useless, lounging back and smiling.
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‘Nah, he’ll be back at the camp in the morning,’ Pryor says.
‘I’ll arrest him then.’
That night, I light my kerosene lamp and sit at the table before
the typewriter. I can’t even muster the energy to type the words
from page eleven of the dime Western I’ve been trying to copy.
Maybe I can’t see the point of writing other men’s words.
I stare at a blank page and try to force the words to come.
I have told and retold the stories of my youth and middle age
so many times, with my knees under so many different tables
that I can almost recite them by heart. But still my fingers won’t
move on the keys.
I hear the door slam. I know straight off that Bismarck has
come back from the bush to finish me off for fingering him.
He’s a vindictive bastard, and as cunning as a snake.
He walks so softly that I can scarcely hear him coming. He
smells like the bush; camp fire smoke and gamey old meat.
I start to turn, but too slow. He whips a garrotte around my
neck, and the hard cord bites into my neck.
My eyes stare upward, rolling back so I can see his black
face. Blood runs down over my bony chest. I begin to feel weak
from lack of breath. My mind flashes back to when I was just
a stripling, a boy with fire in his eyes, and a thirst for new horizons. I understand what I have to write. From the beginning.
Everything. The truth. I want to write it all. Every breath of my
life. Every stream I crossed and every kiss; every mile I walked
or rode.
As Bismarck’s cord bites deeper into my neck I begin to
fight. There is a story to be told, and I must live to tell it.
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Chapter One

As I write these lines, an old age pensioner,
existing on a mere pittance … a picture like a
cinema picture passes before my eyes.

H

Sandhurst (Bendigo) 1880

ooves thundered on the hard-packed dirt as I urged
my mare, Constance, across the arena, holding her at a
canter with a touch of the spurs. My breath burned in
my nostrils, and my fifteen-year-old muscles ached from hard
riding.
The catcalls and yells of my mates who lined the rails like
sparrows on a wire were pitched to carry over the thump of
machinery, for we were down at the showgrounds off Barnard
Street, across the road from the Royal Hustler’s Mine. A light
winter rain had only recently stopped falling, leaving a wet sheen
on the mullock heaps and poppet heads.
I was absorbed in a game we called feather-and-flag. The
method was to start in a backwards position, turn and gather
speed, take a sharp bend around a barrel, then lean down from
the saddle, attempting to scoop up a goose feather stuck quillfirst in a pail filled with sand. There were six barrels in all, and
six feathers. All six had to be dumped into a bucket at the end
of the course to finish. Even one misplaced feather meant disqualification.
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Having failed twice to get Constance running straight
enough to reach the last feather, I reined in and started backing
her up to the starting mark. I blocked out the shouted advice of
my mates, the unceasing machinery and the sound of someone
hammering nearby. I fancied my chances at winning the game. I
was a good horseman, even then. I lived to ride, and thought of
little else from dawn to dusk.
A feeble but welcome sun burst out from the clouds, and I
appreciated the better light as I settled Constance with her rear
hoof just behind the mark. At that moment I saw a young lady
of my acquaintance, Margaret Anne Croxton, hurrying down
Park Street, towards the arena, in a yellow dress. I took a moment to appreciate her trim waist, slim neck and full bust. Not
only that, but she had blonde hair down to her waist, and a face
alive with cheeky good looks.
Margaret Anne was the niece and ward of the Reverend
Croxton, the Church of England minister. The Reverend stood
six-foot-tall in his black leather boots, and had a voice like thunder. He had ears so big they were almost see-through, with red
veins that glowed like river deltas, and nose hairs that curled out
to meet his stiff moustaches.
‘Pleasure,’ he would shout from the pulpit, ‘is God’s warning
bell for sin!’
Horse and feather forgotten for a moment, I stared across
at Margaret Anne.
‘Charlie,’ she called out. I waved back, confused at the serious tone of her voice. I guessed that something momentous
had occurred. But I wanted to ignore it, at least for long enough
to show the girl my horsemanship.
‘Geddup,’ I called, jagging Constance’s flank with my left
spur and twitching the reins to the right so she turned on her
hindquarters, now facing the barrels. My eyes moved from Margaret Anne’s face and body, to the task at hand. My weight shifted forward, and my backside touched the saddle but lightly as
my mare straightened and sprang into the gallop off her hindquarters. The reins moved in my hand without conscious direction, and I did not heed the cup-sized dollops of wet earth that
flew from my mare’s hooves.
Constance came smoothly around the first barrel, her strides
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shortening and rhythm changing to keep her turn narrow. I
plucked this first feather easily, for the feathers get lower each
time, on decreasingly high stands, so that the last pail stood on
the ground itself, making it difficult to grab from saddle-height.
The second feather came into my hand with perfect timing.
I rode in tune with my horse, guiding her with foot and rein
without conscious thought. The first five feathers were soon
bunched in my fist. All but the last. I focussed, as if that feather
alone was my life’s goal, then straightened up, urging Constance
on.
This was the key moment, lining her up perfectly for the
next stage, my vision on the feather only – this final test of the
relationship I had nurtured with my horse. At the perfect time
I transferred the reins to my left hand, swung my body down,
close to those dancing hooves with their shoes of steel. Then,
my arm at the limit, I realised that I was about to miss grabbing
the feather by a whisker.
I felt the saddle start to slip, wishing that I had checked and
tightened the girth one more time. Seconds away from hurtling
to the ground, I heard a warning shout from one of my mates
on the rails. Yet the slip of the saddle gave me those few inches
I needed.
With my thumb and forefinger quivering I snatched the
goose feather. But I was not out of trouble yet. Getting back
up, with the rail looming, was now the problem. Constance
whinnied in fear, the saddle continuing to slide, my unbalanced
weight upsetting her.
My only hope was my left foot, still hooked around the
cantle. I used the spring-tight muscles of my abdomen, coiling
up, swinging with the momentum, already starting to turn Constance before I was fully back in my seat. At the last moment I
paused to drop all six feathers into the waiting bucket.
With a deft change to my seat and light pressure on the reins
I pulled up just a few yards from Margaret Anne, raising my hat
high in victory while the spectators applauded. I grinned at the
young woman, separated only by the post and rail fence.
