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Chapter 1 – Adventurous Roots
W.L. “Buck” McMullan, my companion on a dozen wild river expeditions, a couple of mule packing expeditions, and countless hunts, used his double-bit axe to chop a dead aspen into firewood while our younger companions, on their first bowhunt in the Colorado rockies, shivered under the shelter tarp drinking coffee. A freezing rain squall had whipped the camp for two hours before it rumbled on over the range to punish some other camp of intruders, and, because it was mid-afternoon, the youngest of our companions, Tim, expressed concern that I had not returned to camp, yet.
“Should we go and look for him?”
Buck built up a teepee of cut wood without answering and then sloshed a generous amount of boy scout water on the wet wood before he threw in a match. The younger men flinched when the fire exploded into life, and then they moved out from under the tarp to warm themselves by the roaring blaze.
Buck stomped the cold out of his feet and turned his back to the fire to warm his hands and his backside as the trace of a smile curled his mouth up at the corners.
“Boys, you don’t understand. That old man has been places on this planet so wild that he was the first man to ever set foot there. And he’s more at home out there than most people are in their own living rooms,“ he said as he pointed his long fingers in an indiscriminate wave toward the mountains.
“When that freezing rain blew in he probably dropped off on the north slope and nested up under a big fir tree to sleep out the storm like some wild animal.
“He’ll be back tonight, or, maybe, tomorrow, but it won’t be because he yearns for the comforts of camp and the warmth of human companionship. No, sir. He’ll come back out of a sense of responsibility for us. Otherwise he’d stay out there where he’s happiest, ghosting through the woods like an Indian.
“We’ld only piss ‘im off if we went looking for ‘im, and we wouldn’t find ‘im anyway, not unless he wanted us to find ‘im. But if any of us was lost he would be the one we would want to come lookin’.”
It was pure mountain man bragadoccio, of course, intended to impress the cheechakos, but there was a seed of truth in what he said.
One would think that I was raised by a rugged, red-necked outdoorsman, but, unlike most young men, including my own son, nephews, and other young men under my influence, my love for adventure and for the outdoors, along with my self-confidence and skill in all things related, was not seeded by my father or a close male relative.
My father, though a sports writer and editor for the Abilene Reporter News and co-owner of a 10,000 acre ranch along Elm Creek in south Taylor County and a 2,600 acre ranch in Jones County, was neither a rancher nor a true outdoorsman. He was what I would call a “gentleman outdoorsman” who enjoyed bird hunting, primarily because it was a social event, and fished for bass in his private tanks with a Zebco closed face reel using Shyster spinnerbaits.
My maternal grandfather, Ernest Grissom, was both a rancher and an outdoorsman, but he lived out of state for health reasons during my early formative years.
My mother, Nancy Grissom Sayles, unlike my father, was an adventurist. She soloed in a Stearman biplane and was a licensed pilot by the age of twenty-one, and her lifelong interest in pre-Columbian culture took her into remote and dangerous areas of Mexico, Central and South America.
She collected pre-Columbian pottery, donating many fine pieces to museums, and her photos and native Guatemalan costume collections are still on display at the Metropolitan Museum in New York. Even in her latter years she guided small groups into the Guatemalan highlands and went on archeological digs where she slept in a hammock under a mosquito net in some remote jungle clearing.
Traveling with my father was all about getting from point A to point B, but travelling with my mother was entirely different. She, too, was raised by an extraordinary woman, Pearl Grissom, who came to Texas in a covered wagon and was one of the earliest licensed pilots in the United States. And a trip with my mother meant stopping to look for fossils, to admire an unusual stand of wildflowers, to scramble over the lava fields or the sand dunes, to take side trips to Indian pueblos, to search for arrowheads, to stop at every little museum and roadside stand on the way, and to picnic at some creek where we could wade in the water and skip stones.
When we weren’t physically exploring our world she taught us to explore it with our imaginations as she read books to us like “Tarzan of the Apes”, “The Last of the Mohicans”, and “The Adventures of Tom Sawyer”.
I was thus genetically and otherwise disposed to an adventurous spirit, but it was the Sayles Ranch, the land itself, that seeded my soul with an extreme lifelong love for the outdoors, for wild places, and for the testosterone driven occupations and pursuits related to the land and to the outdoors in general.
The first memories I have of the Sayles Ranch were of the old one bedroom log cabin where Uncle Mac, my grandfather’s brother, and Aunt Mamie lived. Aunt Mamie still cooked on a woodburning stove, and my sister, Martha, and I slept on a pallet in the living room in front of a rock fireplace.
My chore was to gather eggs from the henhouse, and I carefully broke each egg into the coffee can that I was given for carrying the eggs.
After being gently corrected by Aunt Mamie, I went out to the henhouse the following morning to gather eggs where I encountered a giant bull snake, as big as a python, stretched out on the rafter.
Aunt Mamie came back to the henhouse with me, carrying her broom, and, after knocking the bull snake off of the rafter, she chased it out of the henhouse all the way down the fence line, chastising it at every opportunity with her domestic weapon.
Uncle Mac was an old time rancher, who had moved to Abilene from his 70,000 acre ranch near Toyah, and he enjoyed carrying me, or any youngster, in the saddle in front of him as we rode the home pasture that joined Lake Abilene on the west.
My paternal grandfather, Henry Sayles, Jr., had already been debilitated by a stroke when I was still a young boy, but he knew how to pique a young boy’s interest. The most interesting place in their house, other than the elevator, was a storeroom above the garage, and, when he was feeling up to it, he took me up there to examine the treasures it contained.
These included a bear skin rug and a bison head mount hanging on the wall, boxes of old books with fold out maps, a massive stamp collection, a five gallon tin can with a lid that contained Uncle Ted’s bird egg collection with the eggs carefully stored and labeled on layers of cotton, and another five gallon tin can containing flint artifacts from the Sayles Ranch, also collected by Uncle Ted.
E. B. “Ted” Sayles was a self-trained archeologist who co-founded the Texas Archeological and Paleontological Society (today’s TAS) in 1928 and eventually became the curator of the Arizona Museum of Natural History in Tuscon. His early work included an ambitious attempt to compare archeological sites across the state, define its prehistoric cultures, and examine the relationships between various regions. He also spent considerable time surveying the archeological sites on the Sayles Ranch, and the five gallon tin represented those artifacts that he did not donate to museums.
They could not have interested me more if they had been gold doubloons from a sunken Spanish galleon, and Uncle Ted’s book, “Throw Stone: The First American Boy”, became one of my favorites, along with a photographic history book, “The Fighting Indians of the West”, that is still in my library today.
In my youth I probably had the most extensive collection of cowboy and Indian figures in America, but, unlike most boys, the elaborate plots I devised for my games always ended with an Indian triumph.
Like most other boys in those days, I had a BB gun, and, later, a Crossman pump pellet gun. But I was not allowed to handle firearms until the fall of my sixth grade year at the age of eleven when I joined my parents on a dove hunt at the smaller Jones County ranch just north of Abilene. My father had given me a new single shot .410 (which I would not impose on a boy that age these days), and my first shot brought down a dove as it flew directly toward me.
At Camp Stewart the following summer I disdained the more popular team sports and took boxing, horsemanship, canoeing, archery, and riflery, where I earned an “Expert” medal, having perfected the traditional military shooting positions of prone, sitting, kneeling, and standing.
My father was co-owner of Athletic Supply at the time, and he had a Winchester Model 61 .22 rifle, given to him by the other owners. To this day I don’t know why, but when I came home from camp and requested the opportunity to camp out alone on the ranch with my father’s .22 and a box of shells, my mother agreed.
She notified Bill Sayles, Uncle Mac’s son, who was leasing the east end of the ranch at the time, and then she dropped me off at the gate into the Pleasant Run pasture with instructions for me to meet her there at noon two days later.
I had my scout pack, a blanket, a box of matches, a canteen, two cans of Beanie Wienies, a couple of candy bars, my cub scout book of animal tracks, my father’s .22, and a lifetime of exploring and participating in the wild outdoors began in earnest.
The Sayles Ranch near Buffalo Gap was a 10,000 acre property put together by my grandfather, Henry Sayles, Jr. in the late 1920’s and early 1930’s as he bought up smaller properties all along Elm Creek south of Abilene. This land just west of Buffalo Gap in the northern edge of Texas Hill country featured cave ridden limestone cliffs, colorful red and yellow sandstone bluffs, and a clear, coke bottle green, spring-fed creek lined with elms and native pecan trees. The hills and valleys, where whitetail deer, wild turkeys, and quail lived in abundance, were dominated by red oaks, live oaks, and juniper. And scattered fields, cleared by the original settlers, provided additional grazing for both livestock and wildlife.
Those days were filled with the wonder and magic of youthful discovery, and when I found a perfect little Perdiz bird point created by the craftsmanship of an ancient Indian hunter roaming those same hills and valleys thousands of years ago, it had the effect of symbolically connecting me to the land and its previous inhabitants in some mysterious way that had nothing to do with statutory ownership, confirming, if only in my own soul, that the Sayles Ranch was where I belonged. It was my soul’s “home” on Earth.
As I grew up I had a few adventurous co-conspirators, like George Phelps, the daredevil who at the age of twelve convinced me to swim naked from his grandparent’s house on Lake Delafosse for a mile or more up the muddy, snake-infested creek that we pretended to be the “Amazon”. And Ned Butler, my lifelong best friend, who joined me on numerous bicycle expeditions into the undeveloped brush country along Elm Creek north of South 14th Street with our wooden longbows and .22s.
Later, at the age of fifteen, while spending the summer with my maternal grandparents in La Jolla, California, my new buddy, Skip, and I went surfing together on our Hobie long boards in the cold and sometimes dangerous California waters.
When we weren’t surfing we took his fifteen foot surf dinghy out to catch sharks. We used flying fish on large hooks with a wire leader attached to a ski rope, and the largest we caught, a 10 foot hammerhead, towed us completely out of sight of land until we managed to tie him up close to the boat and pull him in.
Skip knew someone at Scripps Institute, so we pulled our prize ashore beside the Scripps Pier after dark, and his contact paid us $100 cash on the spot.
On another occasion I skied behind his boat in the swells and troughs just outside the surf line when Skip suddenly chased a huge shark. Each time the shark made a sharp turn Skip turned with him, leaving me to sink down in the water until I was jerked up into a skiing position again.
When I revealed my plans to go bear hunting during the summer after my sophomore year of high school, my maternal grandfather, Ernest Grissom, encouraged me by giving me his pre-1964 Winchester Model 70 .30-06, the firearm that would become my “magic” rifle in later years.
My red headed friend, Daniel Boone (yes, that really is his name), wanted to go with me, but his mother wasn’t comfortable with the idea of two young boys going bear hunting in the wilderness without an adult to supervise, and I drove to Colorado by myself to lead a pack-train of horses alone into the Gunnison National Forest where I met up with my sixty-five year old companion, Shorty Shelton. The magic rifle did its trick, and Shorty offered a kid who was not even shaving, yet, a job as his horse wrangler and guide during the upcoming fall hunting season.
I told Shorty that my parents were permissive enough when it came to doing things on my own, but they were unlikely to allow me to drop out of high school to become a horse wrangler and hunting guide.
