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Ted Egan, OA. (Order of Australia)
Administrator of the Northern Territory.
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The christian names assigned to people may or may not be correct. Surnames are correct. The timing of undated events may be slightly incorrect due to imperfect recollection or lack of records.
I have tried to avoid causing embarrassment and hope I will be forgiven if this occurs. The exceptions being where events have been exposed by the media, or are generally known.
Some people may find what are now considered sexist or racist terms, but these words were in common usage during that time and locality. Some descriptive nouns may now be regarded as offensive - kanaka, gin, house Mary for example. I do not wish to distort history for the sake of political correctness so please read them in that context.
I have endeavoured to use the spelling of the era.
To my aboriginal friends, I regret the injustices that occurred to them but I was only a child at the time and accepted the actions and views of my peers.
I have used feet to show height above sea level in aviation stories, these being standard in the West. To convert to metres, multiply by 0.305.
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“***************************************************************”
PROLOGUE, 5th March, 1968
After regaining consciousness, I remembered the silence. It had chilled my soul. The bubble of the helicopter I was piloting lay smashed on the rocks and the instrument panel now lay at a drunken angle. I automatically switched off the battery and ignition even though the engine had stopped, either with the force of the impact or while destroying the rotor blades against the rock face to my right. I unfastened my seatbelt and stepped out of the wreckage to check the photographer, Boris, who was slumped in his seat.
Hearing a hissing sound, I saw its source to be petrol dripping onto a hot exhaust pipe.
“Boris, wake up - can you hear me?”
His eyes flickered open.
“Are you hurt, can you get out?” He nodded; I unfastened his belt and helped him over the ridge we had struck so he’d be safe if the helicopter caught fire. Blood was running down his right leg from a nasty cut on the shin. I ran back to get the first aid kit from the cockpit.
There was no sign of Beverly, the model we had been filming, or Bob, the producer - just the continuous array of sandstone ridges stretching away in the silence across the top of Uluru.(Ayers Rock)
I remember thinking, what a way for a local boy to make a hit!
My mind quickly returned to the present and wondered why this disaster had occurred to me. My guardian angel had saved me from injury or death, even though I had outgrown my religious upbringing, but why did I have to suffer this calamity? What had I done right or wrong in my past life on planet earth, a speck among billions in the cosmos? Did I deserve this catastrophe?
If nothing else, mine had been an interesting and often exciting quest. It began with my birth near the banks of the Todd River in the Australian Inland Mission Hostel in Alice Springs, Central Australia.
“****************************************************************”
Every takeoff is optional. Every landing is mandatory.
~ The Aviators Guide Book
I’ve often imagined the setting for my first breath on this earth at 5am, on 21st of February 1937.
Not a leaf moved. The gums on the Todd River stood mute in the pale dawn light, magpies yet to sing their morning chorus.
The air refreshing, inviting breath, soon to be changed as the searing February sun fried all below.
My mother, Dora Latz, was one of the few white female settlers in outback Central Australia. She and my father were lay workers at Hermannsburg Lutheran Mission, 120 km south-west of the Alice, and I was their first born. Fortunately, my birth was uncomplicated. The only doctor within a thousand kilometres was away, the two resident nurses catering for us.
After two weeks Mother left the hostel and stayed with the Johannsen family in town while awaiting transport. We waited in the Alice for several weeks before being lucky enough to obtain a lift home in a vehicle driven by tourists.
My parents first met in 1934 when father was en-route to the mission to begin construction of a water pipeline. He stayed with the Lange family for several days. They lived close to my mother’s home, some 220 kilometres north of Adelaide in South Australia. By chance, my mother happened to be working at Lange’s. Her diary entry reads:
`He got out of the car in his great long navy overcoat and wearing glasses and a rather bewildered air on his face and my maternal feelings went to him immediately (up in the cow-yard milking I was too when that happened) and I think I must have fallen in love with him immediately. There seemed to be something about him that seemed as if he needed a bit of mothering (the coat was too big and the sleeves too long) and there was a sort of a finished – with – love affairs look about him that I sort of felt then, but could not analyse.
And then, because he did not suggest letter writing to me when he left three days later for Hermannsburg I was absolutely disappointed and to hide my hurt pride went and imagined myself in love with a boy 6 years younger than I and whom I really did like but oh how I hurt him when I broke off with him 13 months later.’
Mother suffered a period of ill health and was invited to visit Hermannsburg for a month’s holiday by the Mission Superintendent, Reverend F. W. Albrecht as the dry desert air was believed to promote healing. Also, mother’s sister Ruth Pech was governess of the Albrecht household. During this holiday my parent’s romance blossomed, culminating in a marriage proposal. Mother’s parents’ approval of the engagement arrived via telegram, in Morse Code, on the pedal radio on 4th November 1935. The engagement was celebrated at Rev. Albrecht’s house where father presented a token engagement ring he made from a sixpenny piece. My parents married in April 1936 at Appila, 220 km north of Adelaide in South Australia, returning to the Mission soon after.
Our house, one of the original buildings, was erected in the 1880s by Mr C.H. Eggars, an early Mission worker, with help from the local Aranda people. It is reputedly the second oldest house in the Northern Territory still standing. The metre thick outside walls were heaped sandstone, glued together with a slurry of red ant’s nest sand, spinifex spines and lime, with a coat of whitewash completing the job.
The floors were smooth river stones, arrayed like crazy tiles and held together by pouring a mixture of hot fat and ashes between the gaps. As children we sometimes bored holes in the floor with a hot poker from mother’s wood burning kitchen stove. Many a stubbed toe resulted from the unevenness of the floor, while getting furniture positioned steady and level was like asking a small child to sit still.
Initially, the ceilings of our house were whitewashed hessian secured to she-oak beams. In time, plasterboard replaced the hessian as small animals tended to fall through the latter.
The outhouse, a bucket under the seat, stood a few metres behind the house. Dozens of poisonous Redback Spiders lived beneath the throne. To my knowledge, no one was ever bitten. It was pointless trying to remove them, they were just part of the furniture in most Australian backyard toilets.
A cellar was built under the front bedroom. I can remember the darkness being suggestive of mystery and danger. It was also closer to hell as we were told at Sunday School. A carpet snake lived in the cellar from time to time. We had little fear of it as it was favourably regarded as an excellent vermin exterminator.
During the day Snake often slept coiled around the bars of the cellar vent, set in the wall just above the front veranda floor. We were not allowed to poke Snake to awaken it during our playtime, for fear of it finding another, less troublesome household.
Snakes of all kinds, most highly venomous, were regular visitors during the summer months and were quickly dispatched by parents or our aboriginal housemaids. A metre length of thick fencing wire, one end bent over several times to form a handle, was the usual weapon. It was cheap, effective and could be parked in various parts of the house. When a venomous snake appeared, an adult grabbed the nearest wire and broke its back with a swift blow, rendering it immobile. It could then be carried outside and killed.
One hot summer evening at dinner when the geckos were busy on the flyscreen and the Tilly lamp was hissing away as usual, someone said `What’s that under the table?’ Silence as several heads went down and then Mother said - `It’s a snake heading for the kitchen.’ Father grabbed the wire parked next to the sofa and after one quick step the 1.5 metre long snake was immobilised. It had been slithering around our bare feet! The snake was identified as a deadly King Brown and had no doubt spent the day coiled around a sofa leg.
We had minimal furniture. Most was made by my father from local timber, redundant four gallon kerosene tin shipping boxes and old tea chests. Some of Dad’s creations have been displayed locally and Interstate, at exhibitions of Early Settlers’ work, which showed the ingenuity required in adapting very limited materials to make furniture. For example, rawhide, untanned cow skin, was stretched over appropriately shaped and dovetailed hardwood tree branches, formed to make the base of our parents double bed. The frame of our sofa was of similar construction; the cushions fashioned by stuffing washed goats hair inside locally tanned kangaroo skin covers. This resulted in a comfortable sofa that was still in use 60 years later.
All the resident families on the Mission were assigned several female helpers. Our senior house-girl had the use of a detached room at the rear of our house. A young house-girl assisted during the day. That poor lass would be locked up in a dormitory with other single females and schoolgirls every night to ensure males didn’t get at them. The idea was to expose the Aboriginals to our standards of behaviour, hygiene, to teach them English and practical skills in cooking, cleaning and sewing. While the house-girls washed clothes, swept and ironed, wives attended to important communal tasks, providing welfare for the floating population of up to four hundred aborigines.
Consequently, during childhood, I did not perform mundane chores such as bed-making or washing dishes. The male kids ran wild in our 3,000 square km backyard, which contained the Finke River and James Ranges.
In common with other children at Hermannsburg, I grew up with three languages, in three different cultures, in three totally different societies. This was certainly not the norm in Australia in the 30s but we did not know that. I spoke German to my parents, English to visitors, and Aranda (the local aboriginal language) to the natives. Mother mentioned that one Christmas; carol singing around the tree utilised all three, sometimes simultaneously by different singers.
All of the original Mission houses were built on the north bank of the Finke. The main watercourse was a half kilometre away and only once in my memory did it flood to our vegetable garden, on the lower bank of the river. Several mature date palms and grapevines produced perennial crops. The dates, planted around 1878, were over 10 metres high and we began eating the fruit when the dates turned yellow, and when fully ripe, were obliged to pick them to share with others. Access was gained by a rope attached to the crown, which enabled us to `walk’ up the trunk by pulling hand over hand on the rope
This garden provided virtually the only vegetables available for our table, apart from onions and potatoes. In the early days foods not produced on the Mission were ordered from Adelaide, and could take up to three months to arrive. Refrigeration was not available, but this was of no concern as we pulled carrots, kohlrabi, corn or other ripe vegetables from the garden and ate them raw while barely missing a stride on our way to some new adventure.
Coffee was far too expensive so Mother browned wheat and barley grains in the oven and when ground, used them as a substitute.
To beat the summer heat we spent much time swimming. Underwear or bathing costumes were unheard of so being naked was a natural thing. This made it difficult for parents to have children decently attired for church on Sundays. I remember a photo session when Mission staff and their offspring were to have a group shot taken. Martin Albrecht, the youngest son of the Reverend, refused to be properly dressed and kept escaping. The orderly rows of adults and children slowly disintegrated amid parents’ cajoling, threats, and children’s tears. After much turmoil, Martin escaped to the high country, shedding his Sunday clothes as he fled. Ultimately, the photo session was abandoned. I suspect Martin got more than soup that night as a leather strap across the backside was the usual discipline for me, and the Albrechts used similar methods.
The Mission, having been founded by German Lutherans, employed dedicated Christians from South Australia and Victoria. Most Lutheran Church services were still conducted in German, although many of the congregation were second, and in my case, third generation Australian born. I suspect that few of us Mission kids understood much of the ecclesiastical nuances of German services. The Aranda language versions frequently preached on the Mission also did little - except try our patience. The mental torture was also matched by physical, after being forced to wear shoes too narrow for our wide, normally unrestrained feet.
The reward of a Sunday roast still seemed light years away at the beginning of the sermon. Much imagination and restraint was necessary to avoid being carried outside in disgrace amid the disparaging eyes of mothers who had taught their children to behave!
Naturally, grace was always said before and after meals. The evening meal was followed by reading from an approved devotion book. This was in German until the war years when it was considered politic to switch to English. I believe those whose education had been conducted in German found it hard to make the change.
During my childhood days the Mission contained four large houses for married staff and boarders, separate bachelor and visitor rooms, the church and a morgue. Also, an aboriginal school, workshops, tannery, meat house, dispensary and kitchen cum mess for aboriginal children. In time, permanent houses were built for responsible aboriginal leaders.
White staff oversaw the growing of vegetables for the aboriginals in a large dedicated garden. In my day I believe five or six cattle were killed and butchered every week. Free meat was distributed to the sick and aged, women, children and workers early on Monday, Wednesday and Friday mornings. White families had a choice of free beef and so tongue, brains, heart, liver, kidney, as well as the normal fillets, were staple fare at our table. The disadvantage – there was beef or more beef unless an expensive tin was opened or one of Mother’s chickens lost its head. Sometimes a goat from the Mission herd was butchered. I remember one occasion when several visiting church leaders dined at our table.
`Delicious meal Mrs Latz, lovely lamb,’ commented one and the others agreed.
`Sorry, but there are no sheep in the Territory,’ my mother said innocently. `That was goat you ate tonight. It’s a treat for us, after months of beef.’
On hearing this, the guests rushed outside and vomited. We could not begin to understand such people.
When the men branded and castrated calves in the nearby stockyard we joined them unless constrained by schoolwork. The `rocky mountain oysters’, bulls balls were thrown over the rails, caught and cooked in the fire used to heat branding irons. They were a delicacy that my aboriginal friends and I greatly enjoyed.
Milk could only be obtained from cows in calf, or goats. I was fortunate to be weaned on goats’ milk, which is supposedly superior to cows. With no electricity or fridges, Mother’s homemade butter and cheese could be kept at a reasonable temperature in our cool safe. This cooler, also known as a Coolgardie or drip safe, comprised four walls about 10 cm thick containing lumps of charcoal, held in place by chicken wire inside and out. The top held a water tray with hessian bags draped over the outside edge of the safe. These acted as wicks, keeping the charcoal sides damp while evaporation kept the inside cool. One side of the safe was hinged to form a door. During humid weather, the cooling process slowed and food could go mouldy. Fortunately, this occurred infrequently. Meat was salted to preserve it. Originally, salt was gathered from dry lakes 320 kilometres to the south and transported to the Mission by camel.
Pioneer women had to be tough and enterprising. My mother suffered health problems all her life and writes of being very distressed when the mercury stayed above the century (38C) for weeks on end. Having only a wood stove on which to cook did not help either. Often, in the warmer months we slept on the front lawn; it was just too hot to sleep inside.
When mother received an inheritance from her father, it was used to purchase a kerosene refrigerator, which cost £65 ($130) in 1939. As Father’s salary was only just over £100 per annum ($200), it could not have been afforded otherwise. This was the first refrigeration unit on the Mission, and the Albrecht’s `rented’ one daily tray of iceblocks for which they paid sixpence (50 cents) a week.
My parents’ long working hours and other privations went unnoticed by us children as we were well fed, watered, much loved and enjoyed great freedom. Whether their Missionary efforts were misguided or not is for others to judge, we were just busy having fun as kids.
Mother recorded that at age four I began asking difficult questions about religion and the beginning of life. At this age I was also caught smoking, having `borrowed’ some of father’s cigarettes. A lecture on stunting one’s growth had no effect for the following morning I was dobbed in by the housegirls who saw me puffing away again. It seems I had four Red Capstans before breakfast, which did not blunt my appetite, at least according to her diary entry. Her next sentence deals with my punishment – the strap. I don’t remember getting the strap across my backside for stealing cigarettes but I do remember that a very careful climb was required to reach the cigarette tin, stored inside a cupboard on a shelf one and a half metres above the floor.
At about this time in my life, the Japanese bombed Darwin. The adults were very concerned. When WW II was declared in 1939, Hermannsburg did not hear of the news for weeks. Ration cards appeared and mother kept serial No. S 679585 for tea and butter, with my name typed on it. On one of our rare visits (the Mission now had a vehicle) to the Alice in 1942, air raid sirens sounded. I was five and can remember the town being evacuated. We drove some kilometres out and parked under a tree. I was disappointed when nothing happened – no Japanese aircraft, no bombs falling, no explosions in town, so I resorted to chasing lizards.
I now know that Alice Springs was beyond the range of Japanese carrier borne aircraft but the civilian population was probably unaware of this. Perhaps the Australian Military were rehearsing for a worst case scenario.
The bombing also resulted in Military Intelligence sharpening their pencils and visiting Hermannsburg to check on the German speaking staff. The local Head of Intelligence thumbed through the same diary I have quoted, but until May 1940 Mum wrote in German - with odd bits of English thrown in. She was asked to verbally translate parts of her own diary and letters from family. Honour was satisfied and Intelligence could report that the Mission had been searched, the staff interviewed and checked for evidence of subversive activity.
Hysterical speculation was mollified by the appointment of an Independent Protector of Aboriginals –a spy to spy on supposed spies. Mr Rex Battarbee, our Protector, was wounded in the First World War, took up art and became a respected watercolour artist. Prior to the bombing in Darwin, he had been our boarder for several years, between painting trips out bush.
As a child I remember Rex having a bent left wrist and a deformed hand. He was a gentle soul, sometimes giving us sweets. As chronicled in books on the aboriginal art movement, Rex taught Albert Namatjira to paint in watercolours. This occurred during a trip when Albert was Rex’s camel boy.
The Rev. Albrecht, arranged this opportunity to help Albert begin painting. The Reverend felt this could lead to a greater acceptance of aboriginals, even to providing them a source of income. During the early days of the aboriginal art movement my mother served on the Mission Arts Advisory Council. I remember our house being littered with paintings. Mission staff evaluated and priced them, before being sent to exhibitions in capital cities. This inevitably led to accusations that the Mission was profiteering from these works which was not the case. To avoid criticism, the Mission completely disengaged from aboriginal artwork sales and monetary affairs. Prior to his watercolour painting, I believe my father taught Albert Namatjira to blacksmith.
Christmas in 1938, saw Mother and I travelling south to Port Augusta on the weekly Ghan passenger service. This train had replaced the Afghan camel teams previously plying the route although there appears to be some contention as to why it was called The Ghan. Conditions in the third Class carriages were primitive. The only sustenance available was water – and even that managed to dry up on occasion. We carried food and bedding for the scheduled three-day journey. Only hard wooden seats were provided, so children slept under them, being safer. Others slept whenever and wherever they could, often treated to drunken behaviour and foul language by male travellers who indulged at the frequent hotels along the line. As the couplings between carriages had a lot of slack, severe jolting occurred with passengers thrown on top of each other. A hot drink could be hazardous, except when the train was stationary. Making tea entailed a two hundred metre walk through the dust to the front of the train, where hot water was passed down by the engine driver. Luckily, stops were frequent and often lasted for several hours.