‘Charlie,’ she called again. ‘I’ve been sent to fetch you. It’s
your da … he passed away this morning.’
I dismounted, taking a grip on Constance’s bridle with my
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right hand, and looking down at the ground, rearranged the
words she had just said in my mind.
‘Of course your ma wants you home right now,’ she went
on.
‘Yes, sorry. Just give me a minute, I’ll come ‘round through
the gate.’
Leading Constance, I followed Margaret Anne dumbly. I
didn’t know what to think or feel. My father – John Gaunt by
name – had been sick for years, his body bloated with dropsy,
and his liver riddled with cirrhosis. As he shuffled down the
street children would follow and taunt him. Old Fatty Gaunt,
with a chin that hung like dewlaps on a bull over his collar, arms
like sausages.
Once one of the State of Victoria’s brightest young magistrates, years of boozing had seen my father struck off the roll.
His final government appointment was here to Sandhurst, to
perform the duties of Paymaster and Receiver. It was his last
chance and we all knew it.
We’d settled into a house rented from the Parish, on Rowan
Street, within walking distance of the offices where Da worked,
and the Masonic Hall he attended weekly. In the afternoons Da
would spread out on the lounge with the Argus or Advertiser,
reeking of vomit and whisky, reading aloud of the chase for
Ned Kelly and his gang around Benalla.
Ma was ashamed of him, but in public she was unfailingly
loyal – at church, on the street, and when a clerk arrived to see
why he was not at his desk.
‘I’ve come to fetch Mister Gaunt,’ the clerk would call from
the gate.
‘He’s poorly,’ Ma would say, standing behind the half-open
front door, hair parted down the middle, barley curls around
her ears.
‘Again Missus Gaunt? There’s five hundred men will be lining up for their pay packets this afternoon. What in blazes can
I tell them?’
‘In t’name of sweet baby Jesus, can you just let him alone for
a day or two so the poor man can mend?’
My elder brother William, my sister Marion and I all attended the Church of England school, run by the Reverend
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Croxton next to the All Saints Parish church. Nellie was still too
young for school. William was a scholar, while I stared out the
windows, looking out over Pall Mall and the business district,
through a goldfields haze of fog, smoke and dust. My imagination roamed over distant horizons, rays of sunshine touching
golden plains of waving grass and far oceans. In my room, by
candlelight, I devoured books by Ryder Haggard, Daniel Defoe,
and the work of Australian poets like Adam Lindsay Gordon.
My heroes were drovers wearing dusty hats, drinking
beer from frosted glasses outside the Metropolitan Hotel. Those
restless souls filled my heart with longing for wide spaces where
no white man had trod, for wild rivers that flowed like galloping
horses, and mountains glowing red hot in a late afternoon sun.
Meanwhile, his dropsy worsening, and entering the final
stages of alcoholism, Da was dismissed from government service for ‘gross neglect of duty.’ At around the same time, my
grandfather back in Yorkshire died – he had been an alderman
in Leeds – and we expected a decent inheritance.
Da coped with his disgrace and worsening health with gallons of single malt whisky. And now he was dead.
Nudging my mare with an elbow or shoulder occasionally
when she tried to cut in front of me, we reached our little
house in Rowan Street. Margaret Anne went to join her
uncle, who was consoling Ma, while I dismounted and led
Constance into the yard. I unsaddled my horse, and gave her
a pail of chaff before heading inside.
A small crowd had gathered in the sitting room. I wished
William was there. I wasn’t ready to be the man of the house.
Ma hugged me so tight I thought my ribs would crack.
‘Oh, Charlie,’ she said. ‘It’s a blessing for him really.’
Yet, it was no blessing for us. It turned out that Da had not
troubled himself to pay rent. The Church Wardens gave us seven days to vacate the premises.
‘There are debts,’ Ma said, ‘and we won’t be able to use Da’s
bank account for weeks, maybe months. I’m sorry, but we have
t’sell everything.’
Like any young bloke my thoughts were mostly on myself.
‘Even Constance?’
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Ma squeezed my hand. ‘Yes … I’m sorry.’
‘What will happen to us?’
‘I’ve sent word t’your Aunt Charlotte and Uncle Henry in
Ballarat. We’ll go there for a short time, until we find our feet.’
I said nothing, hating the thought of living on the charity of
my aunt and uncle. But it was selling Constance that upset me
the most.
On the day of Da’s funeral the four of us set off down Rowan
Street and around the corner to church. Ma was dressed all in
black, hand in hand with Nellie and I. Marion walked alongside.
Ma looked grimly proud, refusing to let the world see her ruin.
The broad streets were busy with carriages, drunks sleeping
under trees and in alleyways. The old widows who haunted the
church like grey ghosts were gathering for the service in the
courtyard, shepherded by the tall and severe figure of Reverend
Croxton.
I dreaded the interior of that squat and unimaginative
church of yellow stone, weighed down with the Saints and their
tears, the candles and windows not enough to beat back the
gloom. My eyes roamed the pews: almost empty. My father had
become a pariah, a laughing stock, and few of his old colleagues
had come.
When I had settled into the front pew, half-listening to the
service and holding my mother’s hand, I tried to understand
what I felt for the man in the coffin.
Home had for years been a place where we walked on eggshells. If Da was sober he was likely to be brittle and hungover,
and a careless shout would earn a clout under the ear. If he was
drunk things could be much worse.
‘What did you say to y’mother, Charles? Damned if I’ll hear
a whelp a’mine show disrespect to his ma.’
‘Settle down John, the boy didn’t mean anything.’
‘Get away from him, dammit Aggie, I won’t take insolence
from a brat … my father was a gentleman and if he were here
he’d thrash the boy senseless.’
When Da’s tempers were bad, and I was dim-witted enough
to get caught, he belted me with his hand, a lump of wood, or
a broom handle. He never hit my mother, however, just bom12

barded her with sarcasm; the dried out carcass of his sense of
humour. I learned to spend as few hours at home as possible.
The beatings grew worse, and for the first time, at the age
of fourteen and a half, I tried to fight back. It started when I
came home late one evening, sitting down with filthy hands, to
the supper table.