As my high school graduation present my mother, who promoted my love for the outdoors and outdoor adventures, gave me a huge stock of groceries and enough gas money to get me to Alaska and back, and I spent the entire summer fishing, hunting, and backpacking the trackless Alaskan wilderness alone with my six month old black Labrador pup.
For her, for my maternal grandparents, and for me, none of this was particularly reckless or dangerous. It was just an adventurous gene being allowed to manifest itself.
My interest in ranching, in horses, and in working livestock came from other sources. My grandfather’s brother, Mac Sayles, ran the Sayles Ranch until one of Mac’s sons, Bill Sayles, took over the operation of the east end of the ranch while Harry Holt, a local rancher and our next door neighbor in Abilene, operated the west end.
Living at the ranch and working for Harry Holt for $5.00 a day during the summers of my early teenage years is what imprinted me with a love for horses and for working livestock.
Harry Holt had two daughters, Mary Jo, who was my age and my best friend in early childhood, and Betty Ann, who was my sister’s age. But neither he nor his gnarly ranch manager, Leo Mashburn, had sons, and Mr. Holt took pleasure in introducing me to the nuts and bolts of ranching.
The vaqueros (Mexican cowboys) who worked for Harry Holt also enjoyed teaching me their skills and their language, and I developed an affinity with them that has not left me to this day.
My maternal grandfather, Ernest Grissom, came from a ranching heritage and ranched most of his life. But I was the first direct descendent on my paternal Grandfather’s side of the family to strongly identify with the land and with the occupation of ranching, and I assumed, as I grew up, that I would eventually be the one to operate the Sayles Ranch.


Chapter 2 – The Immigrant
“Oz” is the vernacular for Australia, and, like Oz, Australia is a magical land, an ancient, isolated island continent with strange flora and fauna, like the “Lost World” of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.
The people of Oz are unusual, too; the Aborigines who immigrated to the great island many thousands of years ago with each tribal and language group being given a specific, inviolable geographic territory by the gods of their creation account, mirroring Jehovah’s covenant partitioning of Israel to the twelve tribes; as well as the more recent European immigrants who have developed a unique Australian character of their own, some even tracing their roots back to some prisoner transported to the colony for the term of his or her natural life.
Almost everyone I’ve met who learned that I spent a considerable amount of my youthful manhood in Australia tells me that they have always wanted to go to Australia or wished that they had gone to Australia when they were younger. The image of Australia as a friendly land of adventure and opportunity exploded on the American consciousness with the advent of “Crocodile Dundee” movies and has been recently reinforced by the epic movie “Australia”, but in 1965 I had no firsthand knowledge of any other Americans who had stepped off the edge of the world to plunge headfirst into a new life in the land down under.
When I was asked why I had chosen to immigrate to Australia I used to say I was looking at a globe one day, and, after placing the index finger of my right hand on Abilene, Texas, I reached around the globe to place the index finger of my left hand on the exact opposite side of the globe. When I looked to see where it landed, it landed on Australia.
My cavalier explanation contained the truth without revealing it, and many of my friends and family assumed that my restless need to travel to the remotest region of the globe from Abilene, Texas was nothing more than a risk-taking escape from the net of life closing in on me the way it does on most young men my age as they settle down to a responsible life of career and family.
The truth was elusive, even for me, and, except for my own family, I made no attempt to explain. Australia was just far enough, and the adventure of going there was just wild enough to hide the pain I felt over what was, for me, a loss of identity and life purpose.
It was my father’s dream for me to earn a business degree at the University of Texas and then join him in his real estate business just as he had eventually joined his father in the real estate business.
His own first love had been journalism, and he was an award-winning sports writer and a managing editor for the Abilene Reporter News before he left that profession to take over his own father’s business. Now it was his hope that I would lose my youthful interest in ranching and settle on a more practical occupation.
“Son, the ranch doesn’t even pay the taxes on the land,” he said.
“But you’re talking about lease income, Dad, not income from ranching or hunting.”
“Bill Sayles and Harry Holt don’t make much of a living from the ranch,” he quickly answered. “They have other sources, or they would starve to death.”
“Then I’ll do the same thing,” I answered as I attempted to maintain control of my emotion. “I’ll lease the entire ranch and work it, and if I have to do something else in addition to make it all work out, then I will.”
“Well…we’ll talk about that when the time comes,” he said, “but no matter what you end up doing, a degree in business will help you be successful, even in ranching.”
I continued on in the uneasy truce concerning my future, but during my junior year at the university I received the news that put a knot in my stomach and started what I knew in my heart would be an irreversible trend. My father sold two sections of the ranch to a family friend, and shortly thereafter he sold the Lake Pasture, with the old log cabin homestead, to his cousin, Bill Sayles.
I did not withhold my grief from him at the time, although I recognized his right to dispose of the land as he and my uncle saw fit. In turn he promised that a substantial portion of the Sayles Ranch would remain intact, but later, when he made plans to subdivide another two sections of the ranch, my unhappiness over what I knew would be the eventual fate of the land I had learned to love and with which I so strongly identified, made me yearn to put as many miles between me and the impending loss as possible.
When it became apparent that I was actually going to leave home, my father offered to help me get set up for ranching on what was left of the Sayles Ranch, but when I asked him to put the remainder of the land into a Subchapter S Corporation to reduce the possibility that he and my uncle would continue to sell off bits and pieces until nothing was left, he neither agreed nor disagreed, and I took his passive resistance as a “no”.
At that point I lost all hope that the circumstances would change, and I continued to make plans to immigrate to Australia.
One of the more practical reasons I chose Australia came from a conversation with my banker in Abilene who had ranching interests in Brazil. He said that Australia and Brazil were about the only stable countries left where it was possible to buy ranch land and make it pay for itself. I also read some intriguing magazine articles about professional hunting opportunities in Australia. Rabbits, kangaroos, foxes, and wild water buffalos were all hunted for meat or fur, and, although I did not see that as a lifelong profession, the idea appealed to me as an adventurous way to make a living while it lasted.
In the larger sense I was not emotionally estranged from my father or my family. I knew it was breaking their hearts for me to leave, but I needed to be as far away as possible, not only while it happened, but afterwards, too. Even today I cannot bear driving down the highway between Buffalo Gap and US 277 and seeing what has happened to the old Sayles Ranch, but for many, including my family, my reaction seemed both reckless and extreme.
I suppose others would have found a less radical means of dealing with the circumstances, but my independent, adventurous nature made a new life on my own in Australia, far removed from the source of my pain, very appealing.
My best friend, Ned Butler, intended to join me on the journey to Australia, and we rode out to California on our Triumph motorcycles in the summer of 1965 where we worked on the freight docks during the week to save money for the trip, and on the weekends we bodysurfed at the “wedge”.
The wedge is a spot where the swells bounce off the Newport Beach jetty and into the next swell to form a huge wedge-shaped wave with a long, perfect break to the left. Board surfers do not ride at the wedge, but the spot is a favorite for experienced bodysurfers.
When we heard that storm conditions out in the Pacific were causing giant ten to twelve foot swells from the southwest to hit the California coast we rode our motorcycles down to the wedge, where the waves were typically double the size of waves breaking elsewhere along that same coast line. The wedge is now a world famous extreme bodysurfing and bodyboarding venue with waves comparable to the north shore of Oahu, but in 1965 it was known mostly to the local surfers.
The wedge did not normally attract beach lovers, either, but when we arrived on the scene the beach was covered with hundreds of spectators and cameramen with long lenses taking still shots and movies while three wired in bodysurfers in wetsuits slipped, one at a time, down the twenty foot break and through a long tube breaking to the left
“I’m going in,” I said.
“You’re crazy,” said Ned.
I confess that my heart was pounding as I swam out around the heavy break to join the queue, and watching one mountainous swell after another come in to carry each bodysurfer in turn down the twenty foot wall did nothing to calm my fear.
Surf always comes in sets with each set getting bigger and bigger until it reaches a peak, and then the cycle starts over with smaller waves gradually increasing in size until they peak again, and I noticed, while lifted high into the air by each increasing swell, that the bodysurfers were not coming back out to rejoin the queue. They were waiting for the swells to get back to a reasonable size before going out again.
I was alone with a choice to make. I could either swim back in the way I came, or I could take a wave that no one else was willing, or stupid enough, to take.
In a way that moment of decision defined my persona as much as my decision to immigrate to Australia, and I kicked hard, all balls and no brains, to take off on the biggest wave of the set as it bore down on me like an ocean liner.
What I remember is falling down the front of the cresting swell to the slick, sucked in belly of the wave and then being crushed by tons of falling water that scrubbed me around on the coarse sandy bottom like a pair of jeans in a washing machine. Ned told me afterwards that all he could see were my swim fins as I did a perfect flip down the front of the wave before it fell on top of me.
I survived going “over the falls” without getting the wind knocked out of me, but I flailed through the froth in a panic, not knowing which way was up, until I broke through the turbid surface to gasp urgently for air.
As I struggled to get out of the water with flippers in hand I saw people pointing and shouting a warning, and, just as I turned to see what they were pointing at, I was hit with another giant wave.
When I finally made it to the beach a cinematographer ran up to me. His eyes were wide with excitement as he said, “Oh, wow, man. That was the best bodysurfing wipeout I’ve ever filmed!”
Ned’s motivation to take off on the “grand adventure” was not as deeply rooted as mine, and, at the age of 24, after selling my strawberry roan horse, my Donoho saddle, and my Chevrolet 4 x 4 truck, I boarded the airplane with a letter from my Marine Corps commandant releasing me from active reserve status, an Australian immigrant’s visa in my hand, and a hole in my soul from what I new would ultimately be the end of my deep emotional and spiritual connection with the Sayles Ranch.
Iwas alone but undaunted, intent on making my permanent home somewhere in Australia. I only had enough capital to get to there, buy a vehicle, and get started on my quest, but my spirited optimism drove me forward without reserve. I dreamed of eventually owning an Australian cattle station (ranch) somewhere in the wild outback, but my immediate plan was to travel around, working at odd jobs as I explored the land down under and the opportunities it offered a young man like me.
When I landed in Australia after spending considerable time in Fiji and New Zealand I was not completely on my own. My parents had friends they met on a Caribbean cruise, Jim and Dottie Sullivan, who lived in the Dandenong Ranges northeast of Melbourne.
Jim’s assumption, based on conversations and letters from my father, was that I was on a long, open-ended tour of his country, something Australians call a “working holiday”.
“Hal and Nancy are hoping that you will grow up some while you’re here and get the wanderlust out of your system. I know they will be happy when you decide to return to Texas. But, in the meantime, Dottie and I promised to keep an eye on you, so you can consider Happy Valley to be your home away from home while you’re in Oz.”
Their little farm, “Happy Valley”, became my temporary headquarters, and I made no attempt to rebut their assumption that I was just doing a little traveling around before I returned home to settle down to a job and a family.
As I expanded the circle of my explorations I learned to appreciate the European style of public transportation in the larger cities of Australia. I shipped my Triumph Bonneville motorcycle over from the United States prior to my flight so I would have transportation until I could buy a four wheel drive vehicle of some kind, and from Happy Valley I frequently rode my Bonneville to the Kuranda station a few minutes away where I hopped on a train for the city center. At the central train station I caught a tram to whatever part of the city I wanted to visit. It was a very pleasant, low stress way of getting into and around the “big smoke.”
In the evenings Jim loved to sit out on the deck drinking Fosters Lager as we looked out over the Dutch flower gardens across the valley and watched “George” the kookaburra eat scraps of meat left out on the railing just for him.