With small children, 40°C heat and dusty soot blowing in the windows, it was stressful travelling for mothers. Sleepers and a dining car were available but we could not afford such luxuries.
It was an arduous journey for my pregnant mother, with me just 22 months old. Her sister, on leave from mission work in New Guinea, was already at the family home. Their happy reunion was marred by complications at my brother’s birth. An obstruction caused my first brother to be stillborn.
In January 1940 Mother had a curette performed in the Alice and became pregnant again later that year. One benefit of the war was that a fully equipped hospital was built in the Alice, supplemented with Army Doctors to cater for troops. X-rays taken at 7 months into the pregnancy indicated possible complications at birth. When Mother began having pains a few weeks later a radio call brought the Flying Doctor and she was flown to the Alice as a precaution. This occurred just before the Mission’s radios were confiscated for being a potential source of `spying’. It was her first flight; the aircraft being a specially outfitted Tiger Moth bi-plane. These aircraft normally had two open cockpits, one behind the other, which required occupants to wear a helmet and goggles in flight, as I did when learning to fly Tigers 18 years later. Connellan’s aircraft was modified to allow carriage of a stretcher behind the pilot and a perspex canopy enclosed both areas. Mother later wrote that she enjoyed the flight, even though the aircraft behaved like a bucking horse in the turbulence from thunderstorms.
I had been asking for a brother for some time and happily Peter arrived safely on April 5th, 1941, the same date as our father’s birthday. It was an induced birth and neither the Sister nor Doctor were present when Peter decided to appear. Mother wrote that she was very proud to have done it all on her own. She was now 32 years old and father 45.
After wanting a brother to play with, it seems I was not happy with the attention he received, becoming a difficult child. This is when I took up smoking and copped the strap after repeat offences. I must have sensed that father favoured my young brother who was gentler, more affectionate and less trouble. So I bullied and picked on him and got belted for it. Mother’s diary entry reads,
`With Peter, generally words are quite enough.’ `Talk about the many and severe thrashings Philip had to have.’
She also records that I was afraid of rain. It was such an unusual event that I rushed inside screaming after a few drops fell on me. I still recall that it, extraordinarily, once rained for 2 days and nights without stopping. Another unusual occasion was once having great difficulty finding my way home during a severe dust storm. I made it into the Mission compound before the swirling dust reduced visibility to several metres. The last hundred metres to our house took a long, long time – being largely a matter of feel. If I opened my eyes they filled with sand. It sounds rather silly to be lost fifty metres from home, but this incident taught me a valuable lesson.
Early in May 1942 Mother became pregnant but miscarried at eleven weeks. This happened at home with Reverend Gross’s wife attending. Mother wrote that thanks to a bedpan at least the bed was not messed up. Mother’s sister in South Australia also miscarried at about the same time and Mother mentions that sharing the knowledge of this misfortune made them both feel better.
After another pregnancy in 1943, Mother went to Alice Springs for the confinement early in January 1944. Again, her penchant for a quick performance resulted in neither nurse nor doctor being present at the 9 p.m. birth. While other patients in the ward tried to contact Sister Kerr, Mother sat up to look at her newborn. She noticed a purplish-blue raised blister on his spine. Sister arrived a minute or two after Norman’s first and only cry and immediately called for the Doctor. He arrived quickly and while examining the baby mother asked him what the blister was. He evaded her question. Then, after Sister asked for Mother’s religion, she queried the doctor again and he admitted that Norman was a spina bifida child.
Because it was thought that Norman might only live for a day, Kurt Johannsen drove out to Hermannsburg that night, collected my Father and Rev. Albrecht and was back in the Alice by 7 a.m. It was a valiant effort on his part. My twelve hour old brother was christened and Mother wrote:
`It was a great comfort to us to have our poor little darling received into the kingdom of God in preparation for the return to the heavenly home.’
A distressing conclusion to what should have been a happy event. My sad parents drove back to the Mission, waiting for the inevitable. Mother visited Norman in hospital several times over the next few months, only to see his condition worsening. She did not feed or nurse him, it was felt this would have made matters worse for her. Luckily mother’s brother, Adolf Pech, had been drafted into the Army and happened to be serving in the Alice at the time. He visited the hospital, checked Norman’s condition and reported to my parents.
Norman died ten weeks after birth and was buried in the Hermannsburg cemetery. I helped carry the cross and led the funeral procession through the parched sand to his grave. This event remains one of my early memories but I was not badly affected as I had never seen Norman.
Mother became pregnant again in mid year. It seems that was never a problem even with father frequently away from home. Being responsible for around three thousand head of cattle, father spent a lot of time mustering, branding and droving them to the Alice. He also often accompanied them south on the cattle train. General supervision of the welfare of the stock, stockmen and their horses left little time for us. He was also the general handyman at the Mission and was respected by the aboriginals. They worked well for him, which was not always the case with other supervisors.
Mother, as a good Mission-wife, spent much of her time working for the welfare of the community. Church dignitaries, V.I.P.s and ordinary visitors had to be `put up.’ We invariably had boarders living in the house and accommodated numerous visitors at our table. She also managed to maintain our vegetable garden.
Mother was also responsible for the school clothing of about 80 aboriginal children (they obviously could not attend a Mission school naked) and making soap for washing. At one stage, as a public service, she even catered for weekly tourist buses.
Then of course, there was the family. Bread and cakes had to baked, fruit and vegetables preserved, butter and cheese made, and the vinegar producing plant in the cellar fed. Tucker boxes had to be packed for Father’s constant trips away and it was left to Mother to organise aboriginal staff during his absence. She also had to care for, and keep us from running totally wild. Stocks of home remedies were kept to cater for gastric problems, sore throats and bung eyes infected by the myriad flies. Sometimes she supervised and helped with our correspondence school lessons. All this was mentioned in her diary and she sometimes despaired at getting through the day. Especially with the temperature in the 40’s and no air-conditioning.
In May 1945 my brother Melvin was born at the Alice hospital. The birth occurred in the middle of the morning shift change, so this time there were people everywhere. All went well, and soon Mother was home nursing him.
Early in September Melvin became ill and began constantly vomiting. The radio transceivers had been confiscated, so the Doctor in Alice Springs could not be called. After a few days without improvement Mother decided that Melvin should be taken to hospital. Father was away, so a man had to be sent out on horseback to find him and pass on the urgent message. Mother, Father, and Melvin eventually got to the Alice by road, where Melvin was operated on immediately.
It was too late. Their fourth baby son did not recover. It appears his gut had twisted and blocked. A bitter blow, a radio call would probably have saved him.
At the age of eight, I must have become accustomed to my brothers dying. I have no special memory of Melvin’s passing. However, some forty years later I visited his grave while on a visit to Alice Springs and bawled my eyes out. Mother’s diary is blank from the period after Melvin’s birth, until April 1947, when my brother Tony was born in the Alice. The memory of Melvin’s passing was obviously too painful for her to write about.
Growing up with the aboriginals we naturally learnt to use spears and boomerangs, to hunt animals, find water and other tricks of survival in the desert.
At age three, as described in my Mother’s diary, Paul Albrecht, (who was later to become Field Superintendent of the Alice Springs Mission area), and I were throwing kids’ spears during an outing to Palm Valley. While fooling around his spear hit me between my right eye and nose. A few millimetres difference and I would have lost the eye! I still bear the scar, and sometimes wonder what my life would have been with one eye.
From an early age all of us kids threw things, not at targets as in hockey or archery but at each other. This sharpened the reflexes and was a prelude to hunting. This illustrates, to me, how seriously the natives regarded survival training. This early grounding in mental attitudes served me well in later life, saving my skin many times.
Our spears were made from oleander shoots, straightened and tempered in hot sand under a fire. Green bamboo was cut to make a woomera or throwing stick, one end being sliced open to accept the spear that butted against the `stopper’ found in all bamboo stalks.
A rather nasty weapon was devised using a whippy young gum-shoot about one metre long, and wet clay. A small handful of clay was pressed on to the thin end of the gum shoot. Whip cracking this stick resulted in the clay `bullet’ flying off, emitting a whistling sound. With practise, reasonable accuracy could be achieved.
A `killing’ hit could not be disguised on the `whiteys’ as bruises remained for several days, evidence of failure to survive an attack. These games were conducted one on one or with as many boys who cared to join the battle. It was part ritual warfare, part hunting practise.
Our aboriginal friends taught us to hunt in the traditional way. Most of the white kids had a young aboriginal `boy’ companion who came with us when we went on our walkabouts. One of mine was Davey Inkamala, who later became an ordained Pastor in our church. For teaching us to track and kill game, find water, show us which plants were safe to eat and other bushcraft, they shared our lunch. The association probably also conferred some status in their own community.
We caught, cooked and ate lizard, snake, rabbits, fish, birds, witchetty grubs plus native figs, tomatoes and other edible flora. The cooking method for meat, when on walkabout, was quick and uncomplicated. This is what we did:
1.Catch and kill the prey.
2. Get a good fire going, preferably on clean white river sand.
Method:
Fish – push part of the fire aside and make a small hole in the hot sand. Place fish in hole, cover lightly with sand and push fire back over fish. Wait a few minutes (go catch another fish), then retrieve from under fire. Place fish on a rock or green leaves and peel off skin. The lovely moist flesh falls off the bones and into ones mouth. Delicious!
Witchetty Grubs - As for fish.
Birds – finches, budgies, parrots - as for fish but burn off the feathers first.
Lizards, snakes, rabbits, as for fish but remove the stomach and intestines and burn off the fur. Adjust fire size and cooking time to suit animal size and degree of hunger.
It’s that simple, and the food tastes wonderfully fresh when cooked in it’s own juices. The skin or scales keep the meat clean, while fish gut shrivels. I think it’s the only way to eat freshwater bony bream as the flesh does not stick to the hundreds of tiny bones as in most other cooking methods.
The trick in eating witchetty grubs is to grasp the head with finger and thumb, head up, body hanging down, then tilting ones head and lowering the grub into the mouth. Bite lightly just behind the head, and pull upward. The head detaches, taking the gut with it, leaving a mouthful of sweet meat, tasting something like a chicken omelette. Cooking is optional for grubs.
Catching witchetty’s entailed serious work. Standing under a gum tree, we looked for a small circular sawdust patch on otherwise smooth bark. Finding this, we climbed the tree, carrying a tomahawk. With luck, a circular bored tunnel is found above the sawdust, eaten out by the grub. When the grub is upstream, it’s necessary to hook it out by inserting a forked grass stem and catching the grub on the barb like a fish.
On occasion branches broke and we fell. The tomahawk presented the only danger so it was thrown clear and then we dealt with the descent. If unable to catch another branch, practise enabled us to land on our feet undamaged. We did not pursue the grubs that lived underground in the roots of a witchetty bush. Digging them out was traditionally women’s work.
Birds were killed with a slingshot when they came to drink at a waterhole. We sat still in a bush at the waters edge and when a flock of finches or budgies landed we let fly. At Latz’s Dam, thousands of budgies came to drink in the mornings and evenings; this being the only water for many kilometres. The flocks were so thick that we just stood on the dam wall and threw a stone in the air when they flew over. One or two budgies invariably fell at our feet, unable to dodge the stone before flying into it and knocking themselves out. Only the parrot family of birds were taken, they being vegetarian.
Rabbits were most easily caught by carefully placing a noose at the entrance to a burrow, which tightened around their necks as they ran in. When successful, the bunny was dragged out and cooked.
Fishing was rewarding when the floodwaters of the Finke River subsided. The previously muddy water became clear and fish travelled upstream between waterholes searching for mates or a new home. We waited for them at shallow patches of flowing water, armed with the wires used for killing snakes in the house. After sighting a school, our wires hit the water heavily, hopefully stunning some fish. We chased the school as they made for deep water, hitting wildly. After the fish escaped, it was time to collect and cook the stunned victims. This was great sport, as the Finke usually only flowed in summer.
At another time bows and arrows became the `in’ weapons. We made them ourselves. Mother’s oleander hedge yielded arrow shafts. Saplings were fire tempered and chicken feathers used as flights. With a bit of help from the garage, established to cater for increasing mechanisation, we became young Robin Hoods. This was one weapon we were not allowed to use on each other. Catching game proved elusive, as homemade arrows crafted by a child’s labour were rather unpredictable in flight.
Crows were a special hate as they spoiled some of Mother’s hard work in the garden. We caught them with a springy two metre long gum or oleander shoot, some string and a piece of meat. One end of the shoot was firmly buried, the other bent over, and using a bit of string, carefully hooked to a previously buried notched stick. The bait and a noose attached to the free end of the gum shoot completed the trap. When a crow pulled on the meat, the `trigger’ mechanism released the tensioned shoot, which usually lassoed the crow while straightening. It was not killed but securely tied upside down on a fence post. Crows don’t like this and shout, bringing their friends, who alight on the same post to see what the problem is. The inverted crow locks on to the visiting crow with clawed feet, refusing to let go. After forcibly removing the upper crow, it was dispatched. Usually, three of four crows were caught in this manner before the tribe departed, leaving the one tied to the post to fend for itself. This unfortunate crow was spot painted with any colour other than black and released. The confusion this caused kept crows away for weeks. Some will no doubt condemn our actions but it was either the crows or us that ate.
At around ten years old, I became seriously lost on one walkabout. Having been temporarily lost before, I knew that by avoiding panic, I would eventually recognize my surroundings. This time I was exploring alone in new territory and lost my bearings and landmarks, probably due to inattention. I was in the James Ranges, in a dry rocky area with the sun high in the sky on a warm day. My route had been mainly over bare rock, so back tracking was a waste of time. While climbing the nearest high hill, I fixed in my mind the small valley surrounding me. On arriving at the top of the hill, I could not recognise the landscape. The situation was becoming serious. I had to choose a direction to walk and be prepared to come back to my present position and try again. My first reconnaissance proved fruitless and I returned to the hilltop hot, tired and with an empty water bottle. The sun was now giving me a better hint of direction and I chose a route at 90 degrees to my first foray. This time I was able to travel further before losing my base reference hilltop. To extend my view, I climbed a tree. Imagine my relief as I recognised the black, burnt tree trunk I had passed mid morning. Careful now, keep your head and line up the best route before rushing off.
My memorising, identifying topography and navigating skills, developed at an early age, proved invaluable in commercial flying activities on many continents later in my life.
Eventually reaching my beloved Finke, I was parched, but in a dry stretch of river. Using my aboriginal training I chose a likely bend and dug into the hot white sand. Twenty centimetres down the sand became cool. Further digging resulted in water flowing into my hole - salty but drinkable.
I was subdued at dinner that night.
`Are you alright?’ asked Mother.
`A bit tired mum, I had a long walk today.’
I would not admit to getting badly lost for fear of restrictions being placed on my freedom.
We instinctively learnt to navigate during our forays with the aboriginals. Years later I read Harold Gatty’s book; `Nature is Your Guide,’ printed by Collins in 1958. He wrote that `primitive’ aboriginals in many countries use an entirely different system of navigation than that employed by `civilised’ travellers with compasses. Put simply, modern man relies on knowing where he is now, whereas aboriginals based their travels on knowing where they were in relation to `home’. The aboriginals’ remarkable path finding powers used highly developed powers of observation that Gatty, a famed navigator himself, said `civilised’ man has long since lost. For aboriginals, it was a life or death issue, both in finding game and when travelling in featureless and waterless desert areas.
Jared Diamond, the scientist and historical writer, in his book Guns, Germs and Steel, has this to say about Australian aboriginal societies:
`As of 40,000 years ago Native Australian societies enjoyed a head start over societies of Europe and the other continents. Native Australians developed some of the earliest known stone tools with ground edges, the earliest stone axe heads mounted on handles and by far the earliest watercraft in the world. Some of the oldest known paintings on rock surfaces come from Australia.’
He also says that `Stone Age’ peoples were on the average probably more intelligent, not less intelligent, than industrialized people.
Diamond mentions studies that show irreversible mental stunting associated with reduced childhood stimulation such as when children are largely entertained by television and radio. Also, in white societies, thanks to modern medicine, regressive genes may be passed on whereas in `primitive’ tribes these genes may not have survived adolescence, and probably only in rare cases were likely to breed. To put it simply, possibly only the intelligent and healthy genes were passed on in so called primitive societies.
As a child I found my aboriginal friends to be very intelligent. My acquaintances spoke two, and in some cases, three languages. They survived in an environment in which whites could not, without assistance from outside. Their society was structured to optimise this, to the extent of not allowing the weaker of twins to live, so the stronger had a chance of survival. All food was shared with the older members of the tribe. For it was they who passed on cultural and hunting skills to the young boys, ensuring continuity of knowledge.
We always went hunting barefoot as shoes cost money and never seemed to fit our wide feet. Some prickles penetrated our thick soles, but worse, during the cold, dry winters, our bare feet suffered. Some mornings, ice could still be found beneath a dripping tap at ten am. The cold ground plus not wearing shoes resulted in our deeply cracked feet bleeding and becoming very painful. I believe treatment with salve was the remedy but it took time for the skin to grow back over the raw fissures.
Conversely, in summer, the sand became so hot that long stretches were covered at speed between patches of shade. In extremis, we sat down and furiously waved feet in the air and hoped they cooled sufficiently before our bottoms were cooked.