‘Look at the state of yer,’ Da shouted in the Yorkshire accent he had never lost. ‘You wretch, I’ve a good mind to …’
No one at the table dared breathe. That’s what it was like at
our house. Knowing what was coming, I walked out to the back
yard, slamming the door. Da cornered me between the water
tank and the wall, slapping me twice around the head with a
huge, open hand.
‘You think life’s a game,’ he accused. ‘Yer’ve responsibilities
and duties and you think you can just shirk it all and do whatever you like. Treat yer Ma and Da like goats. It’s time you were
learned a proper lesson.’
Almost unconsciously, blinking back tears of pain, I raised
my fists, more to protect my face from the coming flurry of
punches than anything. My stance came naturally; turning sideways with my left foot forward, chin down just like I was sparring in the gymnasium after school.
He chuckled, deep in the back of his throat. ‘You want to
fight your own Da, you stripling? Let’s see then.’
I’d done enough boxing by then for instinct to take over. My
left jab flew, aimed for Da’s heart, but his body was so heavy
that it seemed to absorb my hand and the energy behind it. Before I could follow up with another jab to the chin he threw an
open-palm swing that collided with the side of my head. I fell
sideways to the ground. Thank God there was grass or I might
have dented my skull.
I scampered to my feet and tried to run for the door, back to
Ma and the others. He grabbed me by the back of the neck and
lifted me off the ground. Even then he was a powerful man.
‘You never run away from a fight,’ he screamed, spittle flying
from his lips.
‘Yes, Pa.’
‘And don’t ever stop until they know who’s boss. Don’t ever
be cowed, boy, for once you be so marked you’re no better than
13

a cur. Now get inside and eat your supper.’
Now, looking for distractions during that dour funeral, I
picked Margaret Anne out of the choir. She looked the image
of a minister’s niece. Her hair was braided close to the back of
her head, its glory hidden. She wore a white robe with purpledyed edges, with a white peony pinned to her breast. Yet, her
body shifted constantly, irked by sitting still, and her eyes wandered while her uncle delivered his sermon.
While I enjoyed looking at her, my mind roamed on to
thoughts of my utter despair at having to sell my beautiful
horse. She was truly mine, for Ma insisted that each of us children be given our portion of the inheritance money that came
from our grandfather. She made sure that this was done before
Da squandered the lot on booze, a process that took him only
a few months.
My older brother William used the funds to get out – setting
off for England to study medicine. Surgery was a family calling
on Ma’s side. The girls set their money aside for dowries and
spent hours at department stores trying on fashionable clothes.
I was different. I was keenly aware that I had been born an
Australian. Her rivers were my blood, her red deserts my heart.
Wanderlust was in my veins. I longed to know the outback, to
see the core of this new land where I had been born, that I felt
an affinity for.
Like any self-respecting colonial boy, I spent my inheritance
on a horse. Constance was three and half years old when I first
slipped the bridle over her soft ears. She had come from a travelling horse breaker, who told me that she had thoroughbred
and Arab bloodlines with a dash of Cape or Timor pony. Her
coat was a light shade of chestnut known as sorrel, but with
three white socks and a blaze on her nose. She was long in the
legs but strongly built, with a deep chest and wide nostrils.
There was enough money left over for a saddle, riding boots
and concertina leggings to go with them. I thought myself the
flashest young bloke in town, and spent every spare moment at
the showgrounds with like-minded friends, learning new skills,
and pushing our mounts to the limit. I loved her, and now I had
to sell her. Unless …
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I was a pall bearer, and the weight of my father’s bloated body
was a strain even on my young shoulders. My face was stony. No
tears. At the wake in the school hall adjoining the church I soon
grew bored with adult conversations and relatives offering their
condolences: Grandma Fuller, Uncle George; Aunt Charlotte
and Uncle Henry from Ballarat, these last with whom we were
going to live.
I sat down on a chair. My stiff Sunday shirt had been pinching at my neck and I unbuttoned the top collar, feeling a flood
of relief that the blood could flow again. As I sat I caught Margaret Anne’s eye. She was standing dutifully next to her uncle.
Looking at me once, then twice, she came over and took a seat
one chair away.
‘Hello,’ she said. ‘You were staring at me, in church.’ Her
voice was perfectly correct; flowing like running water.
I shrugged. ‘No law against looking, is there?’
‘At school they taught us to lower our eyes if a boy looks at
us.’
‘You didn’t lower your eyes.’
‘No ... I didn’t.’
Gosh she was pretty. Skin clear as cream. Eyes like crystal
chandeliers. I wanted to take the initiative, grasp her hand, but
didn’t know how to start.
I groped for something to say. ‘Is it fun being in the choir?’
‘It passes the time, and besides, I like singing.’
‘You must have your own special way to get in and out of
the church, because I was watching for you outside.’
‘There’s a little corridor that leads to a small room where we
keep the robes. A door takes you out to the back of the church.
Do you want to see?’
I did want to see.
Margaret Ann took me out of the hall, through a side door,
down a corridor past the Reverend Croxton’s office, and into
the church itself. Even then, in the middle of the afternoon it
was dark, and somehow forbidding.
I paused before one of the columns. On each was carved
one of the Twelve Commandments. This one read, in Latin and
English, Thou Shalt Not Kill. I don’t know why, but I stopped to
look at it. Margaret Ann skipped back to see what was keeping
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me.
‘My uncle says that all the other commandments can be forgiven, but not this one. You’d never kill anyone, would you,
Charlie?’
I said nothing. I didn’t think so.
‘I know you wouldn’t, Charlie. You have a good heart.’
We went on, past the altar, past the rows where the choir sat.
In between was a narrow aisle, panelled with oak on either side,
leading me into a dark room.
‘I’ll light a candle,’ she said.
‘No!’ I took her wrist and spun her like a dancer into my
arms. I kissed the soft skin below her ear.
‘Charlie, you mustn’t.’
My hand moved to cover her left breast, her right pressing
into my wrist. Then I kissed her on the mouth. She responded
for a moment then broke away.
‘Charlie, there’s no use, your family’s going to Ballarat.’
‘I’m not going with them,’ I said. It was the first time I had
put this thought into words.