Kookaburras are also called “laughing jackass birds” because of their “hoo-hoo-hoo-ha-ha-ha-hee-hee-hee” call, and George entertained us regularly between his feedings.
In spite of the fact that he had never spent one day in the outback, Jim loved to read Banjo Patterson poems to me, and I was fascinated by the characters portrayed by the bush poet, especially “The Man From Snowy River”, whom I secretly identified with.
“He sent the flint-stones flying,
but the pony kept his feet,
He cleared the fallen timber in his stride,
And the man from Snowy River never shifted in his seat,
It was grand to see that mountain horseman ride.”
Jim also insisted that I take a tour of the Snowy Mountain Scheme, a massive irrigation project in which water from the numerous streams on the rainy eastern slopes of the Great Dividing Range were being turned back through various tunnel systems to the western slopes where they would provide irrigation waters for the rich Murray Valley. I wasn’t particularly interested in this great engineering marvel, but traveling through the Victorian Alps and through the Snowy Mountains on my Triumph Bonneville stirred up the sense of freedom and adventure I was experiencing.
After riding through the Australian Alps all the way to Canberra, I joined a tour bus visiting the Snowy Scheme. Before I left Texas, Presley Guitar, a magician and inventor of illusions from Abilene, gave me some trick Australian coins to use as ice breakers, and I entertained the crowd with my coin tricks and my Texas drawl. One young single woman was on the tour, a nursing sister from Sydney. She was pretty and outgoing, but I assumed that her title of “sister” identified her as a Catholic nun. So, when she flirted with me, I was confused and a little troubled. It was not until three days later that I found out all nurses in Australia are called “sisters” regardless of religion.
After returning to “Happy Valley” I left a few days later to take the ferry from Melbourne to Tasmania, a sixteen hour trip across the stormy Bass Strait, and a week later I was employed on a rock crushing crew at one of the Hydro-electric Commission (HEC) dam sites near Hobart. My crew chief was Canadian. None of the other laborers were Australian. One was a big, friendly Austrian who spoke no English. One was a German who had been a WWII POW in Arizona where he picked cotton side by side with Navajo Indians. Another was a Hungarian freedom fighter, and the other was a young Englishman, Dave Chaplin, who had a small farmstead in the Huon Valley.
It struck me that everyone on the crew, including myself, was an expatriate who had chosen Australia as the new frontier on which to build their hopes and dreams.
I was in good company.






Chapter 3 – Tiger Country
While at “Happy Valley” I contacted Peter Thompsen, a buffalo shooter and safari operator in the Northern Territory by telephone and by letter after spotting his ad in “The Sporting Shooter” magazine. Peter convinced me that it was possible to make a substantial amount of money shooting wild water buffalos there and that the Northern Territory, as well as Western Australia, offered the greatest opportunities for a young man to eventually own and operate a cattle station.
The Northern Territory, though, was sub-tropical monsoon country, and the buffalo shooting would not start up again until the beginning of the dry season in April or May. So, it became my plan, after leaving Tasmania, to work my way up the coast finding whatever employment I could until April when I would drive straight across western Queenland and up to Darwin.
But, before I left Tasmania, an intriguing quest caught my imagination. The Gordon River is the longest river in Tasmania, and, because it is located in the rugged southwestern temperate rainforest region of Tasmania, there were no roads into the river at any point, not even four wheel drive roads. The best topographic maps available of the region were of very poor quality, but I was confident that I could carry a small rubber life raft into the wilderness and come out a month or two later at the mouth of the Gordon where tourist boats visited each Saturday from the port of Strahan.
All I had to do was to find someone to go with me, but none of the experienced backpackers that I talked to from the Hobart Bushwalking Club, where I posted a notice, were able to take that much time off. One even called me a “crazy bloody yank” after I explained my concept to him.
The attitude of experienced local bushwalkers (backpackers) should have caused me to ask myself, “Why hasn’t anyone ever traveled the full length of the Gordon River from its headwaters all the way to the sea?” But I didn’t. I just saw it as an opportunity to do something
unique as an adventurer and explorer, and I confidently assumed that my wilderness skills and personal drive would carry me through.
After Christmas I talked the young Englishman, Dave Chaplin, who had never backpacked or trekked the wilderness before, into making the attempt with me to explore the Gordon River in Tasmania by foot and by rubber raft, from its headwaters all the way to the sea.
Dave was an amateur geologist and a fossiker who planned to bring his gold pan along to look for gold and other precious metals in the numerous small streams we would cross, but he had no idea how difficult the trip would be.
Jim and Dottie Sullivan were horrified when they heard my plans, and they wrote my parents an urgent letter telling them that my plans were extremely dangerous.
They were correct, and, if I had known the truth, I would have made less ambitious plans. It was years later that I learned about a world famous Lithuanian kayaker, Olegas Truchanas, who flew by helicopter into the wilderness to successfully navigate the Class V+ “Gordon Splits”, only to drown in the Gordon in 1972 on a return trip with a film crew to run the rapids a second time.
If I planned an expedition like that today I would fly the route first and make arrangements with the pilot to do weekly food and supply drops at specific, easily identifiable spots along the way. At the time, though, I simply planned to augment our supply of dried foods with fish and with wild game harvested with my .22-250, like mountain men of old.
My favorite non-fiction authors at the time were Robert Ruark, Justice William O. Douglas, and Henry David Thoreau. Thoreau frequently explored the New England wilderness with no particular agenda, no maps, and no compass, and, when a reporter asked him if he ever got lost, Thoreau replied, “You’re not lost if you don’t care where you are.”
My sentiment was and still is similar to that of Thoreau. I’ve never been a fan of hiking the well-marked, heavily used trails in a National Park or the destination mentality of “doing” a particular trail just to add to my lifetime trail list. As a man with a life long love for wilderness and wild places I recognize the need for strict rules about off trail hiking in the heavily visited National Parks, but the Gordon River, from its headwaters all the way to the sea, was a pristine wilderness, unchanged and untouched by man in any significant way for 10,000 years. Not even the indigenous natives of Tasmania dared to venture into the interior rainforest. They preferred the coastal areas and the dryer eastern half of the state that were more hospitable to man.
The Gordon River basin was protected, not by law, but by its own rugged remoteness, and it was the adventure of making our way in extreme wilderness, where none had ever gone before, that compelled me even more than the specific quest of being the first to explore the full length of the Gordon. Even today numerous mountains and valleys of southwest Tasmania remain unexplored on the ground by man, and most visitors to that region stick to the developed trail systems for good reason.
On the day of our departure Dave and I got a ride with some friends from the bed & breakfast where I stayed in Hobart, to Clark Dam at Butler’s Gorge. Everything southwest of Clark Dam was absolutely trackless. We crossed the dam about 10pm on a very still, clear night, and my friends yelled to us from across the gorge. We echoed back and watched their tail-lights disappear. No one else was at the dam site. We were completely alone. We made camp in the moonlight on the shores of Lake King William, but neither of us slept very well that night.
By mid-morning the next day we reached the button-grass plains of the Gordon River headwaters. “Button-grass” grows in button-like clumps on damp muskeg, and walking through it is difficult because of the sponginess of the ground. The going was not as tough as trekking across Alaskan muskeg, but the experience was similar. We thought it might be easier to walk through the Eucalypt forests, and, although the footing was more solid, walking through the forest meant making our way through thick undergrowth.
That night we camped on a wooded point at the edge of the button-grass, and we woke up the next morning with the hopeful sign of numerous kangaroos and wallabies playing and feeding out in the open clearing.
I downed one of the wallabies, and the backstrap, when floured and seasoned the same as venison, was better than expected, tasting even superior to the venison backstrap I had grown to love in Texas. We carried some of the meat with us to cook that night, but we had to leave most of the wallaby’s remains as a meal for the Tasmanian devils and tiger cats.
All day we struggled through the boggy, muskeg-like button-grass and then through down timber on more solid ground. When we sat down to rest March flies (like horse flies) and mosquitoes attacked us, and we had to roll our pants legs up and our socks down to burn the leeches off. Our packs were heavy and our muscles were sore, and, when we finally camped down by a tributary of the Gordon River, we were exhausted.
When we took our boots off that night we discovered that our socks were bloody from the leeches that had gotten inside our socks, filled themselves with our blood, and then were smooshed at some point on our hike that day. The following morning I woke up with an itching sensation on the back of my neck, and when I reached back to scratch, I felt a big, fat leech. I got up quickly, like a man with a purpose, to build the morning campfire, and Dave held the smoking end of a stick against the leech until it curled up and dropped off. After the slimy, black parasite fell to the ground I picked it up and threw it into the fire, where the creature’s demise seemed appropriate.
The following day we made our noon camp by a perfect little swimming hole filled with wild trout never seen by a fisherman before, and Dave announced that he apparently left our paddle for the raft at one of our rest stops. We named that stream “Lost Paddle Creek” in honor of the event.
To this day I grin when I imagine some adventurous, off-trail wilderness trekker, thinking that he is the first man in the history of the planet to stand in that particular spot, as he finds a weathered, moss covered paddle far removed from any navigable waters.
“What the bloody ‘ell is this then, eh?”
The only fishing gear I brought along was a roll of 4 pound test monofilament, a box of size 14 hooks, and a box of split shot. I made a pole out of slender sapling and put a small white grub, uncovered from a rotting log, on the hook. A colorful, two pound rainbow trout took the bait after it drifted down into the deep end of the hole, and I thought for sure it would break the line before I pulled it, still flopping wildly, onto the bank.
We cooked it slowly on a flat rock surrounded by coals, and after Dave ate the flesh off of one side, I ate the flesh off the other.
It was the only fish we caught on the entire trip, but that was also the only time we fished a small tributary creek instead of the main body of the river.
After a rest we headed across country to intersect a major tributary of the Gordon a couple of miles downstream. That was one of the worst mistakes we made. We hit a thicket of impenetrable “wait-a-minute” thorn bush, similar to cat-claw back in Texas, that grabbed at our clothes and our skin with sharp thorns, and, after skirting half a mile around that thicket, we came to a swamp of head high sawgrass with razor-tooth edges. I used my machete to hack our way through the sawgrass toward the river, and we pushed, pulled, and cursed each other and the “green hell” of Tasmania all the way to the river’s edge just before dark.
Dave was despondent, and he begged me to go back. He was in a state of panic, acknowledging that he was in way over his head and that had underestimated the difficulty of our trek. I understood his fear and his reluctance to carry on, but I callously handed him the map and compass and said, “Take off, buddy. I don’t need the map and compass. I’m going all the way down the river to the coast.”
My attitude shocked Dave, but because he was not confident that he could find his way back to Butler’s Gorge, even with the map and compass, he knew that he was committed to the adventure even if it cost him his life. In return I agreed to spend the next day resting from the unaccustomed toil of carrying heavy packs through trackless and almost impenetrable bush.
According to the map the Gell River was only a mile or so further downstream. At that point, surely, the Gordon would become navigable. Then we would carve a new paddle and let the river carry us downstream.
We woke up to the sound of the Mopoke owl. “Mo-poke! Mo-poke!” And, after rolling up our swags (sleeping bags) and loading our heavy packs, we began hiking enthusiastically downstream. The bush was so thick on both sides that we went down the streambed itself stepping on rocks and logs when possible, but mostly wading the entire way.