During a visit by a group of VIP’s, I decided to show off my desert toughness. After finding a few large safety pins, I stuck them through the hide on the soles of my feet. When walking over our flagstone floors, these made a clicking sound.
`Philip, why do your bare feet make that funny sound?’ one asked.
`It’s the safety pins.’
`What?’
I showed them the soles of my feet and they shook their heads.
I scampered away smiling, leaving them to mutter about the strange habits of these wild Mission kids.
For people and the Mission to survive, every blade of grass and each gallon of water was precious. When possible, any animals we saw that were not our cows or working horses were shot. Kangaroos, emus, turkeys and any other edible game ended up on someone’s table. Old or disabled stock horses, having worked all their lives, were not put out to pasture, they were shot as well. I won’t attempt to explore the morality of this; it was just considered normal at the time.
Many visitors were keen to try their marksmanship on game such as brumbies (wild horses) and kangaroos. I remember one outing with a tourist keen to shoot anything. We came across a large scrub bull. Unfortunately, his first shot did not disable the beast and the angry wounded bull charged our Land Rover. Dad frantically accelerated while dodging trees, anthills and other obstructions in scrubby bushland. Our visitor shot wildly as we bounced over the rough ground. The beast gained on us, and with the rifle almost up the bull’s nostril, another shot sounded and the bull crashed to the ground. It was the last bullet in the magazine. Our visitor, after having such a fright, gave up shooting.
In 1946, Mother, my brother Peter and I went to the airstrip to be filmed as part of a United Nations documentary. The UN team were recording the modern way in which our school lessons travelled. A Connellan Airways De Haviland Rapide aircraft arrived as scheduled. The five man crew who had filmed us for the past week at the Mission, set up the shoot and recorded the handing over of mailbags and freight. On completion, the crew thanked us and boarded the aircraft. We remained to watch the aircraft depart.
It was a hot day and the heavily loaded aircraft barely cleared the mulga trees at the end of the strip. We were horrified to see it fall into the trees and disappear amid the sound of breaking timber, followed by a deathly silence. Thankfully, no smoke or flames appeared and on arriving at the wreckage, we found the passengers and pilot shaken and bruised but otherwise unhurt. The pilot, Cecil Parsons DFC, had put the nose of the aircraft between two trees, which mangled the wings and stopped the aircraft but did not damage the passenger cabin. My mother, as a witness, was required to give evidence to the accident investigators and we backed up her statement.
Strangely, years later, I was a passenger in a Connellan’s Cessna which would have crashed in virtually the same place had I not shouted instructions to the inexperienced pilot.
On occasion, American warplanes flying from Darwin to Alice drifted off course and seeing a large airstrip below at around their expected arrival time, landed to find out where they were. These were exciting occasions for us young children, looking at real bombers with guns sticking out. These exposures to aircraft early in my life planted seeds that eventually blossomed.
In April, 1947 Mother went to hospital for another confinement. She wrote that the day before Tony Latz was born she attended the Alice Springs races with the Heenan family. Mr. Casey, the former Governor of Bengal, was also present. On the following day Mr. Casey visited the hospital and met all the new mothers. `I’m a mother of men’ she said, having produced half a dozen. Mother recovered well and soon returned to the Mission. Her diary notes that Tony was a similar type to me and that we got on well. I did not persecute him as I had my first brother, Peter.
On one occasion I was required to make a statement and be prepared to give evidence in the Alice Springs Court. I was eight at the time and had witnessed, from a distance, an adult male aboriginal attempt to sexually assault a young white female as she walked home from a swim in the Finke. I waited in a small bare room with my mother, but was not called to give evidence. After being tried by our system, the aboriginal concerned was dealt with by his elders. The sentence was a public flogging, administered by a shamed relative, and that was the end of it. Painful for the accused, but less severe than a spear through the thigh, a common tribal punishment for such an offence.
That incident meant white girls now had to be accompanied by white males when bathing. Our usual swimming hole was a kilometre away, so this required some coordination. During hot weather, the boys swam frequently, as did a lot of the aboriginal kids. None of us had bathing costumes, and being pre adolescent, we all swam naked together. Gender or sex was not considered until one day when a group of us white kids were bathing and someone started the game of `You show me yours and I’ll show you mine.’ Innocent, but the awareness of sex began. This episode must have been mentioned to a parent, and after that mixed white bathing was chaperoned by an adult. This did not stop discussions about gender and all the girls said they would rather be boys, as men could pee while standing.
At times, fighting occurred among the aboriginals at the Mission. It often seemed to be among the women who belted each other with their hardwood digging sticks or `nulla nullas.’ These were about 60 centimetre long, pointed, and normally used for digging out bulbs, grubs and honey ants. I remember holding the light while Sister S. Lindner patched up a scalp that looked much like a skinned bleeding pumpkin. While being treated, the injured woman was still jabbering away about how she wanted to kill her opponent.
On another occasion I was Sister Lindner’s patient. While being chased, I jumped a fence and landed on a jagged stake, tearing a deep hole in my right thigh. I ran home with blood running down my leg. Mother controlled the bleeding and sent for Sister. I lay on my parents’ double bed and read the Chronicle while Sister pulled splinters out of my leg. I suspect she was more nervous than me as it was her first attempt at stitching a wound. Her hands shook while threading the shiny curved needle.
`Is it numb yet?’ she asked while prodding my thigh.
I felt sick all over and didn’t know how it was to feel numb so thought it best to agree.
Sister was a short slim lass who barely cast a shadow. I felt sorry for her as she struggled to push the needle through my tough muscles. It hurt like hell but I would not cry – it is not the aboriginal tradition. Pain can be ignored, which I had learnt to do to a large extent. Nine stitches were needed and the last few did not hurt much as the local anaesthetic had taken effect. I could not keep still so the scar stretched to two centimetres wide and the stitch marks are still visible 60 years later. When an official form asks for `any distinguishing marks,’ I invariably forget this scar and the barely visible spear wound on the side of my nose.
After recovering from my torn thigh, I resumed walkabouts with my aboriginal mate and badly grazed my shin while chasing game.
`Hey, better you stop that blood,’ my friend said.
`How?’
`You piss on it.’
The aboriginals’ knew all about survival so I trusted his wisdom. My urine stung a bit but the bleeding stopped. It was a useful trick to know and I have used it many times since. Deeper wounds were filled with mud or sand and we stood still for a few minutes until the blood clotted. It could be properly treated at home an hour or six later but in the meantime the wound would not be allowed to interrupt our days fun.
We climbed anything and scrambled up vertical rock faces using bare fingers and toes, to test our skills and sometimes to get at ripe wild figs. There was no kids’ playground; exploring the countryside and playing with spears or whatever was at hand sufficed. I recall getting into trouble once for ripping the bottom out of my shorts on a protruding nail while using our galvanised iron house roof as a slide.
Another game the aboriginals taught us probably prepared me for aerobatics. First we rolled an old truck tyre to the top of a steep-sided hill close to the Mission. Then one of us curled up inside the tyre while another held it upright. Tyre and occupant were launched down the hillside. The winner travelled the greatest distance before falling out of the tyre – up to sixty metres from the bottom of the hill on a good day. This speedy spinning must have either scrambled or strengthened our brains.
Us kids were happiest out in the bush and if a day trip with the men was possible, school was abandoned, lunches demanded and we went off for nature study. Correspondence School could be caught up with on another day. Our supervisor, Miss Mona Kennedy (now Kramer) kept order and organisation among the half dozen white children of school age. Our work was done in a spare room with attached veranda at the Albrecht’s house. Three months could elapse from the time we began an assignment until our corrected lessons were returned. By then, my spelling mistakes were ingrained and I continue to have difficulty in this area.
When our radio transceivers were eventually returned we were able to take part in school of the air for several hours on most weekdays. It was an exciting time, enabling us kids to be taught by a `proper’ teacher and to participate with other children we never saw. This contact also brought some of the outside world into our classroom and enabled Mission people to hear recent news.
Occasionally, my parents took a break from their constant workload. Usually, Father drove to a waterhole on the Finke River or Ellery Creek. Us kids would fish, swim, run around and make a lot of noise. After we helped to gather firewood, father lit a fire for cooking and making tea. When the fire had produced a heap of glowing mulga or gum tree coals, the meat could be cooked. Steaks were placed into a coarse wire mesh `cage’ to enable easy handling and then placed directly on the coals. This cage was about thirty centimetres square with a long handle and operated like a waffle iron. Direct contact with the coals imparted subtle, wonderful natural flavours to the seared, lean beef. On a good day, freshly caught fish were added to the menu.
On one of these outings, we had enjoyed lunch and were resting under shady gum trees beside a cool waterhole, when a movement in the water caught my eye. My nine month old brother Tony had been happily playing at the waters edge but was not there now. Then I saw the top of his head appear briefly, before sinking out of sight. As I ran to the pond his head came up and went under again. He was going down for the third time when I reached him. Once back on dry land, Tony coughed, spat out water and then began crawling back to the water’s edge. It was a warm day and we kept a close eye on him after that. Mother had lost enough children. Me being the eldest, I felt it my responsibility to help ensure she didn’t lose another and assumed the role of a broody hen. I don’t recall how any of us kids learnt to swim - it just happened by instinct and watching other, older kids. Safety or flotation devices were unheard of at the Mission.
On another outing us older kids went to Standley Chasm, a popular tourist spot. Reaching our destination someone shouted excitedly, `Look, paraltye.’
The truck had barely stopped before we were off and running to the adjacent gum trees. Faces and heads disappeared among low-lying branches as we eagerly licked the gum leaves. A busload of tourists, about to embark, stared in amazement. Some wandered over to see what we were doing.
`Why are you all so busy licking leaves?’ one asked.
`Lovely grub,’ was the muffled reply.
`What?’
`See this white stuff on the leaf, it’s sweet and just flakes off on your tongue. It’s the easiest way to eat it!’
`Hmm, what about all the dust on the leaves?’
`A bit of dirt won’t hurt you!’
The unconvinced tourist shook his head and wandered away while no doubt thinking how native these local white kids had become.
The white flakes we ate, resembling undersized communion wafers, are exuded by a small lerp or scale insect, which feed off the sap in the leaves. I discovered these scientific facts much later from the book `Bushfires and Bushtucker’ written by my brother Peter. We just enjoyed eating free, sweet-tasting food. Our survival instincts overrode any small niceties or decorum.
The tourists were amused and after an explanation realised how well we had adapted to life in our environment.
When I was around ten years old, the environment for all at the mission changed as 240 volt electricity was installed. Machinery had always interested me so I was happy to assist the South Australian volunteer church workers who came to wire us up. I spent many hours as Monty Rieger’s spare pair of hands. We crawled about under roofs, running wires above ceilings. A new diesel engine was installed in a purpose built generator and switchboard shed. I learnt the starting and shutdown procedure, as the engine only ran from early morning until ten at night. Naturally, I experimented with electricity and copped a few shocks. Having been heavily warned about playing with live wiring, I did not tell my parents.
The Mission purchased cheap surplus military equipment when the war ended. I believe around £200 ($400-00) was paid for a Bren-gun Carrier - minus the gun of course. Its main use was to pull a scoop to remove sand from cattle waterholes. Previously, we harnessed donkeys for this task. The Bren was a handy vehicle for learning to drive, being literally bullet-proof. My problem was reaching the steering brakes, which needed pressing for other than gentle turns as the steering wheel only disconnected drive to the tracks on one side. I managed to miss a few corners until my legs grew. I figured the trees I flattened would grow again. Initially I only drove this V 8 powered beast in the bush. Later, I graduated to the large four-wheel drive Chevrolet Blitz. It was my favourite vehicle, even though the engine next to my left knee generated considerable heat and noise.
When the Mission purchased a caterpillar D2 dozer to scoop out waterholes and dams I was allowed to drive it, but my training was minimal. I was probably 12 years old at the time. One day, while busy on roadwork, a bank collapsed due to the dozer’s weight and I was flung diagonally out of the driver’s seat. I managed to kick the clutch lever off while flying through the air and the machine stopped, teetering on a ledge above me. Had it moved forward a few centimetres it would have tipped over and crushed me. A good lesson, and one of my early lives I used up. My guardian angel certainly saved me that day.
Other war surplus materials snapped up, included .303 rifles and ammunition. I don’t know how many rifles or tons of ammo came to the Mission, probably enough to equip a small army. It was now far cheaper for us to fire .303 rounds than the tiny .22 bullet.
Our firearms were stored against a kitchen wall, between the kerosene refrigerator and fly-wire covered meat safe. I remember .22, .32, .44 and .303 rifles, and .44 and 12 gauge shotguns completing the ensemble, with duplicates of the more common weapons. As on any cattle property, firearms are a part of working equipment and one, or several, were taken when leaving the house for a journey of any distance. I was taught how to handle these weapons safely at an early age, as were all of us white boys.
The .303 rifle had a strong recoil, but by the age of ten I could just cope with it. The weight of this weapon, 9 lbs. or 4 Kg, was another consideration but we sometimes took a .303 on our walkabouts. I recall Martin Albrecht and I blasting off a packet (twenty rounds) of ammo on target practice one day, as we had not found any game and were bored.
I was always proud of my marksmanship. One day when Father and I drove out to check waterholes, we sighted a wild brumby family about a hundred metres away. I felled the stallion with a shot through the heart. Mother and foal would not leave without him, so I put the mare down with a shot through the lungs. The small foal was easy picking as Father drove nearer to assure a clean kill. It was a different era; I would not have the heart to shoot harmless animals now.
Toward the end of 1948, mother accompanied her three boys south to her parents’ farm. It must have been hell for her on the Ghan, with us running all over the train. At stations, Peter and I disappeared into the countryside. She also had to ensure that one year old Tony didn’t fall off the train. Us older boys had done so before, but we could always jump back on. The family did all arrive safely at the farm where mother could recuperate.
When she and my brothers returned to Hermannsburg after the Christmas holidays I remained at my grandparents’ to complete my final year of primary school. I was both dismayed and excited at the prospect. Were my correspondence lessons good enough for me to cope at a `proper’ school? Would I be humiliated or bullied, an outsider or an `ignorant’ bushy? My top dog status was left behind at the Mission.
I look back at my early years and consider myself to have been privileged. I had no money, few toys or entertainment other than that which we contrived. We did not even have a radio in our house. But my environment was full of love and care and allowed me to gain physical and mental skills that proved invaluable.

You start with a bag full of luck and an empty bag of experience. The trick is to fill the bag of experience before you empty the bag of luck.
~The Aviators Guide Book
Why was I sent away to do my final year of primary school at my grandparents farm at Appila, 220 kilometres north of Adelaide in South Australia in 1949 at the age of 12? Did mother want to accustom me to living away from home in a `normal’ white Christian society? Perhaps she wanted to prepare me for boarding at a Lutheran high school in Adelaide the following year? I was never told the reason but it certainly meant no more going bush on a whim. Now I had to attend school regularly and help with farm chores.
I attended Pine Creek Lutheran Day School at Appila, conveniently close to my grandparents’ farm. Out of thirty-two students, only six were in my class.
After rising at 6 am, farm chores were done, lunch packed and I cycled or walked to school. Lining up in orderly rows for the roll call and saluting the flag were new experiences. Not being a local, I had to watch my back. Neither had I played any form of `civilised’ sport, another source of taunts by the resident bully and his followers. Skill at spear and boomerang throwing did not rate here, but at least I was a killer at `branders’. A game where a tennis ball is thrown at an opponent – kid stuff compared to the hard objects we used on the Mission. When threatened and outnumbered, I was the only child capable of shinning up smooth gum tree trunks devoid of low branches. A quick sprint and a leap, followed by the busy use of arms and shins had me five metres up, sitting on a tree branch and hurling insults at my tormentors.
`Go and play with your stupid sheep and cows, they can’t climb trees either!’
`You just wait Latzy, we’ll fix you later. You’ll be glad to go back to your monkey tribe.’
Sometimes, to avoid problems, I just sat there until the bell rang for class.
Professor Jack Cross, of Adelaide University, offered the following views at a public lecture. He spoke of his time as a student at Pine Creek during the war, a few years prior to my arrival. Jack and his family were neither Lutherans or of Germanic background so suffered discrimination to a much greater extent than I did.
He stated and I quote; `Because of the war, the Pine Creek community withdrew into themselves and their past because they were excluded. It was a deeply religious community where all spoke German at home and clipped English with adverbs at the end of sentences, when outside their community.
Their farms were well organised with rows of pine and fruit trees planted in geometric patterns. Irish farms were chaotic by contrast. School children played in the cemetery and got used to living with the dead but were not let out of the classroom during funerals, a real problem for the teacher. Men and women were separated in church because of the holy kiss. The local people were very serious – happiness was not a legitimate goal. The end of the world was talked about. The men were never to be seen in a public bar. Their pecking order was based on age and Church and school picnics were highly structured. Unmarried people (15 to 60) did folk dancing. Married men played skittles, women played Pin the Tail on the Donkey and prepared food. Cordial and sometimes, purchased carbonated preparations were drunk.
The community was persecuted during both wars, mainly verbally and was ostracised and subject to rumours of all kinds - because of being German speakers. During the depression children wore hand me down clothes, dutifully mended by busy hands.’
Jack, also mentioned that I was not accepted even though I was related to the community – I was still an outsider.
As I remember, his description was largely correct. Years later it was interesting to find that I had not been the only one. The way I was treated prepared me for being regarded as `different’, both at boarding school and when I entered the workforce.
The only other difficulty l recall at this school entailed the mastery of decimals, but I achieved a passing grade. Perhaps decimals were too easy for me, I was proficient at the multiplication and long division of pounds, shillings and pence.