‘You’re staying here?’
My hand crept up to the seam at the top of her dress and
slid below. She grabbed my wrist and tugged at it hard.
‘No Charlie. Stop. There were other girls … at boarding
school. Who would creep out and meet with boys, and do things
with them, but I’m not like that.’
I didn’t move my hand any further, but I didn’t retreat, either. It was the first time I had touched a girl and I liked it very
much. After a few moments she stopped struggling and let my
hand stay.
‘Now tell me,’ she said. ‘Are you just teasing me, are you really going to stay here in Sandhurst?’
I moved my hand from the front of her dress along the
curve of her neck. I know she liked it because she shivered and
pressed against me like a cat.
‘You know that your uncle wouldn’t let me near you, even if
I stayed.’ I rubbed her ear lobe between my thumb and forefinger, so softly I could feel the downy hairs.
‘Oh no! He says that you’re one of the brightest students …’
It wasn’t about being bright or dull, and we both knew it.
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Our family had been given a chance, but Da blew it. The widow
Gaunt and her brood were so far down the totem pole from the
Rev. Croxton and family we were almost underground.
I moved so I was in front of her, half sitting on a bannister
so that our faces were at the same height. ‘Don’t tell anyone,
but I’m leaving tonight,’ I said. ‘So kiss me goodbye.’
This time she kissed back. Her mouth was hot and beautiful,
and all the more attractive now that I had made the decision to
leave.
There were precious few things I needed – blankets, knife, warm
clothes, and a hunk of bread from the kitchen. On my way out
I walked past the girls’ room, then looked in on my sleeping
mother. I felt tears prick my eyes. In my heart I knew that it
would be a long time before I saw her again.
Unfastening the latch, I went outside, past the packing cases
in which all our worldly goods were being stowed. On the back
porch I sat on the stump and slipped on my boots. It was raining as I walked to the stable.
Constance was in her stall, suspicious of this night excursion, and I comforted her with soft clicks of my tongue. I was
careful to avoid any jingle of harness as I dropped the saddle
on her back and tightened the girth. I packed my belongings
into the saddle bags that hung on either side. My blanket roll,
protected with canvas, I tied behind the cantle as I had seen
drovers do.
I was out of town on the Shepparton Road, passing dark
farm houses and barking dogs, before the guilt hit me. I was
taking a horse that would have sold for a good fifteen pounds,
enough for Ma and the girls to live on for some time. Not only
that but I should have at least left a note for Ma, told her not to
worry. I thought of turning back to write one, but Constance,
already miserable at being forced up and out on the road in this
weather, would stamp and snort no matter where I left her, and
my wet oilskins were an issue.
While the excuses piled up, so did the miles pass, and soon
it was too late. Besides, wearing my hat, oilskins and boots, high
above the ground on horseback, I felt like a man who could
achieve anything. With the benefit of the years I’d like to clout
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that selfish fifteen-year-old over the head and send him home,
yet how could I deny myself the adventures that awaited?
As I rode on through that sodden night I looked back over
my shoulder, now and then. I will never forget my sadness at
abandoning Ma and my sisters, yet also the excitement deep in
my gut. The world was a place of untold promise. Ahead was
the long and unwinding road to forever.
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Chapter Two

That’s your humble servant when prosperity
smiled on me. King Wanderlust grabbed me
by the back of the neck and said, ‘Hike,’ and
I hiked.

I

made my way north and east, camping outside one-pub
towns, working here and there for a week or two. I wandered up through the goldfields around Yackandandah;
tried panning for gold but I was too impatient. Looking for
warmer climes I crossed the Murray at Albury, where I waited a
week for a stone bruise on Constance’s front near-side frog to
heal, then rode on into New South Wales.
I learned a little of the dangers of travelling alone as I walked
my horse through the Narraburra Hills past Temora early one
morning. It had rained the day before, but then cleared at dusk,
leaving the grass wet but the air cold, with a steaming groundmist. Constance, for her part, did not like these forested hills,
choosing each footfall carefully, looking back at me now and
then as if to impress on me her displeasure.
Through the gloom ahead I saw two men standing, watching me. My body tensed, and the hackles rose on my neck. The
men were bare-headed, and wore dungarees and shirts. One was
white and freckled, the other dark, with slanty eyes.
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I understood the danger, and told Constance with my heels
that it was time to run. She was happy to oblige, but the man on
our right hurried forward to intercept us. He took a firm grip on
Constance’s bridle, stopping her cold.
‘Whoa there young’un,’ said the man. ‘What for such an
‘urry at this time of a’ day?’
I had no weapon save for a pocket knife in a leather pouch
on my belt. I thought of trying to draw it, but realised that these
hard men would laugh at such a tiny weapon.
‘Let go my bleeding horse,’ I said, talking as tough as I dared.
‘Haha, the little Lord wants me to let go of ‘is ‘orse.’
‘What do you want?’
The white man lifted his chin so I could see his face under the shadow of his hat. It was a pinched and awful visage,
scarred across both cheeks. ‘The Chinky and I ‘as a fire just yonder. P’raps you might come sit for a spell. If there’s any tucker
in them saddle bags of yours I’d count meself blessed if you’d
be moved to share it.’
Looking down I saw how the hem of his shirt caught on the
wooden handle of a pistol.
There were, at that time, bushrangers at large, and I had
wondered many times, since leaving Bendigo, what it would be
like to meet them. Captain Moonlite and his gang had only recently been caught, and I was not so far from Jerilderie, where
Ned and Dan Kelly, along with Joe Byrne and the others had
held up the entire town.
These men, I decided, were not of such high reputation.
The white man was not long out of the gutter, and the Celestial
had all the hallmarks of a Tong assassin or similar, including a
jagged scar on his neck.
I was up the creek, paddling in shit and no mistake. Deciding to change tack, I fought to keep my voice steady. ‘Well then,
that’s a fine offer, and I have a little bacon and some bread,
enough for the three of us. Lead the way.’
The man let go the bridle but walked close enough to grab
it again at a moment’s notice. His mate led the way down a spur
to where a fire was smoking away.