By noon we reached a stretch of water that allowed us to launch our raft for the first time, and, for the rest of the day we pulled the raft, with our packs as cargo, along behind us in shallow water, pushing, pulling, sliding on the slippery rocks in the rushing water, and only riding inside the raft during a few short stretches of deeper water.
When it began to rain steadily we hacked out a clearing for the tent in the thick, moss-covered trees and made an extended shelter out of my nylon ground cloth. Everything was wet. The food was in plastic bags, but clothes, bedrolls, and rifle, inside its soft case, were wet.
We constructed a wall of green logs behind the fire to reflect the heat, and we had everything dry by dark. After eating a hearty meal we went to bed early in our warm tent. Some strange animal screamed during the night, and it rained steadily until morning.
The river rose a foot overnight, and we began our pushing-pulling routine with the raft again, sliding down rapids, hanging onto the sides and poling our way through deep water. We spooked a black shag (cormorant) off the water where he had come upstream to fish, and we saw a duck-billed platypus. We saw platypuses every day afterwards. They were always alone paddling in and out of fallen logs, and once disturbed they could not be found again.
A series of heavy logjams from fallen timber that had been pushed downstream and piled up like a dam caused us to halt for the night in a big ferny, rainforest clearing under some giant swamp gums, some almost as tall as the tallest redwoods. Unlike the redwoods, though, no human before us had been in the actual presence of these trees.
That night we went walking with a spotlight and shot a brush possum. We roasted the possum and baked bread on sticks. At the time we could not imagine a finer meal.
Although I brought water purification tablets we normally drank “billy tea”. To make billy tea, the billy can with a wire handle is brought to a boil, and after a handful of tea leaves are thrown into the boiling water the billy can is picked up by the handle and swung around forcefully in a big circle (like a softball pitcher winding up) forcing the tea leaves to the bottom of the can. sweetened condensed milk from a tube stirred with a dollop of honey on a spoon completes the process. I was instantly converted and seldom drank coffee again while I was in Australia.
The next morning we loaded the raft onto my pack again and worked our way downstream through the dense rainforest. We saw two wombats, furry bear-like creatures weighing about forty pounds each. I suggested wombat stew, but Dave balked at the idea of shooting the teddy bear-like creatures.
At one point, as I jumped from rock to rock across a small stream, I saw a black tiger snake coiled up on the rock where my foot was about to land. Tiger snakes have a deadly neurotoxin venom, and, as the tiger snake’s strike ricocheted off my woolen pants, my superhuman, adrenaline fired leap from that rock landed me and my heavy pack over the next step-rock and into the stream itself.
Dave saw the whole thing and was more shocked by the incident than I was.
“What will we do if one of us gets a snakebite?” he asked with shaking hands.
“The other one will have to apply a tourniquet, bleed the wound, and try to keep the victim as calm as possible,” I answered. “But, if it‘s a solid strike, none of that will matter.”
Dave didn’t like hearing my assessment, but it was the truth. Anyone bitten that deep in the wilderness would likely die a painful, agonizing death.
After that Dave paid more attention to my lessons on navigating by map and compass, and he cut himself a walking stick like mine to probe like a blind man before taking a step where he could not clearly see the ground.
We were unable to put the raft in the water all day, and we finally made camp again about half a mile from where the Gell River joined the Gordon. After reaching the Gell the next day the river continued to be jammed with logs. That put us in a dark mood, and we agreed to have another rest camp.
The day after our rest camp we carried the raft again and made our way downstream through the rainforest with its aptly named botanical features like “tanglefoot”, “wait-a-minute” thorn bush, and “horizontal bush”, a tree that sends moss covered branches out horizontally about two feet off the ground with vertical limbs a foot apart like bars in a jail cell. In addition, the down timber of huge swamp gums required us to go a couple of hundred feet in one direction, then a couple of hundred feet back to get on trail again, only to encounter another fallen giant in front of that one.
The forest was thick and ferny, and flocks of black cockatoos screeched overhead while wallabies and other small critters skittered through the ferns. It was easy to imagine that we had been transported back to the Jurassic age and that a T. rex would suddenly appear in the swampy jungle with an earth-shaking stomp of his foot.
Just before dark we made camp on an open stretch of river without log jams. That night we had wallaby backstrap again with heaps of buttered peas and mashed potatoes, and it began to rain again at dark.
Four inches of water flowing through my sleeping bag gave me a rude awakening. It was too cold to get up so we slept in the water until 5am. Then we made a fire in the rain and built a lean-to against a fallen tree. We shivered, naked and cold, feeding the fire until our clothes were dry. Then we dried out our sleeping bags and rebuilt our tent site with a drainage diversion to keep the water from pouring into our tent.
It rained steadily for four days with the rain coming down in cycles. We hoped the river would rise so we could make the rest of the trip in the raft, and I placed a marker by the water’s edge so we could tell how much the river had risen.
That night at the campfire we sat up, startled, as we heard the death throes of a giant swamp gum crashing in the distance because of the wind and the rain and the rot that comes from never being dry. We heard it creaking with the strain and then the roots pulled and twisted until they snapped. After the roots gave way we heard the branches splinter and crack as the great tree fell, and the echo of earth-shaking thunder died as quickly as the first giving way had begun.
“This is real tiger country, mate,” said Dave in an awe-struck voice as he stared out into the darkness with widened eyes.
We made a paddle and a push pole in between rains, and on the fourth day the river stopped rising and held its own about 10pm.
With great optimism we entered the river the next morning, floating, slipping, racing completely out of control. The raft was full of water and we were cramped and the homemade paddle had no effect at all on the course we were taking, but we were making good time. After two hours of rapid progress we heard a loud ripping noise and violently escaping air bubbles as a tree limb ripped the air chamber on one side of the raft from stem to stern. We were quickly swimming in raging floodwater, pulling the half-sunken raft and packs along with us as we worked our way toward the southern (civilization side) bank.
We didn’t have enough patching material to fix the raft, so we built a shelter and a fire in a big upright fire-hollowed tree trunk, and we faced the fact that we would have to walk out overland several miles just to reach the most remote logging road. On the map it didn’t look far, maybe ten miles as the crow flies. I optimistically told Dave we would reach a logging road on the east side of the Florentine River in two days.
We left the torn rubber raft, an additional 20 pound burden to my backpack, inside the fire-hollowed stump of the swamp gum for someone else to find in later years and wonder how it got there.
Now, added to the difficulty of the thick bush, was the climb over steep mountain ranges. Up to that point our hiking had been mainly downhill. And in the leg-cramping, ankle-twisting struggle up the first mountain, Dave lost his bedroll, and I lost my Buck knife. The going was so tough that neither of us noticed they were gone. We made shelter against a big fallen swamp gum with a back log reflector to keep us warm, and Dave cooked supper while I went down to a stream for water.
On the way back I stopped and sat down on a log for a rest. A little black animal with a white V on its chest came out of the dark, wet green forest on a trail just above me. I made a squealing sound by sucking on the palm of my hand, a trick I used frequently in Texas to call foxes, coyotes and bobcats into close range, and he turned to rush toward me, hoping for a meal from the small animal squealing helplessly only fifty feet away.
When he was only a few feet away I yelled and jumped out at him. He jumped back with one paw in the air, his eyes glowering, fangs wide and spitting defiantly, a Tasmanian Devil.
For three more miserable days we struggled up and down the mossy slopes, fighting our way through entanglements, always hoping that this day, at last, we would reach the Florentine River. By the time we reached the Florentine, five days after our swim in the Gordon, we were completely out of food, and we had reached the end of our stamina. When we finally stepped out on a logging road we were too tired to follow the road out to civilization.
A log truck picked us up on Monday and took us to Maydena where the logs would be made into paper pulp. We were having our second double ice cream cone at the general store when a Danish man walked in and wanted to know where we had been and what we had seen. His son was a taxidermist for the London Museum of Natural History who recently spent six months in northern Queensland capturing bird specimens. The man invited us to his home for a hot shower and a meal.
It was good to sit down in someone’s home and have a hot meal brought in to us, and it was good to drink that cold, sharp first beer. And the Danish fellow kept bringing them out to us, while his plump wife kept bringing food. Then they rushed us, stuffed and slightly drunk, to the one o’clock bus.
We had failed in our specific quest to explore the full length of the wild Gordon River, but, like Thoreau, the journey itself, exploring a unique wilderness where no human tracks preceded us and overcoming all the dangers and hardships along the way, had been a worthy quest of its own.
In later years I learned that the accident that destroyed our rubber raft in all likelihood saved our lives. The point at which the Gordon River is no longer choked with natural log jams is also the point at which a series of extremely dangerous rapids begin, including the previously mentioned “Gordon Splits”. Without previous scouting and detailed planning Dave and I would almost certainly have suffered the same fate as Olegas Truchanas.
I had figured that our expedition, if successful, would take six weeks or more, but, because our rubber raft was destroyed, it only lasted fifteen days. Up until the end we had eaten as much as we could hold, but Dave, who started the trip as a hefty boy, lost almost 40 pounds, and I, in peak condition, lost 20 pounds.
Dave wrote me afterwards that the trip, though extremely difficult, had given him a great deal of self-confidence and that he had joined a local bushwalking club. In appreciation he sent me a Gerber hunting knife to replace the Buck knife I lost on the mountain.
The Southwest of Tasmania is now a World Heritage wilderness, but the damming of the Gordon River and flooding of Lake Pedder, the largest natural lake in Tasmania, with a quartzite beach and an amazing backdrop of jagged mountain peaks, sparked the green movement in Australia.
Lake Pedder was already a National Park, but the Hydro-electric Commission (HEC) had plans for creating a massive hydro-electric project that included damming the wild, untouched Gordon River and the flooding of the pristine Lake Pedder.
My friend, Kev Bowring, whom I would meet in Brisbane a few months after the Gordon River trip, backpacked with me into Lake Pedder to see, photograph, and experience this unique lake before an insensitive government, driven, not by the need for more hydro-electricity, but by political expediency, destroyed it.
We saw only one other backpacker camped on the beach, and he enthusiastically told us he was there to spend a week photographing the magnificent natural lake in all its mystic moods.
Kev and I didn’t want to interfere with his solo quest so we hiked half a mile down the white sand beach to set up our own camp in a grove of stunted, twisted eucalypts.
That night, though, just for fun, I walked back down the beach to the solo hiker’s camp, and I made the loud, squalling screams of a terrified jackrabbit with my Weems Wild Call that I used in Texas to call up foxes, coyotes, and bobcats.
The hiker, who had a light on in the tent, quickly turned out the light, but did not come out to investigate, and the next morning, as we hiked back down the beach past his campsite, he was gone.
I smiled as I imagined the tale he had for his mates about the strange wild animal that screamed outside his tent deep in the Tasmanian wilderness that night.
Even now, in my serious reflections on the great, wondrous, untouched nature of that place, it still haunts me after all these years. The status of the Gordon as an amazing wild and unexplored river, and of Lake Pedder, the largest natural wilderness lake in Tasmania, were both destroyed for questionable reasons.
In 1971, still intrigued by my earlier visits, I returned to Tasmania after securing an IUCN/WWF research grant, with the help of Dr. Churchill, one of my professors at Abilene Christian University, to determine the status of the Tasmanian Tiger (Thylacinus cynocephalus), a dog-sized marsupial predator with tiger stripes across its back.