In a letter written to my mother dated September the 4th 1949, I described a church picnic I attended with the rest of the congregation.
`Not long after we got there the races started. I won the tyre race and a few others. When we had finished racing we sang a few hymns and had lunch. We feasted on sponge cakes, cream puffs, meat rolls, lamingtons, tomato and sausage sandwiches, biscuits, cake and a lot of other things. But somehow they all seemed to look a lot better than they tasted. After lunch we had a treasure hunt and everyone ended up with one and a half chocolate frogs. Then we watched the pillow fighting’ (Two men sitting on a slippery rail raised above the ground so their feet were in the air, the object trying to knock each other off).
Later we had supper, which was almost the same as lunch. I won two shillings and eight pence that day.’
I did not mention how this sum was accrued as games of chance were not allowed. The winnings would have bought several packets of cigarettes or a large amount of sweets so no doubt made me feel very happy. Feeling generous, I bought my grandparents a gift of some sort.
I later came to know that their farm was purchased by my great grandparents in September 1872. They bought 148 hectares of land at Appila, near Laura, when gazetted and opened for selection. The purchase price was around three pounds ($6) per acre for this dry farming land. Almondale, our farm, was purchased in the 1880’s. In 1908 my grandparents received title to this block; where they established the home where my mother, her four brothers and six sisters grew up. By 1949 the farm comprised 324 hectares; the furthest paddocks being over a kilometre from the house.
My grandparents and resident uncle and aunts treated me very well, but after my year’s stay I disliked our staple meat, mutton. Having been spoiled on lean beef at home, fatty mutton or hogget took some swallowing, especially as I have never liked fat of any kind. Money was too scarce to kill a healthy lamb for the table. Almondale is the only place where I have eaten cooked sheep’s lung, minced and mixed with spices and rice. Luckily, it was not fatty and tasted good.
Vegetables and fruit were also home grown. As in most mixed farms, cows provided milk, eggs were collected from the farmyard and occasionally a pig was slaughtered.
Dressing a pig involved everyone. Water was boiled for scraping off the bristles, the smokehouse prepared and knives sharpened. After slashing its throat, the pig’s blood was saved as an ingredient for making blood wurst. Even the bladder, after treatment, was used to make self-adhesive pickle jar covers. Only the pig’s hair and stomach contents were discarded.
We stuffed sausage meat into washed pig’s intestines - after turning them inside out. The latter is a simple procedure when two pairs of hands are available. One end of the intestine is fed into the top of a funnel, passed through the spout, then turned inside out and stretched over the funnel end. Next, water is poured into the funnel and enters the cylindrical space between the walls of the downward facing intestine. The loose end of intestine is then fed into itself as more water is added. The free end snakes across the ground, twisting and turning like a live creature appearing to grow from nowhere. After a thorough washing and soaking in brine overnight, the intestines were stuffed with different prepared fillings such as used to make metwurst, white and black pudding. Cooking and smoking followed.
I found the taste of these traditionally made pork sausages, ham and bacon unequalled by modern techniques, and devouring them was a high point of my time on the farm.
One of my weekly tasks was to collect the mail. Our box was located 3.5 kilometres away on a main road. A pushbike was available; sometimes I rode the riding horse instead, or harnessed the buggy horse and drove it. As Grandpa had not yet bought a tractor, he kept twenty draught horses for ploughing, reaping and hay cutting. We used to harness eight horses to pull the large wagon used for delivering wheat bags to the railhead.
I shared a bedroom with my Uncle Carl, and I recall him rising at 4 am to feed horses before breakfast and beginning a twelve hour workday.
Sundays meant church. The service was in German at 10 am, followed by a large lunch at home. Afterwards the grown-ups’ would chat, read, nap and entertain visitors. Children were left to play outside and hopefully leave the adults in peace. Unessential work or any organised sport was frowned upon.
Monday brought the early stoking of coppers, a metre high by half metre circular device containing the copper tub, a chimney and a wood fire underneath to boil the water. Washing went into the tub, and was stirred with a wooden pole while being cooked with homemade soap before being rinsed in water coloured by Reckitt’s Blue which purported to whiten and brighten cloth. Good Christians were keen on purging the mind of uncleanliness, and this applied to clothing and linen as well. After this torture by hot water and then sunshine, sheets were squashed in a mangle. Similar to a latter day wringer but larger, the mangle had wooden rollers and a handle for turning, the sheets were pressed between them, resulting in military crisp folds. It seemed a shame to wreck the stiff creases by lying on them but their production was womens’ work and part of their duties for mens’ benefit. Men made the mess and women cleaned up, that was the attitude I grew up with. Men worked long hours in the fields, `brought home the bacon,’ and women did all the housework and provided a shiny `nest’ for the family. Sex was strictly for procreation and single mothers were ostracised. These attitudes were reinforced from numerous pulpits on Sundays and my attitudes fell in line with the faithful.
On Saturdays and holidays I helped the men as my strength allowed. Fetching cows, moving the bull from one paddock to another. Picking peaches, apricots, almonds and suchlike from the farm gardens ensured my hands were seldom idle.
`Would you like to help me on the forge today?’ Grandpa would ask. `I have a lot of ploughshares to sharpen.’
`Yes Grandpa, that’ll be good.’ This invitation was most welcome on a cold winter’s day.
The metre wide forge bellows were pumped by hand to keep the coals glowing.
I passed tongs and hammers as hot metal was pounded and shaped on the anvil and tempered in a tub of water. Almost all repairs to the farm machinery were achieved with the clever use of fire and strong arms.
Electric welders were unheard of although the farmhouse featured 32 volt electric lighting powered by a bank of storage batteries. These were charged by a `Dunlight’ wind powered generator atop a twelve metre tower. I remember it making gentle whistling sounds as it worked to keep our lights burning bright.
To cater for my walkabout urges, on occasion I was allowed to go and shoot rabbits. Usually my choice was the Browning .22 automatic rifle from the gun rack. It was light, fitted nicely in my hand, was quickly ready for action and fired eight shots before re-loading. My grandparent’s farm backed onto a range of low hills covered in scrubby bush and trees. These forays pleased me immensely and often provided a change from our routine diet of mutton. I remember one occasion when I walked in the rain all day without firing a shot or seeing any game. The bunnies wisely stayed in their burrows. That is often the plight of the hunter, and as I found later in life, can apply to pursuit of the opposite sex.
In June 1949, my grandfather died after a short illness. Mother suffered a renal failure, probably caused by rigours of her life on the Mission and precipitated by her father’s death. The Flying Doctor was called to transport her from Hermannsburg to the hospital in Alice Springs, but nobody was flying due to very severe dust storms in Central Australia.
Eddy Connellan, who with Rev. Dr John Flynn O.B.E. and Alf Traeger’s radio expertise made the Flying Doctor service possible, heard that my mother was the critically ill patient. Eddy had known our family since his first visit to Central Australia, and was determined to make the flight if it was possible to do so. He probably broke the rules he required his pilots to observe, with regard to visibility on the ground and in flight. This is permitted on mercy flights but Eddy knew the country better than anyone. He collected my mother and flew her to the Alice. She was not expected to survive, so father was hastily bundled on to the aircraft in his dirty working clothes as well. It was his first flight and must have been a nightmare, bouncing around in a raging dust storm, his wife apparently dying beside him. Did he think they were all to die in a crash? In the Australasian POST published on June 30th, 1955, my father is quoted as saying:
`I have never been in such agony of mind as I watched my wife in torture. But the Flying Doctor plane came and got her to Alice in time.’
Mother survived and lived for another 48 years.
Connellan’s official flight report stated:
`This flight was carried out under almost impossible flying conditions. A general dust haze reduced visibility to less than a mile (1.6 Km) and actual dust and sand blowing locally gave visibilities from nil to 200 yards (180 M) at Alice and Hermannsburg. Ground winds of 50 miles per hour (80 Km/hr), and higher gusts made taxiing, landing and take-off dangerous.
The flight was made because it was considered the patient would have died if she were not brought in immediately.’
I was not aware of these circumstances until many years later. Apart from the lack of ready communications, children were not told such bad news.
In August our school travelled to Wirrabra, about seven kilometres away to greet the Governor of Australia, Lord Gowrie. I mentioned in a letter to mother that he said he could teach us to ride a horse and camel. I had done that by the age of six. He also asked if anyone wished to speak and some child said `a holiday?’ We were given one on the following Monday.
Some of us examined the Governor’s chauffeured car – a large Humber. I noted with awe that fans were fitted under the seats to keep bottoms cool. We were told this luxury limousine was used for HRH the King of England when he visited Australia. Being interested in machinery, this vehicle was a revelation to me. At the age of ten I was once given a book on basic engineering principles. I remember being able to grasp how a car differential worked, and continued to be interested in all things mechanical.
In September, a portable motorised milking machine arrived at the farm. I had never learned how to milk cows by hand, that was considered women’s work. But a modern device was of great interest so I listened carefully as the machine was demonstrated.
`Every time, before you use the milker, this oil must be put into the vacuum pump,’ the salesman said. I was allowed to hand crank the engine to start the machine and learnt how to fit the suction cups onto cows’ teats. I had been fetching the cows, now I often milked them as well.
I didn’t travel home to Hermannsburg for Christmas when the school year ended because I was to begin boarding school in Adelaide in early February. Instead, I helped the men bring in the wheat harvest.
At the time, wheat was harvested by using a horse drawn stripper. This machine stripped the heads, leaving just the stalks standing. The heads were then placed in large heaps for winnowing. The winnowing machine removed wheat kernels from their protective chaff. This chaff was called `cocky chaff’ and collected in a wagon for use as animal feed or one of its many other uses such as mattress stuffing. Wheat from the winnowing process was fed into hessian bags, each weighing 80 kilograms when filled. Bags were temporarily left open as stitching the tops shut took weeks, it was more important to get the unprotected wheat kernels off the ground. It was a labour intensive process - one man feeding the machine, another filling bags and the third stacking full bags carefully, fetching empty bags and generally assisting.
My main job at harvest was to evenly spread the cocky chaff being fed into an enclosed wagon. Being light and small, particles of chaff filled the air, creeping into every orifice. Combined with perspiration, it stuck to every part of my body. I used to itch all over, but accepted these discomforts as part of becoming a man.
With all the wheat safely in bags, the tops were stitched closed using curved needles. I remember spending endless days sewing bags while standing shade-less in 38º C heat. They were rammed taut prior to closing, by a special device that pushed in spare wheat. Careful needlework provided two protruding ears at both seam ends to act as `handles’ when moving the bags for transport to market.
Mother’s diary proudly mentions that I was paid about £8-00 ($16) for six weeks of work. This sum was probably used for my pocket money at boarding school.
In January 1950, my mother arrived from Central Australia. Preparations were required for my attendance at Immanuel College, the Lutheran boarding school at North Walkerville in Adelaide. We travelled to the city to purchase my uniforms in the required grey melange. It was my first ever suit! The school also required items such as running shoes and football boots – these were luxuries for a boy from the bush. Years later I was amazed to find that listed under `Other Requirements are: A mattress, pillow, blankets, quilt (blue and white if possible) four sheets, pillow slips, towels (coloured), pyjamas and plain coloured shirts.’ However, mattresses could be rented from the college but discrimination applied – the boys cost $1.50 per year, girl boarders only paid $1.00.
The girls were also required to posses a tooth brush, dressing gown, white and navy underwear, umbrella and clothes brush. None of these items were listed under boys’ necessities.
The flurry of excitement during this shopping spree was soon replaced by anxiety at the prospect of yet another dislocation from existing friends and relatives. We had no close kin in Adelaide and I knew few of my parents’ church friends, I would largely be on my own.
`I’ll come and visit next weekend to see how you are getting on’, Mother said as she prepared to leave after school opening day.
‘I’ll be OK Mum, don’t you worry.’
Many new boys cried while farewelling their parents but I would not let this occur. As always, I suffered in silence.
The first year students were housed in one long dormitory containing twenty-nine single beds. The main school building was originally a large, gracious, two story colonial house set in spacious grounds in the suburb of North Walkerville. Numerous alterations and additions had been made to cater for the 144 students who attended. Immanuel College was one of the first co-educational boarding schools in Australia and in 1950 the students comprised 79 males and 65 females. Virtually all were boarders.
Females were accommodated in two residential houses several streets away and were required to `crocodile’ or march in formation to and from meals and classes. Our first year dormitory was a prefabricated structure separate from the main house, as was an assembly hall large enough to seat everyone.
House rules were strict and the punishment by our prefects was swift and somewhat harsh. Over the years, I received more than my fair share.
`Latz, you’ve forgotten to put your slippers away again. Pass me one and bend over.’
Any protest was pointless, so six of the best landed on my backside. They all hurt but I became accustomed to it.
I soon learned that I was no longer an individual, I had to conform like a trained animal. Individuality could only be expressed in essays or on the sporting field. In daily life I had to fit the mould defined by the schools strict rules for junior boys.
Re-reading the 1950 school magazine recently I was amused at an enclosed quotation by George Bernard Shaw, `The reasonable man adapts himself to the world; the unreasonable one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. Therefore all progress depends on the unreasonable man.’
My attempts to follow his philosophy earned me time in detention and pain in my backside. At my age and status, I was not allowed to be unreasonable.
Finding a place to smoke without being observed was not easy. My skill at tree climbing and finding seemingly inaccessible parts of the school buildings was useful when I could afford a cigarette. One day a prefect caught me sitting ten metres up a pine tree. Smoking was one way in which I could thumb my nose at the authoritarian regime and get away with it. Over the years it became something of a game for me to outwit the prefects in finding new places to indulge my forbidden pleasure. I was only caught twice in three years. We were not allowed to leave the school grounds without permission except on weekends to play sport and attend church.
After our class settled in, the pecking order established. At home, as a white, I was held to be superior by my aboriginal playmates. At the Mission, I had no white male children of my age to challenge me. Once at school in Appila, I was the outsider and consequently suffered. I was not going to let it happen again.
It was put up or shut up and only several of my classmates put up. John Gniel was one and we had numerous fights. One occurred during our compulsory 6.30 am cold shower before devotions. Hot water was not supplied to the lowly first year students’ bathroom, so in the middle of winter a shower took only a few seconds. On one occasion, John and I, both naked, wrestled on the bathroom floor, oblivious to the freezing water pouring over us as no partitions existed between the four shower heads. I don’t know what started this fight, or the others that followed. I believe it was to establish top dog status as all other contenders had been eliminated. Our fights continued for several terms and became known to the Masters. They decided that a grudge match should be held to resolve the matter. This contest was held on the front lawn with many of the students watching. Boxing gloves were donned and the sports master refereed.
I was taller than John, but he boxed left-handed which caused me to suffer some heavy blows before I devised a defence. Then, I handed out the punishment.
`Time,’ cried the referee.
`What’s the verdict?’ we asked.
`A draw, so shake hands and no more fighting you two or you’ll be in big trouble.’
John and I became good friends and jointly headed the class `Mafia’. I hope our classmates have forgiven us for any troubles we may have visited upon them.
As in many such authoritarian establishments, new boys were sometimes subjected to ridicule and harassment. Initiation was not sanctioned but one learnt to keep out of the seniors’ way. One night our dormitory was raided by a group of older students who tipped over our beds and created mayhem before we chased them out. Then they threw water in the windows. Eventually the seniors retreated to their own dormitory, no doubt having a good joke about the trouble they created.
`Hell, now we’ve got to clean up this mess before lights out or that horror Roovy will have half of us on detention,’ someone said.
`Runt, find a mop quick. Josh, grab some brooms so we can sweep this water out!’
`My bed’s all wet through,’ wailed someone.
`Too bad, you’ll have to get in it till Roovy checks us and turns the lights out.’
Feverish activity soon had the dorm shipshape. The floor remained damp but we hoped Roovy would not notice as he wore thick glasses. It was unthinkable to dob in the seniors - they could make life hell for us and get away with it. Our turn would come next year; in the meantime we had to pass muster.
`The dorm looks a bit untidy tonight,’ said Roovy in his usual dour, humourless voice. He was our most feared prefect. `Just because it’s Saturday doesn’t mean you can be messy. Don’t let it happen again.’
`Yes Sir,’ we chorused, thankful to get away so lightly. He must have been in a good mood.
Inevitably I was caught smoking and received a fatigue. This entailed three days filling the coke (similar to coal) buckets that fired the boiler. This stoking was done in what would have been precious free time.
`You on the coke again Latz’y!’
`Yep, building my muscles so I can punch harder.’
`I’ve never had a fatigue.’
`Well aren’t you a goody goody. Your mother will be proud of you.’
`I don’t smoke like you.’
`You’ll grow up.’
After the first one, fatigues only bothered me because I’d been caught and should have been smarter. Some boys were upset and felt humiliated at this form of punishment, but not me.
At some point a serious offence occurred, resulting in a visit to the headmaster’s study. Others had told me of the likely consequences so I assumed a sad, humble and penitent demeanour. As expected, a stern lecture was followed by six strokes of the cane. Naturally I promised not to repeat the offence, and felt suitably chastened, but it didn’t change me.
In a letter to my Mother I described a typical weekday at school for the first year boarders.
6.30 am – wake up call by a prefect
7.00 am – private devotions, supervised. Abstaining was not permitted
7.10 am – sweep class dormitory, general housekeeping
7.25 am – breathing exercises on front lawn for all male boarders
7.30 am – breakfast
8.00 am – make beds, brush teeth, polish shoes
8.20 am – assembly in the chapel for all students, bible reading, prayers and public announcements
8.45 am – lessons begin
12.00 am lunch followed by some free time (if not on fatigues)1.00 pm – afternoon classes until 4 pm.