Constance must have felt the trembling through my legs and
thighs for she was thoroughly spooked, her ears erect, twitching
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like dragonfly wings. Much as she had disliked that cold foggy
trail, the company of these two wild men was even less to her
taste.
I saw that there were no horses tethered at this little camp,
and that the men had no swags. A night in the open at least
partially explained the bedraggled state of these two. I wondered why anyone would roam the bush without their plant. I
tied Constance up to a tree branch near the fire, with my usual quick-release knot. Every muscle in my body I kept tensed,
waiting for a chance to run. The white man was clever, though,
he kept himself close to my horse, even when I rummaged in
the saddlebags for the food I had promised.
As I squatted down at the fire my hosts did the same, watching hungrily as I prepared some tucker. The two men had no
cooking gear, and the frying pan I slipped onto the fire to heat
was my own. Then, without any fuss, I unclasped my pouch and
took out my knife. It was small, four inches of blade, but honed
so it would shave hair, with a wood and bone handle.
I locked eyes with the white man, as if to ask him permission to use the knife. He nodded in reply. I sliced the bacon
and dropped it in the pan. The smell of the frying meat had the
two men salivating, grinning to themselves, and when I cut the
bread they did not wait for the meat, but ate it wholesale, stuffing it into their mouths.
When all the food was gone they asked me for tea, but I
didn’t carry any.
‘I suppose it ain’t no use asking for tobacker either?’
I shook my head.
The white man rubbed his hand in a circular motion on his
belly. ‘I guessed as much. And there’s only one thing I’d appreciate more than a pipe right now. A pint a’ grog would be a fine
gut warmer.’
We made small talk about the weather for a few minutes
then, without making any move to stand, I said, ‘Well I suppose
I’d best get back on the track then.’
‘I’m terribly sorry,’ the white man said, ‘you seem like a good
young cove an’ all, but I’m afraid I’m going to ‘ave to take that
‘orse.’
‘An’ the boots,’ added his mate, showing a mouthful of bro21

ken, yellow teeth. ‘I want the boots. ‘E looks about my size.’
‘That’s all I own,’ I said. ‘If you take my horse and boots I’ll
have nothing left in the world.’
‘Look on it as charity, boy. As your elders we’ve ‘ad our turn
and more at walking barefoot through this freezing bloody winter.’
‘And what if I refuse?’
The pistol I had seen earlier appeared in the white man’s
hand without me seeing him grab it. ‘Simple. I blow a big ‘ole
in your guts an’ leave you as a treat for the crows. Then we take
the fucking ‘orse and boots without regard fer your feelings on
the matter.’
Now that he was holding the revolver up, his long baggy
sleeves fell down enough that I could see an iron manacle still
on his wrist, attached to one broken link of chain. ‘You’re escaped prisoners?’
‘Thirteen days out of Goulburn Gaol with the traps scratching their ‘eads at every turn. Filthy fucking ‘ole that it is, like the
bowels of hell only more shit. Now take off your boots, and
them clothes, and walk away, back down that track from whence
you came.’
‘That’s not fair,’ I said, being too young and stupid to know
when to keep my trap shut. ‘I’ll freeze to death.’
The man with the gun shrugged. ‘Someone will come along,
as the sun grows ‘igher. They’ll take pity on an ‘andsome young
fellow like you.’
I glanced at Constance. She was a good ten paces away. She
turned her head and looked back at me with one deep brown
but nervous eye. The gun was the key. I moved my head so I
could examine it.
I was, at the time, interested in all kinds of firearms. This
was an older kind of weapon called a firelock. It had a big hammer that carried a flint on it. When the trigger was pulled and
the hammer fell, it struck steel, making a spark that then ignited a pan filled with powder. This flaring pan set off the main
charge that had been tamped down in the barrel. This process
was not instant, and misfires were common, more likely after a
night in the damp. I also recalled that with a barrel only a few
inches long these things were not very accurate beyond twenty
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or thirty paces.
On the other hand, such pistols fired a heavy ball that
dealt fearful damage. If he did manage to strike me, the crows
wouldn’t have long to wait. I folded my knife and placed it in its
sheath, then picked up the frying pan.
‘I suppose you want this too,’ I said.
‘Now that you mention it lad, yes I—’
He was cut off as I pegged the frying pan full at his face.
I heard a shout of surprise and pain but I was already on my
feet and running full tilt for my horse. Untying the reins took
only a moment. I grabbed Constance’s mane without trying for
the stirrup and vaulted aboard. Scarcely had my rump hit the
pigskin when I gave her my spurs and shouted, ‘Gee up.’ Constance started to run.
A moment later the very air seemed to explode with the retort of the pistol. I reeled in shock, for I had all but convinced
myself that it would misfire. The effect on Constance was more
dramatic. She reared up, confused, and that slowed my getaway.
‘Shhh ... shhh ...,’ I cooed, bringing her back under control,
but as she finally responded to my heels I turned to see the halfbreed running after us.
‘Get him,’ his mate called.
I was trying to coax my horse into a canter when the runner
caught up with a last desperate leap and grasped Constance’s
tail. She slowed, whinnied, and no matter how much I dug my
spurs in, or whipped her with the reins, she would not speed up,
but nor would she stop.
We blundered under some trees, and finally Constance must
have realised that her only way out of this confusing, painful
situation was to run. Her natural instinct for flight overcame all
else.
At the gallop within a few strides, the Chinaman could no
longer hold her tail. We broke free and had travelled some hundreds of yards away, almost back on the path, when I had an
odd feeling.
My father’s voice rang in my ears, ‘You never run away from
a fight … and don’t ever stop until they know who’s boss.’
I pulled Constance up, clicked my tongue and turned her.
Again I set her to the gallop, back towards the two villains who
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would have robbed me.
The half-breed was standing with his back turned to us as
we came. His head whipped around and he tried to run, but I
steered Constance into him. We did not hit him squarely, he
was too fast for that, but her shoulder connected and sent him
flying.
The white man was still reloading, and I’ll never forget his
panicked, cold fingers fumbling as Constance trampled him
down. I heard his yelp of pain and felt her hooves connect with
him. Twenty or more yards on, I stopped and turned my mare.