I began by developing a Tasmanian Tiger sighting map with the help of the Tasmanian Parks and Wildlife Department, and, after interviewing local wildlife experts like Dr. Eric Guiler of the University of Tasmania as well as those individuals who had made the most likely sightings, I determined the most promising areas where a population of this large marsupial predator might exist. That’s where I focused my field efforts.
Forestry roads gave access to some of this area, and no doubt I covered them all. But the truly wild areas are accessible only by backpacking or floating the rivers. I floated the Arthur River once with Kev, but a year later I went again. The mud flats and sand banks along the river were ideal for finding tracks, and the most promising plaster cast ever made of a supposed thylacine track came from the north side of the river at Wedge Plains.
On the second float I took along a young friend, Paul Kelly, who was sympathetic to the cause. Our jumping off place was the site of the pipeline bridge built by Savage River Mines. Here we inflated my nine foot Beaufort dinghy, loaded our packs and camera gear aboard, and set off on a fifty mile river trip to the town of Arthur River on the west coast.
The first few miles were slow and uneventful with nothing more exciting than a logjam or a gravel bar, and we spent the night in an eel fisherman’s camp where we heard that the Arthur River has eels “as big as a man’s thigh.”
On the second day we left all signs of civilization behind as the river cut its way through mountainous terrain, twisting and turning with rapid after rapid in the steep, darkened gorges. The tough little dinghy bounced and skidded through spumes of whitewater as we rammed into water-carved limestone rocks and scraped over hidden snags of sunken tree limbs. Then, just as suddenly, the wild whitewater dissolved in a pool of still, dark water that looked as if the sun rarely touched it.
On the fourth day we found what we thought could be a thylacine track. A wallaby track obscured much of the print, but it was the most hopeful sign I had seen. To take advantage of this potential opportunity I planned to set up camp across the river and return before dark to sit up in a tree over a baited trail. At some point I would also use my predator call, but I felt that a thylacine following a baited trail would be easier to photograph than one responding to the call.
On an earlier trip with Kev Bowring we tried using the predator call at night, and, after an owl narrowly missed snatching my hat, we heard a strange, guttural bark in response. The hair on the back of my neck stood up as the animal barked in response to each call, but we never determined what kind of creature we heard.
Later, after hearing a fallow deer’s alarm bark, I knew what we heard that night was a fallow deer, but I was still convinced that the Tasmanian Tiger, if it existed, would respond to the predator call in the same way that devils and native cats did.
That night after dinner I left Paul in camp, and I crossed the river, back to the side where we found the track, to sit up in the tree with my camera and flash. I had the remains of a wallaby carcass, and I drug it up and down the trail before anchoring it to a bush with several turns of rope so the devils could not carry the carcass away. My plan was to watch the carcass as long as I could stay in the tree, and then use the predator call before climbing down.
I felt drowsy by the time the moon rose above the horizon at 9pm, but a quick furtive movement up the trail caught my attention. A devil ambled down the trail following the scent. Devils eat meat, fur, and bones like an insatiable meat-grinding machine, and I didn’t have to wait long to hear the unmistakable sounds of this one’s vulgar dining habits. He continued to eat even after my flash caught him by surprise, but when the excitement wore off I settled back in the tree to doze the time away.
At one point the high-pitched squeals and grunts of two devils arguing over some choice piece of wallaby awakened me, and by midnight thoughts about my nice warm swag (bedroll) back in camp eroded my resolve. I spent many such nights perched up in a tree like a roosting turkey, and the wildlife observed was always worth the effort. But it was difficult to maintain any degree of watchfulness, and I usually depended on some noise to alert me to the presence of an animal.
At 1am the unnatural silence awakened me. The two devils were gone, and the full moon was directly overhead. I was wide awake when I first saw it coming down the trail at a peculiar ambling gait, a large dog-sized animal in an area where wild dogs were not likely to be present.
“Oh, man,” I thought, “this is IT!”
I waited with trembling hands and bated breath for the animal to get within my flash range of fifty feet.
At one hundred feet it stood, suspicious and still, testing the wind in each direction. Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, it disappeared in a single bound. I used the predator call to try to coax it back into sight, but nothing appeared, not even a devil or a tiger cat.
The next morning Paul Kelly and I searched all the trails in the area looking for tracks, scat, or any other sign to indicate the presence of a thylacine. We found fresh wallaby, wombat, devil, possum, and tiger cat tracks and scat, but no sign of a thylacine.
Eventually, a year later, I had to conclude that the Tasmanian Tiger, if it existed, did not exist in viable populations. And, yet, the possibility remains, especially in the extreme wilderness areas of Tasmania where almost no one ever goes.
Today Tasmania still hosts an amazing temperate rainforest wilderness, but the probable extinction of the Tasmanian Tiger, the destruction of Lake Pedder, and the damming of the wild Gordon River are permanent blights on the record of its modern stewards.








Chapter 4 – Encounters of the Dangerous Kind
Shortly after the Australian currency converted from pounds to dollars, I picked up my new Toyota Landcruiser in Brisbane for what amounted to US$2600, and the mechanic said, “Are you plannin’ on goin’ bush, mate?”
“That’s right,” I said as I pulled my shoulders back and touched my short-brimmed, sweat-stained, silverbelly Stetson. I was on my way to the outback, and I wanted him to know it.
In Australia the term “bed & breakfast” describes something more like a hostel rather than the luxurious bed & breakfast facilities we’re used to in America. The bedrooms were small and plain with shared bathroom facilities, and “breakfast” consisted of such rare delicacies as baked beans on toast with hot tea.
At the bed & breakfast I met Paul Irvine from Michigan, and he agreed to travel with me as far as Darwin in May, where, because of my correspondence with Peter Thompsen, I planned to become a professional buffalo shooter. At the same bed & breakfast we met a New Zealander named John Watson who talked us into going to Lightning Ridge in western New South Wales to check out the opal mines there. He heard that it was possible to hit it rich screening the tailings of old abandoned opal mines for the small opals missed by the original miners.
The process, called “noodling”, required only a $10 prospecting license from the state of New South Wales. We quickly found out why the locals, working in their cool, underground mine shafts, leave the noodling up to tourists. The stark white, reflective tailings collect and radiate heat like a solar panel, and in three days of hot, sweaty work we only collected a small vial of flakes and unmarketable opals.
Typical of most deserts, though, no matter how hot it got during the day, the nights were cool, and, as an avid varmint hunter, I was eager to go out at night with a spotlight to use my Weems Wild Call on the prolific numbers of imported European red foxes that occupied the big sheep stations of western New South Wales.
My friend, Ned Butler, helped me build a custom .22-250 rifle for the trip to Australia. We glassed and bedded the Fajen stock, we fitted a highly accurate custom barrel to the Remington action. A Timney trigger, tuned down to a one pound pull, allowed me to squeeze off a shot while I held the crosshairs of the Leupold scope centered on my target. It was the perfect rifle for Australia.
I love the cool, fresh, energizing smell of night air in wild country. The oxygen rich scent of vegetation and soil and animal life is full of mystical, pristine energy. It is at night, too, that both predator and prey are most active, and, in three hours of calling, we brought up thirty-six red fox. I have never experienced anything like it again, even in Australia, and John and Paul developed expectations that no other predator calling experience would be able to equal.
A few years later while visiting a lifelong Australian friend, Ray Harris, on his family property, “Loddon”, near Guildford, Victoria, we went out one night so I could show him how to call fox. I used the Weems Wild Call that I used in western New South Wales, and, on the first call, I brought in a pair of red fox.
Ray was suitably impressed, and then he said, “Let me show you how we call fox, mate.”
We drove to another spot, turned off the lights, and Ray fired the entire clip of his .22 automatic up into the air. I chuckled to myself, assuming that he was having me on. Ray re-loaded his .22 and then said, “Shine the light.”
I held the spotlight out the window and saw glowing amber fox eyes bounding across the paddock towards us. After shooting the fox, Ray, who made good money in his youth shooting rabbits, explained that the foxes were used to the regular shooting of rabbits in the area, and the sound of gunshots produced the same result as my dying rabbit call.
Englishmen who yearned for the sport of fox hunting with hounds and horses introduced the European red fox to Australia. It quickly spread throughout the settled regions of Australia where settlers had decimated the dingo population, and, as a result, the smaller native marsupial predators like the native cat, were put in serious decline.
These days feral cats are causing much the same problem, even in remote wilderness areas. Rabbits, feral pigs, feral goats, feral donkeys, and feral camels, along with the fox and the feral cat, have wreaked havoc on the natural Australian ecology, and shooting, whether for sport, harvest of meat and hides, or for control purposes, is the most humane method of reducing the populations of these invasive animals. Trapping, poisoning, and the deliberate introduction of diseases to control the populations may be more effective, but shooting is more humane.
If I enjoyed shooting these creatures, that is a matter of conscience that cannot be refuted. Man is now, and always has been, a hunter-warrior by nature, and, at the age of twenty-five, I gloried in that nature.
Before we left Lightning Ridge an opal miner we met asked us if we wanted to take his pet joey. He killed the joey’s mother to feed his dogs, not knowing that she was a female with a joey in the pouch, and he wanted to find a home for the young male ‘roo.
“Joey”, as we imaginatively named him, was immensely endearing as he grasped our fingers with his little hands and then growled as he rocked back on his thick tail and lashed out with both feet. It was kangaroo play-fighting no different than the playful growling and romping of puppies, and when he was tired he dove headfirst into a pouch we made from a blanket and hung from the back of the driver’s seat.
Fortunately he was already old enough to eat dry food and grass, and he was so cute and so much fun that I found it hard to part with him when we found a woman in Brisbane to give him a permanent home.
A few days later Paul introduced me to Kev Bowring, a keen outdoorsman who worked as an air traffic controller and wrote outdoor magazine articles under the pen name, “MacGillicuddy”. Kev and his wife, Marlene, were professional ‘roo shooters for awhile, and Kev was the current national benchrest shooting champion. We hit it off immediately, and, as usual, the two young “yanks” were immediately invited to their house for dinner.
Deer hunting in Australia is completely different from deer hunting in America. The six species of deer imported into Australia by the early settlers are widely scattered in various places around the country, and their location is a closely guarded secret by the Australian “deerstalkers”.
Red stags populated the mountainous terrain west of Brisbane, and the “roar” or rut was in full swing in late March. So, Kev invited us to hunt red stags with him the following weekend on the 10,000 acre station (ranch) where he had access for hunting.
He explained that there wasn’t exactly a “season” on red stags. In fact, they were “the Queen’s deer”, another way of saying that they were protected.
“But I’ve never been checked by anyone the entire time my little brother and I have hunted the Brisbane Valley.”
The Brisbane Valley station we were on was typical of the high timber country of the heavily developed east coast of Australia. The original settlers, with no heavy equipment at their disposal, used axes to “ringbark” the tall Eucalypt trees. This process of cutting through the bark all the way into the heartwood killed the trees without felling them. The ghostly skeletons of the trees still remain, but, with no leaves to block out the sunlight, a higher density of grass grows on the slopes. The graziers benefit from this practice by being able to run higher numbers of livestock on their acreage.
The red stags, like American elk, are primarily grazers rather than browsers, and they benefit from the practice, too, competing with the livestock for available grass. Thus, the station owner’s eager acceptance of Kev’s offer to responsibly thin out their numbers.