On Monday and Wednesday afternoons training for sport was mandatory. In summer we played cricket and tennis. In winter it was Australian Rules Football.
Tuesdays and Fridays meant working in the school gardens, cleaning our bathrooms and general maintenance.
Gymnastics was practiced on Thursdays. Training on the horizontal bar, parallel bars, tumbling horse and callisthenics were overseen by Mr. Hubble, a wiry professional trainer.
Dinner at 6 pm was followed by supervised homework and study prior to private devotions in the classroom.
At 9 pm we were released to brush teeth and retire. A prefect did an inspection of the dormitory and head count prior to lights out at 9.30. In theory, no talking, noise or tomfoolery was allowed after this. Sometimes we crept into a friend’s bed and held whispered conversations before returning to sleep in our own bed.
On Saturday competitive sport was played against other church schools. We struggled to reach any finals; the other schools had greater student numbers to choose from.
Attendance at chapel for the Sunday morning service was mandatory, as was travel to the Lutheran church in the central city area for the evening service. A supposed treat, coffee and cake was provided after arriving home from church. These provisions were usually of dubious quality. Once, most of us threw the `cake’ at a wall where it stuck and quivered before sliding off.
One Sunday evening a group of us were walking back to school from the tram stop when tomfoolery began. My cap somehow ended up being stuck above a street light. While throwing sticks to retrieve my cap the globe was broken. Frightened, we all ran home. I knew I was in big trouble; a broken street light with my name in the school cap above it! Drastic action was necessary - I had to break bounds that night and hope I would not be caught.
I stayed awake until 11 pm, thinking all the prefects must surely be in bed. Heart pounding, I dressed and crept outside. The College was in darkness. Quickly I gained the safety of the street. This was my first deliberate serious offence, other than smoking.
In a few minutes I reached the unlit street lamp and pulled out several sturdy throwing-sticks from under my sweater. I didn’t have a favourite projectile, the mini boomerang carved from green gum tree bark, but I reckoned my chosen sticks would fly predictably. One good throw was all it took, my cap fell to the ground. Snoring greeted my return to the dormitory and I went to sleep relieved. Luckily my absence went unnoticed. I had averted another visit to the headmasters study.
Compared to today’s vandalism, my unintentional damage was laughable, but Church run private school boys were under close scrutiny by the community and expected to set an example.
My Mission background had not included any of the sports played at College. I had a lot of catching up to do, still being an outsider in that regard. I trained hard but did not represent the school in any sporting events until my second and third years.
On a hot summer’s day, during an excursion, the males in our class were allowed to swim in a waterhole. One lad began floundering in the middle of the pool and cried for help. Responding instantly, I quickly reached the half drowned, panic-stricken boy. He climbed on top of me and kept pushing me under. I was now the one in danger of drowning. With no training in water rescues, I did not hit him to gain control. I could not shake him off, only my fitness and strength got us both ashore. I collapsed, utterly drained, spitting water. It had been touch and go for me whereas the other lad just walked away, no doubt embarrassed at getting himself into trouble. I’ll let the next one drown, I decided. It’s not worth the risk. Martin Albrecht had just let me tow him to the bank when he suffered cramp in Latz’s dam a few years earlier. I had expected a similar easy result this time but my trust and lack of training almost did me in.
Term holidays were spent with relatives or at the homes of students in our class whom I befriended. Most were farmers and so an extra hand was always welcomed. For me, it was an opportunity to eat real food again, as the College kitchen only seemed capable of producing tasteless mush. Potatoes, white bread and treacle were about the only unrationed items available to us - not an ideal diet for growing adolescents.
My holiday hosts, in addition to feeding me, often slipped me a five or ten pound note as I left. This bought necessities such as cigarettes or toothpaste. My parents could only provide a minimal amount of pocket money. All Church people knew `Mission kids’ were poor.
First year at the college included religious studies in preparation for our Confirmation. With my upbringing, I was expected to shine at this subject. Among the boys, I gained top marks for Scripture and Science, sometimes opposing disciplines.
Most parents journeyed to the city to attend their children’s confirmation, immediately followed by a first communion. It was taken very seriously. Mine could not attend. I remember being in fear and dread that I was not holy enough to be accepted into God’s Kingdom and would somehow suffer dreadful humiliation on earth as a result. In a letter to my mother, I asked her forgiveness for all the terrible things I had done. Religion had claimed me, but I reverted to my survival instinct if necessary.
A close classmate, also just confirmed, shocked me a few days later. He was a farmer’s son and a bit on the wild side.
`I sneaked out of College after lights out the other night Phil,’ he confided.
`You were game. Why?’
`I’m very friendly with one of the girls at the hostel.’
`Did you actually go up to the girls’ hostel?’ I asked.
This was amazing, breaking bounds was bad enough but being found in the company of a female student after lights out could result in them both being expelled!
`Yes, we had arranged a signal and she snuck out as well.’
`And you didn’t get caught?’
`No, we had a great time.’
I did not pursue the details; I felt it would be sinful to speak of such things. But it was an eye-opener. I was very naive in romantic and sexual matters and would remain so for many years. Nudity was natural, but feeling up the opposite sex and satisfying lust were something I felt were reserved for courtship and marriage. Of course I had been masturbating for years but that was a different matter.
After our confirmation the final exams were near. A mumps epidemic put paid to those for me, I was confined to an isolation dormitory. I was not badly affected and later relished hearing of the agony my classmates suffered trying to achieve good marks. My good luck continued the next year; I was again isolated during end of year exams, this time with measles.
The seven-week long Christmas holidays allowed time for the Central Australian contingent to travel home on `The Ghan’. This narrow gauge steam train plied the Port Augusta to Alice Springs line and took a nominal three days and two nights to complete the 1,280 kilometre journey.
First we travelled from Adelaide to Port Pirie, a four hour trip. There we changed trains for the short 84 kilometre journey to Port Augusta to board the Ghan.
It ran on lines only 106 centimetres apart, so the 300 centimetre wide carriages rocked and swayed considerably, even when traversing smooth sections of track. Slack couplings between a total of about thirty freight and passenger wagons meant the front of the train moved some distance before its tail followed. This clattering sound was a warning to brace for a sudden jerk as the train came to life, like a row of large dominoes falling.
These different gauges resulted from one Australian state employing a railway engineer from Scotland, and another state an engineer from Ireland. The Scots favoured standard gauge, 4 feet 8 ½ inches, the Irish 5 ft. 3 inches. The 3 ft. 6 inches. narrow gauge was chosen to reduce the cost of the Ghan line to Central Australia. It was considered adequate for the speed trains would travel. In the early days the Ghan managed an average of twelve miles per hour (nineteen km/hr). In 1937, I heard that Port Pirie had the dubious distinction of being the only town in the world served by surface trains running on three different gauges. It took more than 50 years before a single common gauge meant people could travel interstate without changing trains.
Kids from differing religious denominations travelled on the same train north as term dates were identical for all private schools in South Australia. Twice a year the Ghan became `The School Train’ as it took us home in December and back to school in early February. Adult travellers who found themselves on our biannual pilgrimage soon gave up trying to moderate our boisterous activity. We largely had the train to ourselves, as locked doors prevented us from visiting First Class.
Our compartments contained four bunks, two up and two down. During the day the lower beds folded up and provided seating. A corridor along one side of each carriage allowed entry to the cabins and other second class sections of the train. As I remember, each carriage contained eight compartments plus a lavatory at one end and a conductor’s room at the other.
I was not afraid of falling out at night, unlike others, so always favoured a top bunk. I could lie there and read or `accidentally’ drop things on people below. It was also easier to defend during the frequent raids on our cabin.
The lavatory featured a large sign which stated `Not to be used while the train is stopped’. This was because all waste fell directly onto the track below. Too bad if we were parked for hours waiting for an engine changeover or an opposing train to pass.
The second class dining car could not seat all travellers at once so we were allocated to one of the three sittings. We found the food wonderful and attacked everything placed in front of us. Sometimes we were even allowed second helpings.
I remember York Ham being on the menu. While swaying and bouncing through deserted sand hills it seemed incongruous that a pig from England had made it this far to be on my dinner plate.
The crew in the kitchen were the real heroes. With the mercury as high as 49º C in the shade, they slaved over wood or coal burning stoves, cooking for hundreds. The placement of water tanks on the carriages was critical. In the early days it was found that in summer the water would boil - handy for making tea, but rather hot for washing and drinking.
We heard that the reputation of the school train was such that errant railway employees were rostered on it as a punishment. I don’t remember any vandalism, apart from the spillage during water fights. Being the middle of December, water was cooling and soon evaporated. Air conditioning was an open window, which also admitted soot, hot cinders and dust. Our youthful exuberance at being free and going home after a year away meant little peace for anyone.
I found the history of the Ghan railway interesting. It provided access to the interior of Australia and allowed cattle from Australia’s vast inland to be trucked to markets in the south in days instead of months of droving.
Construction of the line to Maree commenced in late 1877. The first freight train arrived there in January 1884 amid a raging dust storm when the temperature in workers’ tents stood at 49°C.
As many as 900 workers toiled with pick, shovel and sledge hammer to prepare the track and lay the rails, all done by manual labour amid the heat, dust, flies and isolation. Oodnadatta was reached in 1918.
A small army of men continued to brave the isolation and desolation of the unforgiving desert surroundings and pushed the line northwards. Sandstorms covered newly laid track with huge drifts denying food and equipment to front line workers.
Finally, in August 1929, George Stirling drove the first train into Alice Springs. Unfortunately, the following year, the bridge across the Finke River was washed away by a flood and replaced with a concrete causeway. The old steam trains could cross the causeway with sixty centimetres of water over the line but when diesel electric engines were introduced in June 1954 the maximum was reduced to just 7.6 centimetres. Many delays resulted after the bridge was washed away and George Stirling is quoted as saying that in 22 years the train was held up at the Finke twenty times.
On one of my Ghan journeys I remember the rhythmic clack, clack sounds of our moving train suddenly stopping. Looking out of the window, I saw muddy water drifting by, seemingly just below my eyes. We were crossing the flowing Finke River with the carriage wheels mostly under water
On another trip, I believe we were stuck at the Finke for days. When supplies of meat and vegetables were exhausted some of us went hunting game with a rifle supplied by the guard. I found kangaroo and dingo tracks but it seemed any game had fled the area, so we returned empty-handed.
I was told that the lengthiest train trip between Adelaide and the Alice was around three months. This may be a slight exaggeration but the saying, `Better On A Camel,’ the impolite term for British Overseas Airways Corporation (B.O.A.C.), later to become British Airways, certainly applied to the Ghan on that journey. My favourite train was no hare. We could jump off and stroll beside it, picking flowers and waving to passengers as the engine belched smoke and struggled to climb a hill. Sometimes several attempts were required to pass a crest.
On another occasion, we donned swimsuits as usual, prior to arriving at Coward Springs. Before the train had even stopped, we were off and running to the nearby waterhole. The cool, clear water was wonderfully refreshing and cleansed the dust and soot off our busy bodies. Unknown to us, a railway film crew were travelling in first class. The director, noticing our fun, summoned a cameraman who began to shoot. Normally, our swim lasted five, maybe ten minutes but this time the train was held until shooting concluded. We loved the extra time cavorting. There was no need to worry about the timetable, if the Ghan arrived during its scheduled week that was reasonable and if it made it on the correct day that was fair enough.
Free from the authoritarian rules of boarding school, some of us felt free to indulge our vices.
`How many packets of fags you got Latzy?’
`Enough for me’
`C’mon, you can spare me one’
`Buy your own.’
`I saw you looking at that girl from MLC’ (Methodist Ladies College).
`Rubbish. I noticed you talking to Roberta. Do you know she’s Catholic, she might let you kiss her. They can do anything if they confess afterwards.’
`I don’t want to kiss her. She lives on the next property to us, that’s why I know her. I wouldn’t touch a Catholic with a bargepole.’
Us Protestants were programmed to view Catholics differently.
Another form of amusement was to goad and embarrass young students of the opposite sex. First, the girls would be enticed out of their compartment. I then climbed outside the train through the window of an adjacent compartment, entering the girls domain via their outside window. After quickly locking the door, I retreated through the window of the moving train and returned inside again.
Now the girls were at our mercy, unable to escape to their compartment. The porter was not amused at being disrupted to use his master key. He berated the girls for their stupidity while no doubt suspecting us boys. We just pulled faces at the girls and mouthed - `Silly girls, silly girls’.
Meanwhile, the young lasses assured the porter that `it’ would not happen again.
It did, while the girls were having a meal. This time the porter read us the riot act. We tried other tricks. Such as exiting through a window, creeping along the moving carriages and throwing water into the girl’s compartment. If we fell off, we rolled along the ground, got up and jumped back on.
If the girls left an outside window unlocked at night, we sneaked into their dark cabin and howled like a dingo before exiting. The trick was to do this and escape without being identified.
During the many lengthy stops when the engine’s supplies were replenished, we went looking for something to do. None of the stations had platforms; we just stepped off the carriage onto desert sand. It was rare to travel a kilometre without seeing empty beer bottles and many lay at stops. We held competitions to see who could smash a particular bottle by throwing stones and never thought about a successful result as broken bottles lay everywhere. This target practice made life easy when I fielded in cricket matches and won me prizes at other events.
A retired Reverend from school reminded me at a class reunion forty years later that I had won a weeks pocket money from him. He bet that I could not hit a goal post with a stone. I did, and he said he had never bet since, I had done him a good turn.
We made it home for Christmas where a certain level of decorum and discipline was required. But out of sight of parents we swam naked, fished and hunted as usual. Our joy filled holiday soon passed and then we were on the Ghan again. Behaviour on the return trip was less exuberant, the joy of moving up the pecking order at school was muted by the thought of a return to strict discipline.
In 1951, our class size of Sub-Intermediates had reduced. Farming families often considered their children’s formal education complete after being confirmed, and at age 14, old enough to work at home. In our second year at college the dormitory was smaller and hot water flowed in the bathroom. The prefects also allowed us a little more latitude.
I began to rebel against the awful lunchtime food. I stopped attending but was caught so my class master began searching for me. After that, I made a point of greeting him on entering the dining room, then positioned myself in the centre of the six metre long table, which he headed. As everyone sat down after grace, I continued downwards and slid under the table. This disappearing strategy worked for some time until I became bored and tied some shoelaces together. During the ensuing confusion after lunch I was sprung again.
Our Master now kept a close watch to ensure I was present and also eating my lunch. I deviously worked out another ploy. After placing something on my plate I pretended to eat while pushing bits of so called food off my plate and onto the napkin, from where it mysteriously fell to the floor. At some point I was caught again and forced to sit next to the Master, resulting in a stalemate.
`Latz, you will eat this nourishment, given to us by the Grace of God.’
`Yes Sir,’ I replied, my hands remaining motionless.
Minutes elapsed without a morsel passing my lips.
`Latz, you and I will remain here until you eat your food!’.
`Yes Sir.’
Grace was said and everyone else departed. We sat down again in stony silence.
Kitchen staff eyed us curiously while clearing tables. The Master began to plead with me but I would not budge. Eventually he realised this and said, `I will have to take this matter further but you may go now.’
`Thank you Sir.’ `I would eat it if it was real food Sir.’
`Yes, yes,’ he muttered.
I wondered what this rebellion would cost me. Nothing happened and I was left to either eat or not. The staff must have decided I had a case that could not be reasonably challenged. I have eaten snake, lizards, flora and fauna that other people would not touch let alone eat, but I could not force myself to swallow evil tasting, re-constituted and often re-heated, mush. To survive, I stole bread and if possible, butter from the staff table, but had to be quick. I became very adept at carrying concealed items under my armpits, as removing food from the dining room was forbidden. Bread was toasted on a bar heater and if butter was not available, eaten dry. Many times I found myself desperately hungry in our land of plenty, but I suppose the kitchen was operating on a very tight budget and relied on students being well fed when at home.
Years later I discovered Matron consistently under-utilised her annual food budget. I also found a copy of the menu, repeated every week. It listed items such as mince meat (often green when served), scrambled eggs (preserved, also green or black), liver (indigestible rubber), stew and pressed meat (butchers floor sweepings). Saveloys (full of carcinogenic nitrides), sago (frogs eggs), custard (cow curd), bread and butter pudding (without the butter) and other such delights that rarely passed my stomach.
Notwithstanding my fasting, I managed to train hard, and was chosen to play in the school’s under 15’s football team. During one match I jumped to catch the ball and misjudged. The ball hit the little finger on my left hand. Nothing seemed amiss until I noticed my hand covered in blood. Looking closely, I saw a white bone protruding from the blood around my finger. Thinking it dislocated, I pressed on the bone and clicked it back into place, then continued to run after the ball.
When the coach noticed my bloody hand he called me off the field. He drove me to casualty at a hospital to have my finger attended. I felt bad about climbing onto clean white sheets wearing my muddy shorts and football boots but was told to do so. Seven stitches repaired my finger, but no painkillers were given to me so a sleepless night followed.
For one school term, I was elected as Vice Chairman of the class Social Club. At these structured and supervised Saturday night events we were actually allowed to mingle and speak to our female classmates. During these evenings, films and slides were shown, guest speakers entertained us and debates held. Definitely no form of dancing was allowed.
Again, I escaped the end of year exams due to contracting measles. Then it was home on the school train for our usual Christmas festivities, hunting, fishing and swimming.
In 1952 Immanuel College enrolled eighty girls and eighty-one boys, mostly boarders. Twelve full time teachers and three part time music tutors provided our academic education. Some teachers doubled as sports coaches and a specialist gymnastics instructor appeared.