I saw him trying to get up. I put my heels into Constance, and
mowed him down for a second time. This time, as I looked back
over my shoulder, he did not move at all. I reined in and waited,
and before a minute had passed the sound of a pitiful wailing
came from that bloodied lump on the earth.
Satisfied that I had not killed him, I urged Constance on,
and we were soon back on the road, my racing heartbeat returning to its usual pace.
I journeyed on with my spine tingling at the thought of the
turns my life might take in this wide-open world. Over many
weeks I rode the bullocky tracks up to Forbes, camped a night
on the Macquarie River as it wound through Dubbo.
In the town itself the streets were abuzz with talk of Ned
Kelly and his gang having taken control of a pub in Glenrowan,
Victoria, and that a train full of police were on the way to confront them. I’d say that nine out of ten people I talked to wished
the bushrangers well, the others were mainly what you might
call ‘pillars of society’ who could not be heard to sympathise
with an outlaw.
Riding onwards, I wondered about Ned Kelly a lot. To many
he epitomised the spirit of this brand-new country. From what
I’d heard Ned was as true a friend as a man could ever wish for,
and had been ill-treated and persecuted into turning on the police. Yet you could not doubt the criminal side of his character.
I also wondered about the black people of this land. In out
of the way places on my travels I had seen remnants of what
I can only describe as villages. Burned out wurlies scattered in
clearings. Some had been substantial, built of poles and clad
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with bark or thatch. The people were no longer there, but were
camped on the fringes of the towns.
Like me, and Ned Kelly for that matter, they were nativeborn, and must have counted their generations in the thousands.
What about their spirit? At that stage I had talked to only a few
of these wild people, and I was warned everywhere I went to be
careful of thievery and worse.
I had moved on to Gunnedah before I heard the outcome
of the Siege of Glenrowan. Dan Kelly and Joe Byrne had been
shot. Ned himself was taken prisoner. It was a big moment and
people talked of little else but the trial and hanging over the following months.
Heading north and west, my first experiences of those open
outback plains raised the gooseflesh on my arms. Big skies and
pink dusks, red stone and orange dirt.
In later years I would stand at the quarterdeck of a fourmasted barque sailing on a broad reach as she were riding the
wind itself. I’ve seen the Rocky Mountains up Alaska way, the
Kilauea volcano towering over the Hawaiian seas, and the wide
Missouri River. They are beautiful, sure, but nothing can compare, for me, with the journey into inland Australia.
Ever so slowly the green disappears, then the trees grow
smaller and more stunted. Mulga, saltbush, bluebush and spinifex appear, and the earth deepens into shades of red, white and
orange.
It was a harsh journey, to be sure. As the months passed and
the weather warmed, the skin of my face and arms burned to a
deep brown and my hat faded with the sun. The white blaze on
Constance’s nose was prone to sunburn, the pink skin beneath
growing angry red and peeling until I purchased an ointment of
zinc oxide from a travelling apothecary west of Burke. As he
promised, a thin coating each morning protected her from this
affliction. Horse and boy, we endured the heat together – dry
days with scarcely a bucketful to drink between us became all
too common.
Through North-western New South Wales and into
Queensland, we crossed the Darling, the Warrego and the
Bulloo. I fell in love with those inland rivers, some little more
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than gutters of brown, others yet to feel the hoof marks of
sheep and cattle. Running sluggish through twisted clumps of
snags, the banks were stained almost white with the dried clay
of past floods, cracked into shapes like the jigsaw puzzles my
sister Marion had been so fond of back home. Cockatoos and
crows marked the start of day, while Constance’s hobble chains
tinkled nearby.
My first stop was to see my uncle – Da’s brother – in Western Queensland. He had a mail run between Charleville and
outlying towns. I found him in a yard on the fringes of Adavale,
living under a bough shed in a plot filled with wagon parts,
draught horses and weeds.
I had met Uncle James only a few times, but according to
family legend he had played a small part in the Eureka Stockade,
and was never shy of a challenge.
The news that Da had died hit him hard, for I had ridden
ahead of any written communication. He was happy to see me,
though, and happier still to put me to work. For two weeks
I stayed, learning to drive a four-in-hand, handle horses and
equipment like a man.
Like my Da, Uncle James was everyone’s mate in public,
but he was also a hopeless drunk. His melancholy night binges
started wearing me down. I had work, sure, but it was adventure
I wanted, not another version of my father, and I moved on.
I followed the channel country into a horizon lost in heathaze. My finances dwindled until I existed on hand outs from
station kitchens, heading ever north or west. Everywhere I went
there was always somewhere even further out.
My brief experience in mail carrying for my uncle came in
handy. When a bush contractor called Atkins broke his neck in
a fall from his horse, an acquaintance from the road convinced
me that we should take on the role.
In hindsight neither of us had the skills for such a journey.
We started out at Rocklands, Queensland, on a five-hundredmile journey to the Northern Territory. My mate talked me into
attempting a short cut, then together we rode in a two-weeklong circle, utterly lost and near dying of thirst. Embarrassingly,
we ended up twenty miles behind where we started.
Humiliated, we were both sacked, and the mail run was
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handed over to an experienced Aboriginal bushman, Harry
‘Tambo’ Taylor. The insults and criticisms raining down on me
after this aborted mail run included, ‘You can’t send boys to do
a man’s work,’ and ‘wet behind the ears, both of them.’
My salvation came in the stony hill country outside the town
of Cloncurry. I spied three men standing on the side of the
road. It was obvious they were drovers, from the numbers of
horses, and the mob of brown and white cattle pouring through
the gaps in the hills. Two or three more riders could be seen,
galloping to and fro in a cloud of their own dust, keeping the
stock moving.
At first I stopped just for the pleasure of watching them,
but whether consciously or nor I walked Constance nearer to
the group of men. She was a sociable animal, and was likewise
interested in their stock horses, big in the hindquarters with
deep chests and broad foreheads.
The men looked up as I dismounted and led Constance up
with the reins looped in my right hand.
‘Hi there,’ I said. ‘Where’re you heading with that mob?’
One of the three stepped forward. ‘Up to the Territory,
young fellow. I’m Nat Buchanan.’
I was so green I hadn’t heard of the outback’s greatest drover. ‘Are you the boss?’