During the roar the red stags gather harems of cows, called “hinds”, and we ambushed a young 5 by 5 stag and his hinds crossing a saddle as they headed back to the cover of the adjoining state forest land. After hours of work quartering a couple of the beasts and packing them up in a tarp in the back of my Landcruiser, we headed back down to Brisbane, but a police car blocking the caliche road stopped us almost immediately. Perhaps if there had not been a stack of rifles in the front between the seats or blood running down over the rear bumper or bloodstains all over our clothes, the portly policeman might not have asked me what I had in the back of my Landcruiser.
“Would you believe a couple of big, red foxes?” I asked, imitating Max Smart.
It was carefully explained to me that the deer and the rifle would have to remain at the station in Esk as evidence until my case was heard by the judge, but when the case never came up, Kev, somewhat reluctantly, explained that the deer and the rifle were my fine without any formal charges going on record.
Some will criticize this youthful breach of hunting ethics, but, at the time, deer, as invasive species, were not protected anywhere else in Australia other than Tasmania, where I was later responsible for introducing the license tag system to the Tasmanian Parks and Wildlife Department.
Two other herds of deer existed in Queensland at the time. A substantial herd of free ranging chital or axis deer existed in the sub-tropical hill country several hundred miles north of Brisbane, and a herd of rusa deer inhabited the Prince of Wales Island in far north Queensland. Neither of these herds was protected.
The reason the local police stopped us and searched the Toyota had nothing at all to do with shooting the Queen’s deer. They stopped us because someone in the area reported gun shots on Sunday morning, when, at the time, an antiquated, seldom enforced law was on the books against discharging firearms before noon on Sundays.
Now, because we killed the deer on Sunday morning instead of Sunday afternoon, some policeman or his heir is enjoying the use of a fine custom rifle somewhere in the Brisbane Valley.
Later I read articles by the leading outdoor writer in Australia at the time about hunting a “secret” herd of red deer in the Snowy Mountain region of New South Wales where deer were totally unprotected. Strangely, though, the photographs bore a strong resemblance to the Brisbane Valley.
Several years later I spent time with Ray Harris, whom I would meet in Darwin in 1966, stalking Sambar stags in the steep rainforest slopes of the Victorian Alps and wild Fallow stags in Tasmania.
After securing a shooting block from the Tasmanian Deer Stalkers Association, Ray, his wife, Gail, and I backpacked into the steep rocky terrain of our block on a cold, rainy, blustery day. The wind was literally howling, and I assumed that the deer were solidly bedded down in the thickest bush they could find.
I do not support the importation of non-indigenous wildlife for release into the local ecology, but, once accomplished, those of us who prefer lean, free-ranging venison as the red meat of choice as well as the challenge of big game hunting on foot in difficult terrain, might as well enjoy it.
Wild, pressured, free-ranging fallow stags, though, are a difficult quarry, and all three of us were shocked when a dark brown Fallow stag ran across the ridge top only thirty yards in front of us and then disappeared down a steep ravine. We continued to follow the ridgeline down one side until we found a suitable place to set up camp in the gale force winds. Ray was keen to hunt in spite of the high winds, and he and Gail sat on the side of the ravine glassing the canyon sides while I crawled into my sleeping bag in the tent for a rest, certain, because of my extensive deer hunting experience, that Ray and Gail would not see anything.
Ray’s shot awakened me just before dark, and, when I finally caught up with them in the bottom of the ravine, Ray was preparing to gut the brown stag that crossed our path earlier that day.
Thick ferns covered the bottom of the ravine, and the stag bedded down in the bottom to escape the high winds. Just before dark, the stag stood up, and Ray, the novice deer stalker, made the shot.
Most of the fallow deer in Tasmania are found on the large pastoral properties where a substantial amount of wild bush provides cover. Access to these properties is either through the Tasmanian Deer Stalker’s Association or through private treaty with the landowner, but on an earlier trip Kev Bowring and I discovered a herd of fallow deer in the thick forestry land northeast of Tooms Lake.
On a subsequent hunt the year after Ray took his stag Ray and I backpacked into the thick bush behind Lake Tooms. We found plenty of trails and sign, but almost no openings in the bush large enough to set up an ambush. On a high ridge behind the low country we finally found a spot to watch one small opening almost 400 yards away.
That was the only opportunity we had, so we sat and waited. A brown stag entered the clearing just moments before shooting light gave out, and I nailed him with my 7mm. That’s when the nighmare began.
As we pushed through the bush to get down to the stag before complete darkness came over us the branches and limbs tore at our clothes and I nearly put my eye out on a sharp, unseen branch.
Bloody, bruised, and out of breath we found the stag, and I gutted him while Ray held a small two cell torch (flashlight) on him. We thought about leaving him for the night, but numerous devils prowled the bush there. They would leave nothing but scraps of hide and a few of the larger bones. So we cut a carry pole and tied the heavy stag to the pole.
Two hours later, exhausted to the point of collapse, we broke out on a four wheel drive forestry road. After a rest Ray hiked down the trail to collect his Nissan Patrol, and I fell asleep using the stag for a pillow.
It was almost breaking daylight when we finally got back to camp, and we vowed to give the fallow herd behind Tooms Lake a wide berth from that day forward.
In Brisbane, a few days after the red stag hunt, I entered a milk bar where “hamburgers” were on the menu. This was the first time I spotted a hamburger on any menu, and I was really hungry for a good, greasy hamburger.
American fast food franchises had not, yet, polluted the Australian culture. Fried fish and chips doused with malt vinegar and wrapped in newspaper, meat pies with a hole punched in the crust to add tomato sauce (ketchup) or Worcestershire sauce, and sandwiches consisting of one thin slice of cold cut, one thin slice of cheese, and lightly buttered bread, were the fast food staples.
When the sweet little lady brought my hamburger out to me, purple beet juice stained the bun, and the only other salad on my “hamburger” was shredded carrot. After gagging and handing the horrible thing back to her, I said, “I’ll pay for this, but if you’ll build a hamburger just like I tell you, I’ll pay whatever you think it’s worth.”
I also ordered a “milkshake”, a tiny little dollop of ice cream in a large glass of milk with vanilla flavoring. So, I gave her similar instructions concerning the milkshake. A few days later, when I returned to the milk bar, “American Bacon-cheeseburger” and “American Thickshake” were on the menu, bless her heart.
I was a pioneer in the Australian fast food industry without knowing it, and I am laying claim to responsibility for the first American Bacon-cheeseburger and first American Thickshake produced on the Australian continent.
One of the great things about traveling in Australia at that time was the ease of obtaining jobs, and in Gladstone, Queensland, Paul and I obtained jobs as “steelies”, tying the rebar for the numerous concrete columns of an Aluminum refinery being built there. Our salaries were A$70 a week, and we stayed at the Yaralla Hostel at a cost of A$8 a week.
Gladstone is on the southern end of the Great Barrier Reef, and, because I learned spearfishing in Fiji on my way over to Australia, I joined a local “spearo” group and went out with them every weekend.
My diving buddy was John Douglas. He was the best of the local spearos, frequently staying down for up to three minutes at a time and routinely diving to fifty or sixty feet to spear a fish.
I never snorkeled in Australian waters without seeing sharks. I saw them on every trip to the Barrier Reef, in the cold waters of Western Australia east of Esperance, in the Arafura sea northeast of Darwin, and in the frigid waters of Tasmania. On my first trip to the Barrier Reef a fifteen foot tiger shark swim within ten feet of me while I clung to the coral. At first sight I thought I was seeing a small submarine. The reality of the experience literally stunned me as the giant man-eater cruised by with his eyes carefully scanning me.
Wherever we went on the reef we always saw numerous, small black tip and white tip reef sharks, but the other divers assured me that they were not dangerous. And, just to make sure, we used a buddy system as one diver took a breath, did a tuck dive, and went down to search for a fish to spear while his buddy watched from above.
On one such dive I watched John swim under a coral overhang to pull a warm water crayfish (Australian “rock lobster”) out of its hiding place. All I could see were his fins barely protruding from the overhang, and a black tip reef shark, seeing the movement without seeing what it was attached to, grabbed one of John’s fins and shook it side to side.
After John came back up to the surface with his crayfish he asked me why I pulled on his fins.
“Did you think I was stuck under the coral, mate?”
“It wasn’t me, buddy. It was a reef shark.”
“Oh, sure.”
“Have a look at your left fin.”
“Oh, sweet jeez…,” he said as he spotted the half circle bite mark in his fin.
On another trip John was returning to the surface with a large “greasy cod” on the end of his spear. Normally we turned in a three hundred sixty degree circle as we ascended so we could see any sharks that might have moved in on us, but John was fighting his fish and did not see the aggressive nine foot blue whaler that suddenly appeared out of the deep blue.
I yelled a warning under water, and the blue whaler, only a few feet away from John, suddenly turned and came directly toward the source of the underwater scream. His black, intense eyes flashed back and forth as he weighed the opportunity in his walnut-sized brain, blue against white, a remora fastened behind his right pectoral fin. My speargun was loaded and cocked, but, because the shark was facing me head-on I could not make an effective shot. So I jabbed him in the snout with the point of my spear, and the shark disappeared back into the blue so quickly I thought I must have imagined the whole scene.
Afterwards I said, “I always thought it would be easy to spot a shark moving in for an attack, but that one appeared so quickly you could have been hit before either one of us saw him.”
In Western Australia in 1971 my diving buddy and I swam out to a small island to pry a couple of abalone off of the rocks. We were going to cut them into thin slices and cook them quickly over the campfire in a little butter, garlic, and red wine.
He cut the meatus of his palm with his abalone knife as he pried the first shell off of the rocks, and he wrapped his abalone net around his hand to slow the bleeding while we swam two hundred yards back to the beach.
We sat in our beach chairs while his wife, who was a nurse, bandaged his hand, and I looked up to see two huge bronze whalers cruising back and forth in the three foot surf where the blood trail ended. Another hundred yards to shore and the story might have ended differently.
On my final spearfishing trip with the Gladstone club we left the Auckland Street dock in the “Port Curtis”, a twenty-one foot cabin Cruiser. Five of us loaded all our gear on board, wetsuits, spearguns, food, extra fuel, and set a course for Masthead Island in the Capricorn Group of the Great Barrier Reef.
It was well before daylight when we left the dock, and as I lay back using my rolled up wetsuit as a pillow I felt a surreal oneness with the boat and the sea. In my mind I could see through the hull and feel the whole form of the boat, the drone of the engine and the rush of water down the sides all at the same time.
As soon as we broke out into the open sea past the South End Jetty I lost all sense of oneness with anything. It was all I could do to contain the chicken curry from the night before. The boat plowed through the waves sending out great sprays of water. Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh! And, between each wave the boat fell into the hollow trough with a shocking, BOOM!
The sun was just a red rim in the east when we sighted Masthead Island, a line of white beach topped by green bush. Because it was still low tide we couldn’t beach the boat to unload our gear, so we anchored at the far end of the long fringing reef along a multi-colored bank of mushroom and elk horn coral.
The massive outer reef banks dropped straight down, disappearing in the dark blue water before the bottom was visible, giving me an eerie sense of cruising over a fathomless deep. For that reason I preferred to snorkel the “gutters” or cuts in the reef formation, because I could see the bottom and the sides as reference points.