In our third year we hardly bothered to speak to first year students. A new entrant to our class was naturally un-bonded and so subject to some bullying. For example, if we found him snoring, toothpaste was squeezed up his nostrils and into his mouth. It must have been hell for him, being an effeminate, non-sporting, intellectual type who never complained. I suppose he was eventually accepted but our behaviour to him was shameful.
I joined the school choir so I could mingle and whisper to the girl choristers. My election as Chairman of the class Social Club during the second term conferred status in our dormitory. The ignorant `bush boy,’ naturally accorded leadership among aboriginals at home, was exhibiting these qualities in his new environment.
I was selected to train for the State gymnastics team until flying off the horizontal bar and landing on my head. My head was undamaged but not so my spine. Matron `Tut, tutted’ unsympathetically, even though I couldn’t bend my back for almost a week. I had no examination or X-rays. Years later when my mother finally heard of the incident, a chiropractor remedied the damage to my spine.
This accident did not stop me playing football and I graduated to the A team making the best players’ list in four out of seven matches. I still recall playing Rostrevor College on their home ground. The dark robed and white dog collared coaching priests shouted encouragement to their team and abuse at us. The priests’ use of swearing and undignified actions betrayed their holy orders, greatly upsetting our team.
Due to the small numbers at our school, on the football field I usually found myself pitted against young men several years my senior in age and experience but this only increased my determination to match their skill.
John Gniel, my previous enemy but now good friend, and I became interested in making explosives. Conducting boring experiments to measure the amount of reduction in certain elements was of no interest. To pass our chemistry practical tests John and I worked backwards through the logarithmic tables, starting with a number just off the correct answer. This produced very good marks and allowed us time to get on with making explosives. Mr Hebart, our chemistry teacher, was astounded when I told him of our shenanigans years later. He had no idea of our deceit or other experiments.
One day, having made what we thought was a good brew, John and I decided to explode it on the sports field. The chemicals were in a capped metal tin, which I was swinging in my hand as we walked. When the tin began to expand, I immediately let go. It exploded in mid air and set our trousers on fire. We both jumped into a nearby fish pond, extinguishing the flames. It was a sheepish pair that crept upstairs to our dormitory; removing evidence of our unauthorised and dangerous activity. Luckily for us this episode passed unnoticed but black nitrate flecks emerged from my numbed hand for weeks afterward.
We reverted to more predictable explosions such as merging sodium and water. One such was set off in a toilet bowl and it blew a manhole cover metres into the air and flushed other toilet bowls upwards. The unfortunate school handyman, a dour, unpopular person, happened to be sitting on a toilet during the explosion. The bowl emptied itself on him! This prank really soured his view of younger students. John and I were adept at not getting caught, so all the Headmaster could do was issue yet another warning during general assembly.
As the end of the school year approached, I hoped that I would not be quarantined again as we were to sit the State Intermediate exams. Our class settled into serious revision and silly pranks were forgotten. I completed papers in English, German, Maths One and Two, Science and History and was confident about passing all except German. I had never bothered to learn the complicated grammar rules and found the written exam difficult, although I breezed through the oral test.
The school break-up was a bittersweet day for myself and others who would not be returning. The intimate friendships we had forged in adversity would now change forever.
This year, Robert Arnold, a classmate and friend was coming home with me for a visit. Once at home I mostly helped fixing vehicles. I also rescued my Missionary Uncle, the Reverend Herman Pech when his truck broke down. My diary mentions that I hit a tree with the Blitz in the process but no damage occurred and we arrived home at midnight. These responsibilities fell easily on my shoulders at fifteen years of age. My driving was only on Mission property so I did not need a licence.
This holiday ended my financial dependence on others. I was about to begin a five year apprenticeship as a motor mechanic in Adelaide. As the secular working world was totally new to me, I was apprehensive about succeeding. Also, I would have to survive on a pittance and make new friends. My confidence at succeeding in adapting to `civilisation’ was threatened by facing another new world.
But first I had to get there, as heavy rains were making travel south of the Alice difficult.

A ‘good’ landing is one from which you can walk away. A ‘great’ landing is one where they can use the plane again.
~ The Aviators Guide Book
Robert Arnold and I flew to Adelaide from Alice Springs in January, 1953. It would ensure I arrived in time to begin my first job. Flight was a new and exciting experience for us. Early in the day we eagerly boarded the piston engined, twenty eight passenger DC 3 plane. I had seen inside other aircraft, but this one was much bigger and made of gleaming metal. I was impressed, examining the inside carefully. The plane was almost full and very hot inside. I didn’t care one bit and watched in fascination as we took off and the trees got smaller.
Being summer, the air was turbulent and soon the aircraft began to bounce. As the day progressed the ride became distinctly rough. I have since learnt that the slow and un-pressurised DC 3 could not legally cruise above the turbulent air. We made several landings to embark people. Many of the passengers were sick, including Robert. I decided that throwing up would not spoil my thrilling trip. When the hostess arrived with lunch Robert took one look and again reached for his sick bag. I just got stuck into the food, with great enjoyment. Very few others were eating. The hostess returned and saw my polished plate.
`Would you like another steak?’ `There are plenty left over’.
`Yes, it was great’.
Robert shuddered at the thought of more food and threw up again. My diary mentions that he was sick five times during the day-long series of flights. I managed to demolish four steaks before I conceded defeat, regardless of the vomiting around me - much to others chagrin.
My first flight was a wonderful adventure preceding my entry into the working world. For years, aircraft had been a vital part of outback life, but the experience of flying excited me and no doubt planted another seed in my brain.
Robert took himself off to travel to his family on York Peninsula and I caught a tram to the boarding house that would be my home for some years. Arriving at 8 pm, I was too late for dinner but the steaks I had eaten would tide me over until breakfast.
At the tender age of 15, I awoke to a new day and new life. My apprenticeship was arranged by church connections as Sidney Crawford, the Managing Director of Commercial Motor Vehicles (C.M.V.) was a supporter of the Mission and their people.
Having been told to visit the company personnel officer in the city, I dressed in a white shirt and long trousers. After a hurried breakfast, I cycled to Franklin St., on the fringe of the Adelaide C.B.D. and reported to Frank Holland. He assigned me to the Commer truck and David Brown tractor assembly division. I was excited to be starting `men’s’ work, even if it was at Overingham, an industrial suburb, some distance away.
I began work in the truck assembly area where my white shirt soon became filthy. The world of industry was completely new to me, so I had a steep learning curve during the first few weeks. Though hardly a sissy, I was astounded at the vulgarity and language used by some of my workmates. I discovered that generally, religion had no place in their lives, so I certainly did not admit to being a `Mission’ kid. Having lived entirely in Lutheran circles, I had never met these sorts of people before. Their worlds seemed to revolve around sex, drink and sport, all of which were freely discussed as our department consisted entirely of male workers.
My survival instincts quickly rationalised the situation and I began to live two lives - one during working hours and the other aligned to church activities. I had to hide my shock at hearing workmates discussing their love lives and how they `used’ some women. This talk sometimes distracted me so much I made stupid mistakes. I was both horrified and titillated, being a regular churchgoer and committed Christian. My hormones were raging and I dared to think that one day I might sample some of the intimate pleasures possible with girls, so casually discussed by my fellow workers. After fifty years I still remember one saying he preferred women with small breasts and big stiff nipples as these felt good on his bare chest. Would I ever experience this, I wondered? My conscience warned it should only happen in wedlock.
I wore dirty white shirts for three days before coveralls arrived, these were set off against my pay. For the twenty kilometre round trip to work my bicycle was essential; I could not afford bus or tram fares. First year apprentice pay amounted to £3-10 shillings ($7-00) while board and lodgings alone cost me £2-15 shillings ($5-50) per week. At work, I could rarely afford lunch. A few times, I had no money to repair my bicycle, so walked the twenty kilometre round trip to work. Luckily this only happened occasionally. I did celebrate on hearing I’d passed all seven subjects in my year 10 State exams, buying a packet of 10 cigarettes that cost 24 cents. They lasted for a week.
It was not an easy time for me. My parents were far away, but I met with a few friends still at College. This contact helped keep my spirits up. I began to make new friends near my age at church.
My lodgings were owned and run by a strict Christian spinster, Miss Tilly Lohemeyer. A middle-aged lady with a generous figure but often sharp tongue. She boarded nine of us, seven males and two females, in her three bedroom suburban brick house at No. 12 Morcombe St., Maylands.
I shared a bedroom with two other males. We could just walk around the three beds. It was still a vast improvement over my crowded dormitory at school. The women slept in an enclosed veranda known as a sleep-out. Tilly was a tireless worker, cooked tasty, nutritious meals seven days a week, washed our clothes and vacuumed busily. However, we feared her tongue if the strict house rules were broken.
Arriving late for the evening meal without prior warning was not acceptable. Working or indulging in any sport or frivolous activities on Sundays was unthinkable, and arriving home after midnight was a sign of total degradation. We endured these restrictions as the quality and value of her establishment were unrivalled. I believe the female boarders paid less in exchange for domestic duties.
Lack of finance meant I was frequently home alone on Friday and Saturday evenings. Tilly attended weekly choir practice, and other church events. After the constant bustle at school, I felt lonely and deprived while others were out having fun. I was again at the bottom of the heap. With so much time on my hands I read the Bible from cover to cover.
One evening during Tilly’s absence I overhauled her broken decorative chiming clock. I was bored and thought it a pleasant surprise for her. It ticked happily on the mantelpiece after my attention.
Next morning learnt that I had almost killed Tilly. She returned after 11.30, and was almost asleep when the clock chimed twelve times. Tilly thought she had died, gone to hell and the devil was claiming her. A good deed gone slightly awry.
Saint Stephens Lutheran church in Wakefield St., adjacent to the C.B.D., became the focal point for my social activities. Singing in the choir was free and as the female choristers sat in front of us at a lower level, sometimes I could even look down the front of their dresses. My hormones screamed, even in church. I also attended many of the free Young Peoples Society’s functions and during summer played tennis with the church team.
I still fancied a girl from our class at Immanuel. Ruth still attended college, but as a senior was allowed more freedom. We chatted briefly after church once. Exchanging letters was the only way to communicate freely. An unchaperoned meeting was arranged. Planned to be after church on a Sunday evening in a park near her quarters at Immanuel. I arrived early on my bicycle, palms sweaty and full of trepidation. What should I do or say that would endear her to me? I had received no training in matters of courtship.
Ruth arrived in civilian clothing. I managed to hide my nervousness as we talked about our daily lives. I was too inexperienced to compliment her on her lovely dark hair or form fitting dress. We stood chatting under a tree and I managed to move closer to her in the darkness. I was too shy to place my arm around her, even though I was aching to feel a part of her body against mine.
She glanced at her watch. `Goodness, `I have to go, otherwise I’m sure I’ll be missed!’
This was the moment. She let me kiss her and I was so afraid I withdrew after a second or two. It was the first time I had kissed a female on the lips. No great sparks flew during that brief touch.
`Goodnight Ruth, I’ll write soon.’ I watched her disappear into the night.
Then I discovered my bicycle had a flat tyre and I had a five kilometre walk home. I didn’t mind, I was walking on cloud nine. I’d kissed my first girlfriend!
As an apprentice, I attended Technical College for a weekly evening in the classroom plus one full days practical work, every fortnight. Having passed in math’s and science at College, I was not stretched to achieve high marks. Many of my fellow apprentices resented having to work all day and then attend school at night. I was happy to do so as lack of money prevented the pursuit of other interests. Besides, the other lads lived at home and were presumably better off financially.
After turning sixteen in February I passed a simple theory exam and was issued a driving licence. The process took less than half an hour. Now I could legally ride or drive any motorised vehicle of any tonnage or number of wheels. Due to previous experience, at work I drove various company cars, trucks, tractors and also operated the mobile crane. Little, if any, specific training was given, even on the crane. I was expected to use my common sense and learn on the job. This approach worked, I don’t remember any damage or accidents occurring.
I submitted a simple cost saving idea to management and received $2-00 – almost a third of my weekly pay. Seeing another opportunity at work, I conducted a search and filed a provisional patent for my invention. Unfortunately, I lacked the business acumen and modest finance to take it further. I was peeved to find my idea being sold in the marketplace a short time after my provisional patent expired and had no idea that it would spread worldwide. My patent was just a simple hinge. It was added to an electric welding mask to allow the dark protective glass to be flicked open for clear vision, instead of moving or removing the whole mask. My forays into the world of original ideas would continue over many years.
That winter, when the Aussie Rules Football season began, I joined Ross Garrett, a roommate, in training with South Adelaide. After playing with them, I discovered a transfer from Norwood was required, living in that team’s area. They refused this, so I began training with Norwood (after being disciplined for unknowingly playing illegally for South Adelaide). More lessons on life in the real world. Footy was short lived. After a few matches I was hit from behind, developed back problems and decided to give up playing competitively.
At work I got to know a sincere man, Jack Conquest, a keen spearfisherman. I being a Piscean, the sport appealed, it had to do with water. Also, it was healthy and other people didn’t try to hurt you. The fish might suffer, but at least I could get a feed.
At the time spear guns were not available in Adelaide; it was necessary to make your own. Jack supplied me with the plans and contacts for material purchases. I used my spare time at work and the facilities at school, to begin cutting and filing non-ferrous metals. Stainless steel was expensive, so I did without many lunches to enable the purchase of materials I could not scrounge from a waste bin. The 1.5 metre long stainless tube that housed the spear propulsion spring cost $4-00 and a custom spring, $1.75. Expensive items that took some time to afford. I fashioned the trigger and spear release mechanism from the top of a worn out piston. My diary mentions I was given a pair of flippers, saving me $5-00. I managed to buy my mask and snorkel for $3-70. I fashioned a lethal shark knife by carefully grinding an old file, tempering it, then chrome plating, and finally attaching a wooden handle. Rubber from a discarded truck tube, cut to size and riveted to shape, formed the sheath.
I tried out my new weapon at a secluded beach south of Adelaide, hoping my inexperience would not be evident. The beach was completely deserted.
After swimming to a reef several hundred metres offshore where I hoped to spear a fish, I inevitably missed with my first shot. Reloading had to be done while bobbing around in the waves. Somehow, the line from gun to spear became tangled around my legs, then my arms and snorkel before the spear tried to penetrate my backside. It had all gone horribly wrong. I would have thrown the gun away, but it was still attached to me. Little did I know, I had broken a cardinal rule of diving - never go out on your own. I swallowed a lot of water before finally getting untangled. Eventually, I made it back to shore. After recovering, I practised reloading in shallow water.
The following weekend I returned to the same location and tried again. Fish were elusive, and a teething problem saw me heading home.
By chance, the Australian spearfishing championships were held at `my’ beach a few weeks later. I attended to see the experts at work. Many big fish were brought ashore, before shouting and distress signals came from the reef. Then, a casualty was brought in; his chest and abdomen torn open. The feared white pointer shark had mauled a spearfisherman. His life was saved only by expert medical assistance being on the beach.
I shuddered, thank God I had not managed to spear a fish and put blood into the water during my solitary outings at that reef. It seems my guardian angel knew how to swim.
I never went out on my own again, and after more practise, caught my dinner.
Another interest, aviation, led me to investigate the Government sponsored Air Training Corps (A.T.C.). That organisation accepted suitable males under the age of eighteen. Also, in 1953, compulsory national service was still in force and I had no desire to spend three months footslogging in the Army. I hoped that by joining the A. T. C. and perhaps later the Citizens Air Force, I’d escape the Army.
The A.T.C. accepted me, and after training, I was issued with a uniform, which I proudly wore. This began my formal association with aviation. But before learning anything about aircraft we were taught the most important thing – how, and who to salute. Lectures were given on radio communications, aircraft recognition (it’s not good to shoot down your own planes), and much time was spent on the parade ground. We never went near an aircraft but some of the lectures gave me the opportunity to learn more about aviation.
My relationship with Ruth faded as I got to know other ladies in our church group. Square dancing was becoming popular and the church allowed this slight contact with females.
Square dancing became a feature at our church socials and a group of us became so proficient we provided demonstrations at other churches social events. On one such outing I was very envious of Jim after he confided to me that he had got to number seven with a girl on the bus trip home. I can’t remember what this meant but it was certainly much more than kissing. Number ten was the ultimate experience (only allowed after marriage) so Jim did well, even if he was in the rearmost seat of our dark bus. I was still too afraid and shy to dream of trying to feel under a woman’s clothing.
In December my exams were over and at the technical school wind-up I won dux of Maths and Science. My overall average for the compulsory five subjects studied was 89% which was gratifying.
With holidays due, I caught the Ghan, arriving home before Christmas. Rev. Gross’s daughters from the Mission, Ruth and Margaret were also travelling so I chaperoned them. Though not of legal age, I bought a bottle of beer at Maree. It was a boring trip as the `school train’ had run a week earlier.
It was great being home and not having to punch time clocks. Religious duties remained and my diary notes I attended church six times between December 25th and January 3rd. In between, I shot seven crows in the vegetable garden one day. I began teaching Marie Gross to drive the big Chevrolet four-wheel drive Blitz. It was not thought strange that a 16-year-old should teach another of similar age to drive a truck. After all, I was a licensed driver.
Marie’s sister accompanied us. Double de-clutching was necessary in the days before synchromesh gearboxes and while Marie concentrated on de-clutching we ran off the road. She was unable to control the heavy steering with one hand and then we hit soggy mud, becoming hopelessly bogged. I left Marie and her sister, walking five kilometres home in the heat of summer. We towed the Blitz out with another truck. I gave up teaching girls to drive after that. Instead I installed lights at the hospital, fixed vehicles and made household items for Mother. Also finding time to swim and do some shooting.