‘I sure am.’
‘I think he’s after a job, Bluey,’ one of the other men said.
‘You’d better sign him up quick, the poor bastard.’
Blowed if I know, to this day, why they called Nat Buchanan
Bluey. He was no redhead, just a brown haired Irishman. Nothing special, you would think, but he had more ticker than ten
ordinary men.
He looked me up and down like I was a horse. ‘Ye’re a skinny bastard,’ he said. ‘How old are ye?’
‘Fifteen.’
‘Ye reckon ye can hack life on the road fer six to eight hard
months?’
‘Yes sir. I reckon I can.’
‘Can you ride?’
It seemed like a stupid question, since I was leading a horse
by the reins, and he had surely seen me dismount. ‘Oh yeah,
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‘course I can,’ I said finally. ‘I can ride as well as anyone.’
‘Orright then,’ Bluey said, pointing at a big roan gelding
feeding near the road. ‘Ride that one.’
My eyes narrowed, guessing I was being set up. Still, I had
ridden some rough station stock on my travels. I placed Constance’s reins on her withers and reached for the girth so I could
tack the gelding up with my gear. One of the older men touched
my arm. ‘No saddle mate. We want to see if you can ride. Go
on, I’ll hold your mare.’
Thankfully the gelding had been hobbled, so at least I didn’t
have to exhaust myself trying to catch him. I came up at him on
the near side, spent a moment stroking his neck, then removed
the hobbles. I had one last look at my potential employers, who
were laughing amongst themselves, watching me.
Determined to show them up I gripped the horse’s mane,
swung my right leg and landed on his back. So far so good. I
looked back at Bluey Buchanan and his mates as if to say, I got
up here, now what can be so bad?
I clipped my heels in lightly and the horse moved off. I felt
in control. What did my three spectators want to see? A controlled canter with some sharp turns and maybe a jump or two?
I was just thinking these thoughts when my mount started
to reef, front then back, finally pig-rooting like a bastard. I flew
like a rag doll in the jaws of a dog. For about ten terrifying seconds I managed to hang on, legs locked around his flank, and
my hands gripped tight on his mane.
I’d been thrown before, but this was different. The gelding
was an expert. He dropped his head, then kicked high with both
rear legs, using his hindquarters like a spring to eject me from
his back. I flew through the air, landing on my arse in the dust.
My hat detached itself from my head and fell on the ground
beside me.
The three men watching from the road were laughing fit to
bust, and when I limped across and joined them, Bluey Buchanan threw an arm around my shoulders. ‘Ye can ride sonny, don’t
doubt that. And ye’re game too. Not many men can stick to
that bastard for as long as that. Ye want a job? It’s yours. I’ll
pay tucker and what I think you’re worth when we get on the
track.
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Chapter Three

Buchanan had the gift of bushmanship and
location. He was a fine, genial comrade to
have; you only had to look at Nat Buchanan
to see in his physique, actions and general
appearance, a thorough, typical bush man
with the face showing dogged determination and strong will power; one who would
stand by you in time of need until the ‘bells
of eternity rang.’

T

his was the job I’d hungered for, and no wannabe drover
ever got a better start. At the tender age of fifteen, I was
one of seventy or so men hired by Nat Buchanan to
move twenty thousand breeding cattle, in ten separate mobs, to
Glencoe Station in the Northern Territory.
The first leg of the trip, from Richmond Downs Station
between St George and Roma, far to the South, had already
been completed. Horses and cattle from all over the state had
now swollen the numbers. We waited near Cloncurry while
fresh provisions and camp necessities like pack saddles were
purchased from the local Harris and Goldings store, or ordered
from Townsville.
As we struck out for the Gulf, Bluey gave me time to learn
the ropes, and the mistakes I made were not too serious. A serious mistake meant a smash – dead stock – a disaster, for a drov29

er was paid for live animals on arrival. I kept myself together,
alone with the mob on night watch. I never talked of home, nor
shed a tear for Ma so far away, and no one asked.
Bluey and the crew taught me how to front-leg and tailthrow a beast. They taught me how to wheel the leaders when
a night rush happened, how to shoe my own horse, and the
importance of standing up to any man in the camps or along
the track. Once or twice I was bullied into proving my ability
with my fists. Win, lose, or draw, I did not once run away from
a fight.
The droving team I joined was run by a bloke called Tommy
Cahill, just five foot two in height, but fierce and organised. His
brother Paddy, also on the drive, would later become a wellknown bushman and buffalo hunter in the Territory.
For the young hands like me, there were rites of passage:
being given all the shit jobs, for example. I was often the butt
of practical jokes. I learned that the trail is not always easy, and
that extremes of temperature are to be weathered without complaint. In those days, flashness was not tolerated. A man could
be the best whip cracker, or the best rider, but could never say
so. Neither did you piss in any man’s pocket.
The routine was tightly controlled and varied only a little
from day to day. Long before dawn, Tommy, last on watch,
would wake the cook and horse-tailer, at which time me and the
other stockmen buried ourselves deep in our swags, snatching
another forty winks before it was time to get up.
‘Awwlright you bastards,’ Tommy would sing out, as he
prowled the camp. ‘Roll those swags up. You can smell the
Johnny-cakes, don’t tell me you can’t.’
Up straight away, no excuses, dilly dallying in your swag was
to invite a boot in the side. Up for a piss away from the camp,
then damper and tea, while the cattle lowed softly, and night
bells clunked as the horse-tailer brought in the day horses and
tacked them up. The tailer would know each horse, which ones
were due to be rested or ridden, and the preferences of the
stockmen, who were often picky bastards.
Each man used up to three ‘day’ horses, allowing for each
to be ridden hard one day, then rested for two. There were also
ten or a dozen ‘night’ horses, handpicked for their night vision,
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willingness to work in the dark, and tractability around cattle.
By first light we were in the saddle, with the sun slanting
gold through the Mitchell and kangaroo grass. The cows, at that
stage, would be lumbering to their feet, hungry for feed.
Those first hours of the day I helped bring the mob onto
grass, forming them along a broad front so they all found fresh
pasture, making a plodding progress forward, heads down, necks
sloping forty-five degrees from the shoulders. At this stage we
rode our horses behind, not rushing, talking and skylarking as
the day warmed.