Coral trout, snapper, and small groupers were our primary prey. We hunted in pairs with one diver staying on the surface to watch while his partner went down to search for a fish to harvest.
I deliberately dropped my spear to photograph John playing tag with a green sea turtle, and afterwards I took a deep breath, did a tuck dive, and kicked for the bottom thirty feet down, clearing my ears as I descended.
On the way down I spotted a nice coral trout that saw me coming and ducked back into a cave. When I reached my spear, still cocked, but on “safe”, I lay in the sand with the spear in my hand until my breath was almost gone. The trout ventured out for a look just before I gave up, and I skewered him. Then I kicked for the surface, blowing out spent air as I rose, and turning in a three hundred sixty degree circle to watch for sharks as I pulled my struggling prey to the surface behind me.
Black tip reef sharks were always in sight on our dives, because they were attracted to the underwater sound of struggling fish on a spear. We would have speared them, too, but they were wary of the strange looking animals carrying sharp sticks that could reach out and bite a fish at twenty feet.
With high tide we landed the boat on Masthead Island and set up camp. The beach that looked like white sand at a distance, was made of broken up coral debris bleached white by the sun. We used driftwood for the fire, and we grilled coral trout, crayfish and steak for supper.
That night we went to bed early, scooping out body conforming sleeping holes for ourselves in the coral sand, and we woke early with a full moon and a high tide. After some billy tea, we launched the boat to drift over the reef with handlines until it was light enough to spear fish again. We had about thirty “sweet lip”, a type of silver snapper with red accents around the thick lips, gills, and fins, when we finally wound up the hand lines to begin hunting with our spearguns.
We tried the leeward side of Palmaise Reef, but we found no coral there, so we decided to try the “Bluffs” on the mainland, if we could make it in time. We were out of sight of Palmaise Reef when some dark shapes showed up underneath the boat.
“Bommies! Bommies!” yelled Mick Low. “Stop! Stop!”
Mick put on his face mask and dipped his head in the water to look over the side.
We were over some huge rocks, or possibly ancient reefs, isolated in this one spot with new growth coral all over them. The rocks and coral were thirty feet down, and, because they were isolated, they did not show up on any of the marine maps we had.
Huge schools of morwong and yellow-finned “sergeant majors” hung out under the overhanging fan coral or sculled around in schools while a giant batfish darted in and out of the shadows.
A huge black fish floated casually in under a ledge in front of John and me. I never saw a grouper that large before. He was a behemoth of a fish, roughly the shape of a largemouth bass, only dark colored and five feet long.
John wanted to spear him, but, because he did not have a tethering line on his speargun, he asked to use mine. A tethering line is a seventy-five foot rope between the speargun and a float. If a large fish is speared the diver can let go of the speargun and fight the fish from the surface. In addition, a large wire ring, attached to the float, holds the stringer of speared fish. This keeps the stringer at least seventy-five feet away from the diver, an important safety feature in shark infested waters.
John waited until the grouper disappeared under the ledge, and he dove down on the monster fish with the tethering line trailing behind. I watched him disappear under the overhang where the grouper was lurking, and, after a few seconds, sand and coral debris exploded out from under the coral as if a stick of dynamite had been set off. John back-peddled out of the way, kicking as hard as he could for the surface, while the huge, black grouper emerged like a junk yard dog, eyes searching for the cheeky intruder, ready to attack with its gaping mouth opening and closing rapidly. The powerful fish rushed from the cave, trailing the speargun, the tethering line, and the float until the speargun caught on some fan coral and the puny spear pulled out with no more damage to the fish than pulling a cactus needle out of a man’s leg.
After spearing numerous fish we decided to explore the area to see if we could find other isolated reefs, and, when we were unsuccessful, we tried to return to “Grouper Rocks” again to finish out the trip. We could not find that amazing isolated reef again, and a letter from John Douglas six months later reported that they never found it, even though they tried on two successive trips.
Social life for a young single guy in Gladstone was almost non-existent. But I was bold about meeting girls, and when I saw a pretty, part-Aboriginal girl sitting behind the steering wheel of a gray Holden ute (utility vehicle – like a Chevrolet El Camino) in front of the milk bar, I started a conversation. I ascertained quickly that she was a queen of the local scene and potentially dangerous, but when this girl with beautiful olive skin and curly black hair said I should come to the dance at the town meeting hall that night, I eagerly agreed to see her there.
The stark town meeting hall, a reminder of Gladstone’s Victorian era, was undecorated and dimly lit, but a live band consisting of a fiddle player, a guitarist, and a base player cranked out what seemed to be country music from the colonial days.
The couples danced in a counter-clockwise circle to the Queensland two-step, a dance similar to the Texas two-step, and I watched quietly from the men’s side of the dance hall, learning the moves, while the girl, Linda, danced with a big, ugly, burr-headed rugby player.
The instant the music stopped the men fled to the men’s side and the women to the women’s side, where each gathered into comfort groups to await the start of the next dance.
As soon as the music started the men quickly raced across the hall to pick out their partners, and the same two-step dance was repeated again to a different tune.
I watched Linda carefully, and I caught her glancing at me with flashing eyes as she danced by with Big Ug. It was a “Rose’s Cantina” set up, and I was about to turn on my heels, leaving both “Felina” and any possibility of a confrontation with Big Ug behind when the fiddle player announced, “Ladies’ choice.”
To my, and, apparently, to Big Ug’s surprise, Linda grabbed my hand and pulled me out on the dance floor. We did the entire routine without speaking, but when I glanced at Big Ug, he was steaming. And his two mates, who had not been picked, either, were gleefully prodding him.
Instead of dutifully trotting back to the men’s side when the music ended, I stood on the ladies’ side talking to Linda. “Your boyfriend’s not too happy about you dancin’ with someone else.”
“I know. He thinks ‘e owns me, but ‘e doesn’t.”
“So…what’ll happen when I dance the next round with you?”
She smiled, looking up at me under long, curly eyelashes, but without answering.
When the music started I took her hand, filled with bravado, as I figured on taking a beating as the cost of my “cheekiness”.
“Don’t y’all ever do anything but the two-step?” I asked after we made a turn past Big Ug.
“Of course. But the town dances are always traditional. No rock music. No alcohol.”
“I saw plenty of alcohol in the parking lot.”
She laughed. “Yes, I suppose that’s traditional, too.”
“So are you goin’ home with him?”
“Who?”
“The big guy who thinks he owns you.”
“You mean, Nigel?” she laughed. “No, I came in my brother’’s Holden.”
“So…do you want to meet me somewhere later then?” I asked as the music stopped.
She looked at me with amused eyes, weighing her answer, while Big Ug and his two mates crossed the dance floor with a sense of purpose in their stride.
“Piss off!” said Big Ug.
“You bugger off, Nige,” yelled Linda as she deliberately stepped in front of him and pushed him off with both hands.
As soon as she pushed him away I grabbed Linda’s hand and ran out the front door leaving Nigel shaking his head and wondering what had just happened.
When we got to my Landcruiser with both of us breathing hard, she said, “I can’t go with you. My girlfriends are here with me.”
“Will you meet me somewhere then?”
“I’ll meet you at the pier parking lot at eleven,” she said, glancing nervously back at the town hall doorway as Nigel and his friends hurried down the steps toward us.
“Bye!” I said, as I peeled out with Nigel’s boot thumping my bumper.
I drove around for awhile and then waited until midnight at the pier parking lot, but Linda never showed up. I was broken-hearted, but I’m guessing that it was better that way.






Chapter 5 – The Unwritten Law
April-May is the beginning of the tropical monsoon dry season in northern Australia, and I wanted to be in the Darwin area for the entire “dry”, as the six month season is called. Paul Irvine originally intended to go to Darwin with me, but he decided to stay on at Gladstone, save up a little money, and return home from Brisbane.
In Rockhampton I stopped to meet Paul Tchang’s brother. I was introduced to Paul, a southern California developer I worked for immediately before leaving for Australia, by Stewart Gildred, whom I met in Mexico City and whom was destined to become Ned Butler’s brother-in-law.
“Tchang”, as he was known in Rockhampton, was a successful potato farmer. Like most of the Australians I met, he and his wife were extremely hospitable. They invited me to spend the night, and they invited their in-laws over for a feast during which I was forced to try each dish, pretending to love it, even if I didn’t.
Tchang and his family spoke Cantonese. His wife and her family spoke Mandarin. The only way they could communicate with each other was in English. Tchang’s wife insisted on doing all of my laundry for me, and then they gave me a parting gift of Tiger Balm to take with me for all my future aches and pains (of which I was to have plenty).
As I left the coast and headed inland I passed through the town of Emerald, famous for its sapphire fields. After Emerald the “bitumen” (pavement) ended. I was on Highway 1, the main highway from Queensland to the Northern Territory and Western Australia, but Highway 1 was nothing more than a wide, corrugated, caliche road with potholes, like bomb craters, filled with pink, talc-like dust exploding all over the vehicle with each jarring jolt.
Just before Barcaldine, in flat scrub country covered with the knobby mulga trees that make excellent campfire cooking wood, I saw emus for the first time. At Winton the country became brushy, and the big “red flyer” ‘roos must have been plentiful, because a freezer station was set up on Mills Creek with half a dozen ‘roo shooting camps around it. All of the ‘roo shooters were driving Toyota Landcruisers instead of the traditional Land Rovers, and I congratulated myself for making the same choice.
I stopped at one of the camps where a slender, clean-cut young man in shorts was having a “cuppa” with an older grey-beard wearing shorts and a floppy, terrycloth crusher cap. They were a father-son team, and, when they asked me to join them for a cup of tea, I queried them about the ‘roo shooting market.
The Queensland government accommodated the market shooting of big red kangaroos for pet food as a population control method in the prime station country of western Queensland, and the company that bought the ‘roo meat from the shooters set up portable freezer stations like the one near their camp.
“No chance of shooting the ‘roos out, mate,” said the father in response to my questions. “We only shoot the big mature bucks, and once the shooters ‘ave trouble makin’ their quotas for the night, we move on to a new area.”
One night, twenty-seven years later, as I drove through that same area with my son, Trey, and our new American friend, Cliff, the big red ‘roos were so thick that we held our speed down to forty miles per hour to keep from hitting them. One, a huge buck, sat on his haunches in the middle of the road, as if he was daring us to try to pass. We think of them as having small arms, but this old boy’s biceps were bigger than mine, and as I eased up beside him, he looked down at me. After my experience with “Joey” I thought he might slam the side of the Suzuki Samuri with a kick or reach in through the window to punch me, and I was genuinely relieved when we got past him.
My count was a little over three hundred when I gave it up, proof that the market hunting of big red kangaroos did nothing at all to jeopardize the population.
Between Winton and Kynuna the country was scrubby and flat with peculiar dark red ironstone soil, and the grass only grew in sparse, isolated clumps. I saw a pair of emus there, and I felt an overwhelming urge to whip off the road to chase them. The Toyota went completely out of control as I dodged trees and anthills, like the Coyote and the Roadrunner, only it was the Toyota (Toyotus overlandi fastus) and the emus (Dumbfoundus overlandi fasterus). Long, scaly, three-toed legs, sent cotton ball puffs of red dust into the air, and long, thin, black feathers bounced with each stride as I honked the horn five feet behind them. Their heads turned on long skinny stalks to eye me fearfully with big, black marble eyes while I slammed my hand against the door-drum of the Toyota and yee-hawed to my heart’s content, creating a harmless rush of adrenaline for both predator and prey.