At Maree, on the return trip to Adelaide, I was brave enough (and I thought big enough) to breast the bar and drink beer with the men. While walking back to the Ghan after the second whistle, I saw one fellow crawling rapidly through the dirt on his hands and knees toward the train. He must have remembered the fence between himself and the train. The guards usually assisted alcoholic stragglers to climb the moving step after long stops at stations with hotels. At these places the engine driver blew two whistles before pulling out. After the first one, there was a mad rush to order and drink another beer before the second whistle, a few minutes later. After this trip I calculated that I had travelled over 25,000 kilometres or 16,000 miles by train during the first 16 years of my life.
Back at work in Adelaide, in 1954, my second year apprentice pay permitted more social activity. Diary entries were full of involvement with the church; their Young Men’s Club, Young Peoples Society, tennis and choir. In addition, I involved myself with the Automotive Apprentices Association, Air Training Corps and Commercial Motors socials, football games and spearfishing in the summer.
School attendance was still mandatory and serious study was necessary to retain my top dog status. At year’s end I achieved a first class pass with an average of 86% but did not win a prize.
In February 1955, I was honourably discharged from the Air Training Corps on reaching eighteen years of age. After passing the Armed Services trade test I signed up with the Citizens Air Force as an engine fitter. Our fortnightly weekend camps meant travelling to the air base at Mallala aerodrome, fifty-seven kilometres north of Adelaide. This aerodrome has been decommissioned and is now a car-racing venue.
The regular Air Force personnel called us `weekend warriors’ and other less polite terms, but we were tolerated and useful for doing dirty or unappealing jobs, - such as peeling potatoes in the Officers’ Mess. While scrubbing vegetables I heard tales of some Officers of both sexes drunken behavior. It almost curled my hair but gave me another insight into how some people lived.
Other tasks that we weekend warriors were allowed to do included guarding the Base’s main entrance. Late one Saturday night I was reading, my feet up on the desk in the guardhouse, when a vehicle approached. Recognising the Commanding Officers car, I dashed outside, smartly opened the gate and threw the boss a snappy salute. He responded, drove away, I closed the gate and re-entered the guardhouse. Shock, horror – my hat sat on the desk. Saluting an officer while bareheaded is an offence - and I had done it to the C.O. I expected to hear a Military Policeman’s vehicle skid to a halt outside, then have my ears blasted, but the boss must have been in a good mood as I heard nothing further.
I was also allowed to assist in maintenance on the squadrons Wirraway and Mustang aircraft. The Stang’s were inspiring; although almost outdated as fighters, they could severely bite overambitious aviators. They killed several of our weekend warrior pilots. I remember being amazed that a Stang could gouge a ten metre deep hole after hitting the ground at high speed. Ejection seats were not fitted to these aircraft (they came later in jet fighters).
On another weekend, we were dropped off into the country around Gawler late in the day to try and catch our Officers who were simulating escaping from a POW prison camp. They had been dispersed, penniless, in full uniform, behind our positions and were attempting to sneak through our lines to their pick-up point without being caught. I heard that some of our lot stopped a passenger train and held it for checking. Don’t know what story they told the driver, but there were repercussions - that sort of action was not acceptable during peacetime exercises.
As the night wore on I became bored sitting in my concealed position. A solitary farm shed stood nearby, so I thought I’d check if an officer hid inside. Walking quietly along the barn wall I reached the open end, swung around to face the interior, and switched on my torch. A blood-curdling snarl pierced my soul as long, white, sharp teeth lunged for my throat. Miraculously the teeth jarred to an abrupt halt less than an arms length from my face as the large ferocious guard dog reached the end of its chain. The sudden attack momentarily rooted me to the spot, but a half-second later adrenaline kicked in and I took off, all thoughts of stealth forgotten. Had I taken another step into the barn I could have had my head ripped off. Few animals scare me but killer dogs are another matter. It took some time for my pulse to return to normal. Eventually I was collected and we all returned to barracks. Lucky for me, that dog was my nearest brush with danger while in the military.
The day arrived for our flying display. Being the only Air Force Squadron in S.A., it was a visiting Sabre jet fighter stole the show by breaking the sound barrier several times. As the sonic boom was aimed directly at the crowd, we were hit with a massive whip cracking sound, like a huge pane of glass being shattered close to our ears. We instinctively jerked, to avoid being hit by `something’. It was a first for many people.
We lay in the grass in front of the numerous spectators. Then a Tiger Moth flew crazily past, a metre above the ground. I was horrified to see its lower wing strike a glider launch crewman sitting on his open tow truck. Fortunately, the man saw the approaching aircraft at the last moment, ducked his head, was struck on the shoulder and sent sprawling onto the grass. He was lucky not to have had his head severed; instead, the glancing blow bruised his back.
A Vulcan bomber arrived to strut its stuff. After a very low, slow, pass, full power was applied as the aircraft rotated to climb vertically. The ensuing jet blast that hit us was horrific; our fingers frantically dug into the ground to prevent us being blown hundreds of metres across the airfield. The ground seemed to shake and the thunder of the engines hammered our chests as we struggled to hold on to the earth. When the danger passed, we all rolled over, shook clenched fists and swore at the pilot who had almost blown us away like plastic bags on a freeway.
On another weekend, General Grant, the W W II hero, visited. I found myself, rifle in hand, locked in a dimly lit hanger to ensure that no rats or snakes tried to hitch a ride on the Generals’ plane. Like many before me, I found military duties involved long periods of mindless boredom, but at least we were paid for it. Thankfully, technical people like me had minimal formal parades, but participated in marches on Anzac day and other ceremonial events.
The Air Force didn’t reward me very well, but thanks to annual pay rises, I now earned six pounds and three shillings per week, ($12.30), almost double my first year wage. The rise enabled me to buy a second hand 250 cc BSA motorcycle for £5 - $10. Being cheap, it was not very reliable until I overhauled worn out parts. I needed the motorised transport, now being out almost every night of the week. In addition to playing competitive tennis, table tennis and badminton for our church team, I began learning to roller and ice skate. The old scholars association elected me to their committee and I also began to date girls.
On one date I rode to collect my partner for a formal social evening with our church group. She appeared in a lovely long white gown and while assisting her onto the pillion seat I warned her about the dangers of motorcycle chains and loose clothing. We rode off but some time later she cried, `Phil, please stop.’
It was too late. Much of the lower part of her gown was mangled, a mess of shredded black rags.
`I don’t think you pulled your skirt up high enough.’
`I was afraid of looking indecent.’
`You wear shorts don’t you?’
`Yes.’
`Why were you afraid to show your knees. You have lovely legs, you should be proud to show them off!’
She hung her head in embarrassment.
`Lets see how bad it is, perhaps we can cut the bottom off.’
She pulled at the skirt to check and it ripped to above her stocking tops.
`It’s no good Phil, I can’t go in this,’ she wailed.
We did not attend the function, but instead found a quiet park and I consoled her with kisses and cuddles until it was time to go home. I thought this unplanned incident a good outcome for me, I didn’t have to worry about the ruined dress.
One lass I dated took me home to meet her mother after only a few outings. Mother thought I was a lovely young fellow. So did her daughter, but it was the wrong ploy for me. This bush boy still had ambitions to fulfil and a humdrum suburban life raising good Lutherans was not one of them. I was after more of everything, including sex education, before a family came into my picture. I never asked that girl out again, I did not want to be answerable to mothers at this stage.
One of my ex college friends, John Gniel, invited me to attend a country dance in the Barossa wine growing area. To avoid disturbing the peace, dance halls were located well outside town. Our carload purchased flagons of cheap fortified wine on the way. I was an interested spectator but drank little.
On arrival at the hall, a typical scene greeted us. A band was positioned on the stage, opposite the entrance. Rows of chairs, occupied by expectant girls displaying their finery, were seated adjacent to one wall. Opposite them stood unoccupied chairs, but the males huddled in groups around the entrance. It was some time before any dancers took to the floor. Single males spoke with forced gaiety while sneaking furtive glances at the gossiping ladies.
`I fancy that one in the pink dress, hope she’ll dance with me.’
`That’s Joe’s sister, she’ll go with anyone. Watch out, she could be pregnant and looking for a husband to make it legal.’
`Well, I don’t fancy her that much; perhaps I’ll try the one in blue.’
Such conversations were academic to me; I couldn’t dance, even if my church allowed it. My faith kept me within fairly strict bounds of social behaviour, though bush survival instincts bent the rules on occasion. Some of the Lutheran community, I suspect, ignored the ban and danced with their wives or girlfriends.
In those days, the consumption of alcohol was not allowed within two hundred metres of a dance hall, presumably to protect females from being corrupted by the drink. We piled into the car, drove a safe distance down the road, parked, and began emptying flagons.
And so the evening passed, drinking being interspersed with trips to the hall to see who was dancing with whom and evaluating the possibility of finding a stray to take home. We never thought about what female in her right mind would want to be escorted by a bunch of inebriated males who had not even bothered to dance. It was a pathetically lost cause.
I came to grief at one of the first country weddings I attended. The Barossa Pearl - a cheap carbonated Champagne imitation - flowed freely and I overindulged, becoming violently sick. I vowed that this would never happen again. Inevitably it did, many years later.
A rather tragic and bizarre event one of my work-mates experienced reinforced my early respect for the effects of alcohol. Jack was driving a small truck on a sealed road in the country. A sedan approached, weaving all over the road. Jack swerved to avoid the car but as it passed, without apparent contact, he heard a thud. The other vehicle continued but Jack stopped to investigate and found a complete arm lying on the road. Jack’s vehicle appeared unmarked. He grabbed the arm, and hurriedly drove after the sedan. Catching up with it, he persuaded the driver to stop. The intoxicated mans right arm was missing, and incredibly he was not aware of it even though blood covered his right side. A hospital was nearby and Jack took him there, saving his life.
One day at technical school, the headmaster approached me about applying for the Apprentice of the Year competition.
This contest was open to all third year apprentices of any trade.
I filled out some forms and forgot about them. Several months later I was asked to do an interview. More time passed and I was told I had made it to the best twelve in the state. A final interview would determine the winner.
The suit and tie interrogation was held in the Bank of Adelaide’s boardroom. A panel of judges asked me questions covering a wide range of subjects. A week later, the finalists, of which I was the only motor mechanic, were treated to an official luncheon. After this, the Deputy Director of Education announced the winner.
It was not me. I realise now that my view of the world was too limited and clouded by religious bias. Most of the extra curricular activities on my data sheet given to the judges also fell under the same hat. I was not bothered by the outcome; I was enjoying life and still had a lot to learn.
Later that year, a woman more sophisticated than I, befriended me. We had many mutual friends, but Rose was also emotionally much wiser than I. What she saw in me I can only guess. Perhaps my different background, innocence, unbridled curiosity, willingness to learn and a zest for life?
We both attended the same church. She had her own bedroom which I sometimes visited. We talked, kissed and cuddled in her small private space. Once we contrived to spend a whole night on her bed, however, remained clothed throughout. Perhaps she expected me to seduce her but I was too afraid to attempt any removal of her garments. My Christian morals prevented any drifting of hands below the waist, even though our mutual passion was screaming for release. I didn’t sleep a wink that night, the anticipation was overwhelming. However, this torture did mean I could attend church and communion with a clear conscience.
We sometimes visited a particular cafe for coffee after church. When becoming known to the owners, we ordered Special White Coffee. It was not on the menu, the contents being illegal on Sundays due to strict licensing laws. We received white wine in a coffee cup, an almost laughable offence in the present context of available drugs.
When the school term ended I spent many evenings with my Rose. Just before I left to travel home for Christmas we attended church together. After the service, a group of us watched a performance of Carols by Candlelight near the Torrens River. From our position on the north bank the view showed reflections in the water, and the fountain shooting colours into the sky. Opposite stood the sound stage, choir, and waves of candles, which seemed to flicker in time with the rhythm of harmonious voices. The soft warmth of the summer night and hopeful visions of peace on earth stroked one’s soul and left a rosy glow.
After the show, Rose and I somehow found ourselves alone among some bushes and stopped to kiss. It seemed there was a melding of minds and then bodies as we fell to the ground and were almost immediately joined, as if the heat of passion melted our clothing.
It was a spontaneous, feverish, almost spiritual experience when our pent up desires were expressed in the fusing of our bodies. It was the first time a woman had allowed me to give myself completely to her. The final burst of exquisite pleasure, was for me, a monumental explosion from the depths of my soul. It coursed through my entire body and left me utterly drained but feeling a touch of heaven on earth. This was far beyond any emotional or religious experience I had known.
All too soon, I returned to earth and noticed a stick jabbing my elbow. Rose was, I suspect, more experienced than I but left no doubt that she had wanted me.
These were pre-pill days and so I practised what was quaintly termed coitus interruptus - no doubt her upraised skirt was badly stained. We didn’t linger among the leaves and twigs. I could hardly believe what had happened as I fell into bed that night. My groin still twinged with feelings of pleasure.
The experience was so wonderful I didn’t feel any guilt or shame and went to sleep smiling. I had finally tasted the forbidden apple and now knew the full extent of spiritual bonding and sensuous enjoyment two people could share. I suspect my hormones overrode any guilty religious feelings. Besides, Rose was my mentor. I allowed her to guide me in life and sexual matters.
I suspect that Tilly would have thrown me out of her house if she knew what I had been up to, but at the time I certainly didn’t care.
God heard from me, asking forgiveness for my sins, but I didn’t mention my loss of virginity to anyone else for many years.
There was little time to reflect on my becoming a man as a few days later I boarded the train for the Alice. My only diary entry for this journey notes that I rode in the Ghan’s engine between two stops. This made me appreciate the driver and fireman’s arduous labours. The day was not hot, but the sweat poured off them continuously as dust, cinders and soot swirled around in the fierce heat radiating from the firebox. I had seen crews change shifts at dusk; often the two heading for the brake-van were black from head to toe with only the whites of their eyes visible.
Arriving back at the Mission, I found myself involved in the usual maintenance activities. I worked on vehicles, equipment, and did odd jobs such as helping scoop sand out of waterholes so cattle could drink. I gave my parents their first radio set for Christmas; they couldn’t afford to buy this luxury item. Now we could listen to the news on Radio Australia’s short wave service.
Once back in Adelaide, I attended evening classes for two nights each week. The subject studied was equivalent to year 12 maths. Being three years since I had studied maths at year 10, I found the going tough after a hard day’s work. Another night was spent on homework, which made a severe dent in my social life. I persevered, to maintain the scholarship I’d been awarded the previous year.
In 1956 my diary was blank until March; the extra curricular load was so high due to study and other commitments. I decided to give up the maths as I saw little chance of achieving a passing grade. Instead, I elected to do industry specialities - automotive electrical and diesel courses over two years. Now I was able to cope, with only one night a week at school, I could maintain my social life.
I dated a few females but was too busy to give any serious attention to them. I saw Rose occasionally, but our lives were on different paths, so contact was sparse. Sadly we were not intimate again. During those pre-pill days, probably only prostitutes or married women had contraceptive means readily available. So the timing of any intimacy was very important and it was hardly fair to ask a woman to make a date only during her infertile period. My religious beliefs forbade me from buying or carrying condoms, although I knew many of my workmates did. I was now being torn between religious and secular social mores, wanting more sexual experience, but not prepared to begin a serious relationship. I settled for kisses and cuddles and had no idea how to unfasten a bra.
My cheaply purchased motorcycle was becoming increasingly unreliable so I sold it and bought a KSS Velocette. This was a `hot’ bike which could be tuned for racing and featured an overhead camshaft with hunting tooth timing. For the technically minded, this meant the two sets of gears driving the camshaft had irregularly numbered teeth to prevent sympathetic wear caused by constantly engaging the same teeth. Using the equipment at technical school I did a complete overhaul which included re-boring the cylinder and cam-grinding the piston, normally a specialist job. My steed now did 160 kph, faster than most cars of the day.
The company I worked for was large and prosperous, selling and servicing everything from farm tractors (Case and David Brown), small to large trucks (Commer), plus a complete range of economy to luxury cars from the then Rootes Group i.e., Hillman, Humber and Sunbeam Talbot. Panel beating, bus body manufacturing, breakdown and farm service divisions completed the diversity of services.
Apprentices rotated through all the departments to increase their skills. We were fortunate to have this opportunity. By the fourth year most had settled in one division. I liked the truck department. It was proper work, not having to deal with irate owners complaining about silly squeaks, rattles or crooked floor mats.
At some point the Company obtained a contract to install turning indicator lights on the top four corners of public transport buses. This work was performed in a large shed at a depot in Hackney. A long six metre high rear wall at our workplace backed onto parkland. One day, we watched in amazement as the regular workers dropped their tools, ran to the rear of our shed, and glued their faces to the corrugated iron wall. We followed and asked what was going on.
`Find a peep hole and take a look,’ someone said quietly.
Finding one, I saw the attraction. About six metres away, a young couple were standing and embracing, the girl with her back against a large tree trunk. The males’ trousers covered his shoes and the girl’s skirt was rucked up around her waist. Their lovemaking was brisk and vigorous. When he withdrew, someone standing on the roof threw a bucket of water at them, most of which missed. Immediately, the men began pounding on the tin wall and shouting comments.
`Lousy bugger, can’t you afford a hotel.’
`Bet she’s someone else’s wife.’
`Glad I’ve got a bigger one than you.’ Other ribald remarks followed.
The poor couple ran in terror. The female got away smartly, her panties flapping from one ankle. In shock, the man forgot his trousers were down, immediately fell over and had to suffer further insults before hitching them up and escaping. I felt very sorry for the lovers, and no doubt it was an episode they would never forget.