Finally, with the cattle’s bellies tight with grass, it was time to
get some miles down. Working in concert, we’d move the cattle
off, bunching them into a mob and taking our positions on the
rear, wings and lead.
At times small groups of livestock would resist, stopping
with their progeny under trees, and we’d ride in, stock whips
cracking, baulking at them, calling ‘Yah, yah,’ waving hats or
throwing stones at them and any other tricks we could dream
up. Day after day, the same animals would misbehave, and we’d
give them nicknames that stuck – simple descriptive names like
Blackhead, Whitey, Shit-for-brains or One-horn.
Late in the morning, if all went well, we’d take the cattle
into dinner camp. Most times Tommy Cahill or one of the black
boys would have scouted out a good waterhole, but if the hole
was small or treacherous we would cut out small mobs and supervise them before bringing in the next lot.
Then, while whoever’s turn it was to watch the cattle did so,
the rest of us ate cold lunches we’d packed that morning, usually corned beef and Johnny cakes. We also wolfed down mugs
of tea. Time for washing, shaving, even a quick nap, hat tilted
low over the eyes, often just yarning while the cattle chewed
their cuds and rested.
An hour or two later the mob would be walked off again
for a couple of hours before reaching a designated night camp.
The cook and horse-tailer would be waiting there with a good
campfire and tucker.
Before dusk, the cattle were pushed into a roughly circular
camp the size of a football field – not too tight – but with the
animals having room enough to lie down if they wished to.
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At precisely sunset Tommy set his pouch clock for drovers’
time – six pm – for there was no way of determining the actual
time. The night watches began at that point, shared at two-anda-half-hour intervals. The watchman guarded the herd, riding
around them; reciting poems, voicing his thoughts or singing
softly to let them know his location and to keep them settled.
Always he stayed alert for signs of a rush. This happened when
something spooked the herd: a twig breaking under a hoof – a
cook dropping a pot – sometimes we never knew. Two thousand cows, bulls and calves on the run could do fearful damage
which was why a blazing fire burned all night between camp
and the cattle. If the stock ran in the direction of the camp the
fire would split them, and prevent sleeping drovers from being
trampled. The camp was made squarely on the road on which
we had come – a common direction of a rush – with lanterns
hanging on the wagonette.
If a rush started the night watchman would call for help,
and we’d race from our swags, grab a horse tied ready at a tree
just behind us and hurry to help. The night watchman would
then gallop for the leaders of the rush, and cut in on them, attempting to ‘ring’ them back on themselves. This is where the
term ‘ringer’ originally came from.
I was new to cattle work, but I learned quickly as we pushed
the mobs down the Flinders River and into the Gulf. The Wet
Season let loose its fury, with all the associated problems of
bogged stock, lack of provisions, heat and humidity.
We pushed the cattle along ridges to avoid the waterlogged
ground between the channels, but this was a hard time to be on
the road. Rations, obtained at Normanton, and heading towards
the drive by bullock dray, were delayed for weeks.
Hungry and exhausted, the drovers staged a strike, and many
deserted. Stayers like me had our workloads increased to cope
with the shortfall of manpower.
Across the ‘Plains of Promise’, from Floraville onwards,
conditions improved, and the big drive hit Burketown. The men
were more than ready for a spree. By chance, a Burns, Philp and
Company Steamer arrived at the same time. Seamen and drovers combined into a rowdy mob, crowding the pubs and keeping the local police busy.
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I was school educated and smart. I was a good talker, full of
fun and mischief. At that stage, I was too young to drink, but I
joined in the high-jinks and fights that characterised those days
in that wild Gulf town. Uncontrollables were chained to a log
overnight while they sobered up.
Penetrating on towards the Calvert River, the men of the wild
Gulf nations did not allow our herds and men to pass unmolested. Horses were constantly speared and stolen. Armed warriors lined the cliffs above the river, clattering spear on shield
and jeering, voicing their displeasure at the incursion.
I owned no weapon, at that stage, but the older hands responded with gunfire. I remember how one stockman’s revolver
jammed, and later when he tried to clean it, he accidentally shot
himself in the leg. For weeks he had to be carried on a dray. He
walked with a limp for the rest of his days.
Strung out over a hundred miles of wilderness the drive
pressed on. Nat Buchanan had rules about not letting wild
blacks into the camp, mostly intended to prevent the men from
abducting women and forcing them to their swags. This prevented a lot of trouble, as did his preference for giving the cattle
‘the old gooseberry’ – driving them on at speed.
Good leadership trickling down from the top, as well as the
sheer size of the drive, helped prevent serious trouble. Tommy
Cahill was smart enough to kill a bullock or two, leaving beef
for the locals as we went through.
Once the drive reached the Roper River, the western extreme of the Gulf Track, we found better feed, and freshwater
creeks for the men to bogie and relax. Plentiful stores of quinine kept the fever toll to a minimum, though at least one white
man I know of died on that trip.
I learned so much, droving with Nat Buchanan. I learned
that things happen on the frontier that a man doesn’t talk about.
Especially not when you get back to the world of picket fences
and newspapers. I was lucky enough to see the Northern Territory before it changed: the waving, golden grasslands still the
domain of the kangaroo, and emu: where the black man was
proud and free, terrifying in ochre and bone adornments.
One night, camped on the Elsey, the sky flickered with light,
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and soon after we heard a tremendous explosion in the distance.
The cattle rushed, and the night horses, tied ready behind our
camp, strained at their halters until we caught and calmed them,
riding out to turn that rush before we lost dozens, maybe hundreds of head.
‘God’s hooks!’ Bluey swore. ‘It’s August, shouldn’t be a
thunderstorm within cooey.’
We learned at the Telegraph Station a few days later, that an
island volcano had exploded some eight hundred miles to the
north of us. A place called Krakatoa.
In the months and years that followed, as smoke and
dust from that eruption filtered the sunsets into red and yellow
glory, men would say that it was heaven and hell meeting up in
the sky. I was young enough to believe them.
Enjoyed the preview?
You can buy the paperback at:
https://storiesofoz.selz.com/item/whistlersbones
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