Between McKinlay and Cloncurry intrusive white quartzite dikes stuck up through the dark, eroded volcanic rocks like the sun-bleached backbones of ancient, now extinct mountains, and the white trunks and silver-green leaves of ghost gums contrasted sharply with the iron red countryside.
In 1966, and, to some extent even now, it was possible to turn off of Highway 1 across western Queensland, the Northern Territory, or northern Western Australia and drive for a thousand miles without encountering a fence or an improved road. The sheer freedom of that possibility, though foolish in the extreme without extensive planning, filled me with joy. One of the things I loved most about outback Australia was the ability of a traveler to stop and camp wherever he wished, and I stopped to camp before dark in a pleasant looking grove of ghost gums with the silver-green leaves fluttering like aspen leaves in the gentle afternoon breeze.
My reverie was instantly interrupted by small black bush flies swarming so thick that I couldn’t breathe without sucking flies up my nostrils. They were in my ears, my nose, my eyes, everywhere. I quickly jumped back into the Toyota and did not stop again until the sun went down.
The presence of hordes of bush flies in much of the arid Australian landscape is a common nuisance borne by all who dwell or travel there, andI heard later about the so-called “Borroloola fly veil”, a hole cut in the seat of a man’s pants so the flys will congregate there and leave his face alone.
The cool night air moved down in the creek bottom, and the dry creek where I finally stopped, with lots of dead wood for a campfire, seemed ideal. I was just settling down to a cup of billy tea in front of the fire, enjoying the complete absence of bush flies when I heard the first annoying whine of a mosquito.
Within minutes the mosquitoes were swarming in numbers that exceeded the numbers of bush flies an hour earlier, and I learned why a mosquito net is the essential camping item in outback Australia.
The next morning as I charged down the caliche road alert for chug-holes and other dangers, I spotted a shiny, silver dot in the distance followed by a giant dust cloud billowing violently up into the atmosphere like the smoke from a massive bomb blast.
The distant storm was caused by a vehicle of some sort, and I cautiously detoured out onto the upwind side of the road across the ironized, blood-red landscape where my Toyota, like a moon vehicle, left deep, semi-permanent tracks in the crusty, virgin soil.
The center of the storm grew into a roaring, rattling “road train” with a big diesel tractor truck towing three cattle trailers and a small “dog” trailer that swept both sides of the highway at seventy miles an hour like the tail of a giant, high speed, robotic snake.
I stared with my mouth open as the road train disappeared in the dusty red flume of its own passing, shattering the stillness with its earth-shaking vibrations. The sudden appearance of the road train was proof that I was now in the outback, like a line of demarcation with a black stump sign saying, “enter at your own risk.”
To celebrate the event I turned the volume of my eight track tape player up to sing along with Hank Williams at the top of my voice until I spotted an old black car on the left hand side of the road in the distance through shimmering waves of convection heat rising off of the pitted caliche highway.
As I drew closer a big, round-faced Aborigine wearing a wide-brimmed Akubra cowboy hat staggered out onto the roadway to wave me down with both hands.
I pulled up beside the man because I heard that the unwritten law of the outback was to stop for anyone in trouble. To leave them stranded, it was said, might cost them their lives.
The vehicle was coated with red dust, and I asked the grinning stockman what was wrong. The sweating, bleary-eyed man said, “Flat tire, boss,” as he leaned against my new Landcruiser.
The stale stench of beer and body odors permeated the flyblown air as his open-pored face breathed at me, and I moved my own face as far away as possible without actually shifting my body.
“Don’t you have a spare?”
“That one flat, too, boss,” the man answered as trickles of perspiration cut through the fine layer of red powder on his dark skin.
Then the stockman asked me if I would take him and one of his tires back to Mt. Isa, but I answered that it was too far. So the man asked me if I had a spare patch to fix his flat with. I admitted that I did, and the man asked me for a jack.
Two other Aborigines were present with the stockman, a man and a woman, both very thin, squatting by a small fire where they were roasting a piece of meat and sucking on a couple of bottles of beer. Half a case of Black Swan “stubbies” were on the back seat of the old Holden, and a pile of empties lay on their sides near the fire.
I regretted stopping, but I got out of the Toyota to pull the seat forward where I could get at my tools. I undid the wing nut that held the new unused jack firmly in place, and then I helped the stockman get the jack under the Holden.
While I cranked the jack handle relentlessly to get the tire up off the ground the other two Aborigines moved closer and leaned against the fender of the Holden to watch. They were the stockman’s wife and brother-in-law.
I gave the stockman a lug wrench to loosen the lugs, and the heavyset man fell over twice as he rocked back and forth on his Williams elastic-sided riding boots to get the wheel off.
I stood by patiently as he struggled with the tire, and the brother-in-law, a much older man with a deep lined face, offered me a warm beer.
“No thanks,” I said politely as I hurried to get the job done.
“By the way you talk,” said the brother-in-law, “you must be a yank or a Canadian, eh?”
“I’m from Texas,” I answered quickly, because I didn’t like being identified as a “yankee”.
With that the brother-in-law began to tease his sister saying, “Whitefella been look’im at Nancy.”
“Bastard!” she said with teeth and eyes flashing as she cocked a bony fist at him. “Ooh, I’ll hook you!”
“Whitefella been look’im at Nancy,” he teased again as he dodged a barefoot kick to the shins.
It wasn’t hard for me to figure out what the brother-in-law meant, but if the husband was offended he didn’t seem to show it as he attacked the flat tire with a set of tire levers that I lent him.
With the tube out of the tire I found where a small stake had been forced through the bald tire, and I gave the husband a screwdriver to punch the stake out while I fitted a vulcanizing patch and clamp to the punctured tube. Then the tire and tube were fitted back together and pumped up with my spark plug compression pump.
As the big man hitched up his pants under his considerable paunch he called out for his wife to bring him the lug wrench. The wife, in bare feet and a dirty blue print dress, continued to lean unresponsively against the fender of the Holden, rocking gently back and forth with a half finished bottle of beer in her hands.
“Can’t you see this white man is waitin’ for us?” he bellowed.
Still no response.
The stockman turned toward his wife with his widened bloodshot eyes pointed like a spear, “When I sing out for something, woman, you better come running!”
Without waiting for a response he picked up a heavy, twisted mulga log, four feet long and four inches thick, and he swung it at her in a vicious arc that missed her by inches and exploded through the windshield sending splinters of glass flying in every direction.
“Gor . . .I’ll get you, you mongrel black bitch!” he said as he slapped her hard with his open hand and knocked her to the ground.
“Look what you made me do now, you bloody bastard of a woman!” he said as he jerked her to her feet and shook his finger at the shattered windshield.
She tried to collapse, but her husband held her up by the arm as he slapped her again and again.
“Hang me! Cut my throat!” she cried. “If you want to kill me cut my throat, but don’t beat me to death!”
The brother-in-law standing next to me looked on with inert eyes, and, as I started toward the heavy stockman he grabbed my arm and shook his head “no.”
I hesitated, wanting to interfere but knowing better, and I was relieved when the woman broke away and fell to the ground sobbing, “I want to die. I want to die. I want to die.”
The brother-in-law squatted down on his heels beside me as I started tightening the wheel lugs again. The beating was over, and I tried not to think about it.
The brother-in-law asked me about American blacks. He wanted to know if they were like themselves, like Aborigines.
I could not answer the man’s question. Their attitude of self-effacement disturbed me even more than the instance of abuse, because it was based on the assumption that I, like most “whitefellas”, maintained a prejudicial attitude toward them based on race.
In the days to come I would live and work with numerous Aborigines whom I learned to love and admire, but, at that moment, I was being forced to witness the pathos of Australia’s indigenous people who have lost the integrity of their pre-European identity and have not, as yet, discovered a new and fulfilling identity.
The unspoken thought that crossed my mind was that these Australian Aborigines had nothing in common, racially or culturally, with African-Americans, but culturally they did appear to have something in common with some American Indians.
Alcohol abuse is probably not the cause of the problem in either case. Cultural disintegration and loss of identity is the likely source of their problem, and alcohol abuse is merely one of the symptoms.
Many years later I met Neil McLeod, the mental health officer for the Arnhem Land Aboriginal Reserve, who was deeply respectful of Aboriginal tradition and protocol, and, as a result, was accepted and liked by the indigenous people of the Northern Territory.
His unique approach to the problem of alcohol abuse in Arnhem Land was to equip the young people in each community with video equipment to produce a film about how alcohol abuse by their parents and elders affected them. The film was shown to the entire community, and, because the sense of community is so strongly imbedded among most Aborigines, many of the Aboriginal communities in Arnhem established a zero tolerance for alcohol use on the basis of the videos that Neil was responsible for initiating.
Neil’s method was so successful that he was invited to Canberra to present a paper on the program. Yet, it is unlikely that the Australian government, as a whole, will ever adopt Neil’s personal concern and care for the indigenous, “traditional owners” of the land.
With their car ready to go again I gathered up all of my tools and threw them behind the seat of the Toyota.
They had been visiting relatives in Mt. Isa the brother-in-law explained, and now they were trying to get back to Wyndham, back to their own country.
I said I hoped they made it, and then, because their battery was dead, I gave them a push start to get them on their way. I waved as I passed them in the Toyota, and the two men waved cheerfully back at me with the husband looking through the shattered remains of the windshield to drive. I continued to watch them in the side mirror for what seemed a long, long time, until they disappeared in the shimmering heat waves of the deserted highway.



Chapter 6 – Mt. Bundy
An hour west of where I stopped to help the stranded Aborigines on the Barkley Tableland, the long caliche stretch of Highway 1, also known as the Stuart Highway, intersected a narrow paved highway running from Adelaide in the south all the way to Darwin in the north. This highway, named after the explorer, John McDouall Stuart, was built by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers during World War II to move men and supplies north in anticipation of the Japanese invasion of Australia, and there had been no improvements since that time.
“Three Corners” is the place where these highways intersected. Three Corners consisted of a pub and a petrol station in the desert hundreds of miles from the next pub and petrol station, and the most notable feature of this “oasis” was the thick trail of empty beer bottles that littered the sides of the roads in each direction.
As I traveled north toward Darwin, the trail of amber and brown bottles gradually thinned, and on either side of the narrow bitumen strip were miles and miles of uninhabited outback.
The disturbing incident with the Aborigines seemed like something from the distant past, and just being there on the only road through thousands of square miles of undeveloped wilderness gave me an inexplicable sense of joy.
Two hundred miles north of Three Corners I noticed the first signs of transition from desert to monsoon country. The transition began with the appearance of short-stalked zamia palms, a cycad whose fern-like leaves spindled out from the top like an umbrella. A few miles further on I saw pandanus palms with sharp, blade-like leaves in a pom-pom cluster topping each hairy stalk, growing along the edges of the grassy flats.
Along the road flocks of pink and grey parrots called “galahs” wheeled around in a screeching swarm at my approach only to settle down as I passed, and it occurred to me that they were exactly the same color scheme as the 1955 Chevrolet Sport Coupe I owned during my high school years. Twice I spotted small groups of wild donkeys along the roadside, and finally, one hundred miles out of Darwin, I saw a small herd of slate colored water buffalos.
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