`It happens quite often,’ said a veteran worker. `That’s why we’ve all got our peepholes. Reg likes to get up on the roof with his bucket of water. He gets a better view from there, he says.’
We finished our contract work after a few weeks but sadly did not see a repeat performance.
While working in the car department I made a tactical error. Returning from lunch, Bob Adey, the foreman, called me.
`Phil, I want you to do a valve grind on this Hillman.’
`OK, any other problems to fix?’
`No, but it has to be finished tonight. You are the only one who is free to start now.’
`But I’ve got a date.’
`Give her a call, tell her you’ll be late.’
`Not that easy, never mind.’ I knew she would be difficult to contact so ruled that out.
I set to, worked fast and didn’t waste a second. This job could take seven hours, but working feverishly, I finished after only four. The vehicle road tested perfectly and after that I copped the same task for weeks. SOS, I thought, same old shit, don’t stick your head out of the trenches without expecting repercussions.
One evening after working late, I walked out of the shop into drizzling rain. While stepping onto the footpath in Franklin Street in the C.B.D. a loud bang and flash of blue light erupted above me. I jumped forward, turned and saw a high-tension electricity line sparking and dancing on the footpath where I had been standing. Had it fallen a second earlier, it would have draped itself over me. I shuddered and gave thanks that my Angel was still around.
In June, I was called to the manager’s office. Why does he want to see me, the foreman usually passes on instructions. What have I done wrong?
`Got a surprise for you Phil,’ Stan said when I entered his office. `How would you like to go to Melbourne this weekend and bring back a new truck for us?’
`That would be nice. When do I have to be back?’
`The usual time Monday. You’ll get the standard allowance for a night away but we won’t pay any weekend overtime.’
`That’s fine. Thanks for giving me this trip.’
`I think you have earned it,’ he said graciously and provided details.
A unionised employee might have claimed all sorts of allowances but cheap labour apprentices did jobs like these at very little cost to the Company.
My fellow boarders were rather envious. Australia was hosting the 1956 Olympics in Melbourne so I hoped I could get into the stadium on Saturday before driving back slowly on Sunday.
After flying to Melbourne in a DC 3 early on Saturday morning, I collected the truck and then drove straight to the games. It cost me 13 shillings and 6 pence ($1.70), or the price of a few packets of cigarettes to enter the stand up section of the Melbourne Cricket Ground where the athletics finals were being held.
The stadium was full, the games were almost over, with many finals being decided. The atmosphere inside was electric. I was excited and elated to be one of the fortunate Australians present. Especially as I could not have afforded that privilege without the Company providing my transport.
Notwithstanding the capacity crowd, at times one could almost hear a pin drop - for example when a pole-vaulter began a run in to jump. Followed by a chest thumping roar or groan as the bar was either cleared or fell. It was certainly worth standing to see the worlds best athletes perform. Now, major events are available at the click of a remote control, which I feel often devalues the performers efforts.
The afternoon passed quickly. Drained of emotion at the conclusion of this memorable day, I found my way to the suburbs to spend the night with my Uncle, Reverend Herman Pech. He had previously worked as a missionary at Haast’s Bluff, at the time an outstation of Hermannsburg, so we reminisced about missionary life. Once I had driven to his rescue when his Mission truck broke down.
Next day I had the boring task of driving slowly back to Adelaide, `running in’ the new truck. This took most of the day, but it was worth it to have seen the Olympics.
By chance, 30 years later, I happened to be touring Universal Studios in Los Angeles when it was announced that Sydney would host the 2000 games. Cheering erupted. After asking any Australians to identify themselves, many hands went up, but I was the only one present who attended the 1956 Melbourne games.
In August 1956, Cyril Kleinig, a fellow boarder and I drove his almost new Volkswagen Beetle to the Alice. In those days, after leaving Port Augusta, one had to camp out as no facilities existed apart from isolated petrol stations. The main road was basically a rough bush track, scratched over by an occasional grader. Along the way we saw numerous abandoned vehicles and caravans, the latter with shattered suspensions which could not handle the rough road and constant corrugations. It was rare to meet other traffic, but we met a few travellers camped beside their broken down vehicles, awaiting the arrival of spare parts. Assistance was given to complete strangers; indeed, survival depended on it. We gave what water we could spare to various stranded people.
On our way north, we deviated by 500 kilometres to visit Ayers Rock (now called Uluru). I heard a story about the making of this road. It seems the Governor of Australia, or one of the States, expressed a wish to visit the Rock. This posed a problem - it would require a lengthy camel journey, hardly fitting for an eminent public figure. A gazetted, large expenditure of taxpayers money to accommodate one persons wishes could hardly be justified. It seems a secret plan was devised. A trusted grader driver was told to go out and get lost and in the process end up finding himself at the Rock. The Governor’s desires were satisfied and a tourist trade began to develop.
I was driving when we left the main road and headed west. We had not seen another vehicle for hours. On a smooth section of continuously curving road flanked by two metre high bushes, I saw a large ex Army four wheel drive Blitz coming towards us. We were both driving quickly and he was positioned in the centre of the narrow road. The other driver, sitting high above the ground, gazed sideward over the tops of the low bushes. A head on collision was imminent. Only one course of defence was available to me. I jumped the Volks over the half metre high bank fringing the road, flattening bushes as the Blitz raced by. I just had time to jump the car back onto the road before hitting a tree. It was all over in a few seconds and then I brought us to a halt.
We thought the other vehicle should have seen us go off the road and return to see if we were OK. In the meantime I checked the Volks for damage, finding only a few scratches. We were very lucky not to have rolled over when twice clearing the bank and also to have found space between trees. My extensive experience driving on dirt saved us. I shuddered to think of being injured in this isolated place with a disabled vehicle - it could be hours or days before anyone passed by.
The Blitz did not return, so we carried on, arriving at the Rock. It was deserted. We were awed by its towering presence in the empty landscape. We inspected Maggi Springs, topped up our water supplies, then visited the Olga’s (Tjuta). These huge lumps of conglomerate rock, hundreds of metres high, appear something like rounded blobs of cake mix dumped on the flat desert floor.
The following day we began climbing the rock, but Cyril only made it a short distance before chickening out. The steep, bald surface without handholds or terraces defeated him. One slip can result in bouncing down hundreds of metres to the ground. Once beginning to fall, it is impossible to arrest the descent and several deaths have been recorded. Now handrails are available on steep sections of the climb and painted lines help tourists stay on the safest route.
In recent years aboriginal custodians discourage climbers because of Uluru’s spiritual significance. Park Rangers also disallow climbs when dangerous conditions exist.
After the arduous ascent I added my name to the book at the cairn situated on one of the highest ridges. Next morning, after sunrise photos, we drove to the Alice.
I took Cyril to the tourist sites around Alice and eventually drove to the Mission. I managed to borrow a Land Rover and we visited Palm Valley. Forewarned, and as a civic duty, we painted over tourists names on Battleship rock, a much photographed feature. It is sad to think graffiti was about, even in 1956.
Cyril visited other beauty spots while I worked in the garage before we had to head south again. It took us three and a half long days of daytime driving to reach Adelaide, indicative of the state of the main road at that time. Travelling at night was not advisable as hidden washaways could rip the suspension off your car and hitting a kangaroo was more likely.
Toward the end of the year, an opportunity arose for me to board with another family. Mrs Brown was a widow and her only child Len, an ex Immanuel student, was now at university.
`Phil, if you come to stay with us you will be treated as one of the family and can have your own room,’ she said. `I work night shifts a lot so you would have to get your own breakfast.’
` I’m sure that won’t be a problem.’
`Good, you can move in when you are ready.’
While Tilly Lohemeyer provided excellent food and accommodation at budget prices, her strict rules and sharing a room with two others was becoming irksome. The midnight `curfew’ was interfering with my social life and Tilly’s rigid meal times made for problems when I worked overtime.
I moved in with the Browns and enjoyed leaving years of restrictive rules behind.
Having been home to the Mission in August I worked through the Christmas and New Year period. Boxing Day saw me watching the Davis Cup tennis finals at Memorial Drive. Another exciting experience, watching the world’s top players perform, and seeing Australia defeat America.
In 1957 I attended school on Monday and Friday nights to complete my Electrician and Diesel Certificates. Now as a rare fifth year student, almost all my original classmates having left after completing their mandatory third year. I still recall the evening at school when we rushed outside to see Sputnic, the first satellite, fly through the night sky. It was an event of similar significance to Robert Kennedy’s assassination.
My Church, social, sport and Air Force commitments resulted in me usually being home only one evening a week to recover and study. Also, having established myself in the truck division, at times it became almost obligatory to work overtime and finish a job. Commercial operators needed their vehicles on the road to stay in business.
Later in the year, during an Air Force camp at Mallala, I found a 1936 SS Jaguar sitting on blocks under a carport in the Officers Married Quarters. I paid a paltry £95-00 ($190) for it, and after some repairs managed to drive my first car home. These rare cars can now sell for a million dollars.
The previous owner was a fighter pilot and had installed aircraft switches all over the dashboard. They looked impressive, but many were unnecessary and would cause me problems later. My Jag, of which there were only three registered in the State, had an eye-catching appearance. Bright red, it was long and low. Large prominent chrome plated headlights protruded from the narrow 107 centimetre (3.5 foot) long centrally hinged bonnet with louvered sides. The sweeping rakish mudguards flowed in almost continuous curves from front to rear and formed a central running board or footstep area. Large wire wheels with chrome plated spokes were splined to their axles and held on by a single central nut which only required a hammer blow to spin off or tighten. At the rear of my Jag, a spare wheel sat on the box shaped boot above the shiny ornate bumper bar. A sunroof was fitted along with very comfortable leather bucket seats front and rear. These seemed just centimetres above the road and required some agility to access and exit.
The previous owner said the original four-cylinder Jaguar engine had self-destructed and instead a six-cylinder Holden engine now lived under the commodious bonnet. The power was great for going fast but stopping was another matter. The mechanical brakes used rods and levers attached to each wheel and required frequent careful adjustment or the car would jump sideways when applying the brakes. My alternative was to brake very gently. I had some interesting moments until time permitted a complete overhaul of the braking system. With modern cars hydraulic pressure is automatically applied to each wheel. Many cars now have anti-skid systems, first developed for braking aircraft after landing.
Few spare parts were available, which made my task much more difficult, but eventually the brakes worked properly. I modified the front passenger seat so it folded rearwards to a horizontal position to join the rear seat, forming a comfortable narrow bed. Now I could sally forth and show off my skirt catcher with confidence.
Whenever I parked in a shopping area, almost all the passing pedestrians paused to look at my rare, beautiful beast. Some checked the registration disk to ascertain the make of the vehicle and on seeing Jaguar body, Holden engine, the enthusiasts begged me to open the bonnet to look at my hybrid vehicle. As for the girls, few would decline a ride around the block. Some were more forward, offering to help me polish the car or commenting that they would like to experience a longer, faster drive sometime. Being so low to the ground, the Jag could corner at speeds that shocked or exhilarated passengers. All very good for one’s ego but I was still a respectable Church going lad and didn’t play fast and loose - I sure could have with that skirt catcher.
Occasionally, for laughs, I donned a smart cloth cap, trailed a scarf from my neck, stuck a pipe in my mouth and slowly drove around with the sun roof open and watched people staring at me. It was also a good trick at a time when female hitchhikers were rarely at risk and happy to climb into a stranger’s vehicle.
One of my girlfriends caused herself a mischief one wet evening. After dropping her off she discovered that part of her long voluminous skirt had hung outside the passenger door and swept the road. This happens easily in low slung cars. Unlike the motorcycle chain occasion, this ladies skirt would probably recover after a good wash and repositioning of the hemline.
On another occasion I took the same girlfriend to a drive-in movie theatre. While selecting a parking spot, I was amazed to see a car similar to mine already parked, with a vacant space beside it. It was one of the two others in South Australia. The male driver jumped out when I parked beside him and we were soon deep in conversation. It was decided that the men would sit in one car, our lady companions could then use the front seats in the other vehicle, as the movie screen was not easily seen from the rear seats. The girls grumpily accepted this arrangement. They had no choice if they wanted to watch the film. Our discussion about rare vehicles was much more interesting than the film and unlikely to be repeated. Little conversation took place in my vehicle as we drove home. I didn’t even get a kiss from my partner that evening.
My car still had a few tricks up its sleeve. One evening, about 800 metres from home I suffered a puncture. No problem, one nut to undo and shove on the spare. The spare refused to fully slide on to its hub. I pushed and kicked, to no avail. Disgusted, I slowly drove away with the wheel unsecured. About a 100 metres from home it fell off. The Easter holiday was beginning and I was without wheels, literally. My beautiful beast crouched in the gutter on only three of its four feet. Most unhappily, I rolled the spare home.
It took most of the following day to fix the problem - bent splines in the spare wheel hub that prevented it from slipping on fully. Previous owners never tell you about such problems.
Another evening when I slid into my car to drive home after work, the starter briefly operated, but the engine would not turn over. I had forgotten to turn off the electric fuel pump that morning. The previous owner’s love of switches, and my slip up, resulted in the pump flooding the carburettor and eventually filling several cylinders with petrol. This created a hydraulic lock that prevented the pistons moving.
I removed all the spark plugs so the petrol could be blown out of the affected cylinders by using the starter motor. In my haste, and disgust at the delay I omitted to disconnect the ignition system. When the petrol blew out a spark ignited it. Now I had a fire in the engine compartment. This was going from silly to stupid and worse. No fire extinguisher was accessible. I stood on cinders in the parking lot, scooped up handfuls and threw them into the flames until the fire was extinguished. Now I had flung cinders and dirt into the cylinders through the open spark plug holes.
I drove out ten minutes later, vowing to re-wire the fuel pump to operate only with the ignition on. To hell with the fancy array of switches.
Few of my dates would consent to utilising my fully reclining seat modification. One did, and after the movies, I parked in a dark area close to her home. Being summer, I opened the sunroof, dropped the seat down and lay next to my partner. We were kissing and cuddling, fully clothed, when a strong light hit us and a uniformed head appeared above the sunroof.
`What are you up to?’
`Nothing Officer, we’re just being friendly.’
`Well don’t get too friendly or you’ll be breaking the law. This is a public place you know and being indecent is not allowed.’
`We won’t be doing anything like that officer.’ She wouldn’t let me anyway.
`I’ll go but mind you behave properly.’
He switched off his torch and walked away but the romantic mood was shattered, there would be no hanky panky tonight. Unusual or sporty cars attracted the police. It was a disadvantage I had not previously encountered. At the time, it seemed policemen considered themselves serious guardians of public morality.
My Jag began to have gearbox problems. Complete disassembly became necessary, which I did in the backyard of the Brown’s house. Pride in my beautiful beast turned to dismay when I discovered one of its superior features included the use of herringbone patterned gear teeth in the gearbox, one of which was damaged beyond repair. This type of gear made for silent running but presented a major problem to replace.
It cost me two weeks wages to have one made. A third of what I paid for my vehicle, and a serious blow to my budget. I now knew that exclusivity came at a price.
According to my diary, in 1957 I dated ten different females. I don’t know if they knew this was occurring. Some certainly should have, most attending the same church as I did. Perhaps each hoped they would win my heart in the end. Rose came back into my life again for some months before she left on an overseas trip. We made love once prior to her departure but it was a hurried, mechanical coupling, unlike our earlier spiritual experience. At an age of almost 21, I had experienced intercourse twice and despite it being considered very sinful, somehow it did not seem wrong to me. How conveniently hormones can colour ones indoctrination.
Rose’s departure unsettled me, rekindling my childhood walkabout urges. It was time for a change; I had been in Adelaide for nearly eight years. I was still indentured to my employer for some months, having previously agreed to stay with them for another two years after my five year stint. This was because they allowed me a fortnightly day at Tech school to complete my optional 4th and 5th years practical school work.
The matter was resolved by my secondment to the company’s affiliate in Mount Gambier. It was a smaller workshop and only employed five mechanics to service the complete range of Rootes Group vehicles. Plus Annie, the receptionist/secretary/typist, a lovely girl, engaged to Gordon, our car specialist mechanic. She kindly baked a cake for my 21st birthday – it was the only social recognition of this milestone in my life. Lack of a party did not bother me; I was happy, healthy and beginning to find my way in life, or so I thought. With regard to the opposite sex, I was still very immature. Work was interesting and varied and I now had enough experience to handle difficult jobs.
One day the Company car salesman said, ‘Who wants to come to the Australian Grand Prix in Melbourne this week-end?’
‘Sure, I’ll be in on that,’ I replied.
Leaving early, it was a five-hour dash for Albert Park. We positioned ourselves at a strategic corner on the racetrack and saw cars crash spectacularly before Stirling Moss won the Grand Prix. Driving home, our salesman, perhaps inspired by Stirling, flew off a corner at speed, but managed to aim the car directly at a thin metal dropper post on the approaching paddock fence. This folded when we hit, taking the four fence wires down with it. We streaked over the lot, into the paddock and our vehicle only suffered a few scratches. After slowing down, `Stirling’ turned around and drove back to the fence. He had to stop as the wires had bounced up. Producing wire cutters from a handy door pocket, `Stirling’ hopped out, cut all four wires and drove out of the field.
This episode took less than a minute; at one point disaster loomed as we left the road, yet in almost a blink of an eye, we were back on the road as though the excursion through a fence had not occurred. Our driver just grinned when asked how often he had performed this manoeuvre. The tires continued to squeal so I leaned back, closed my eyes and trusted my angel to see me home.
My qualifications came to the notice of the Education Department and I was persuaded to teach first year apprentices at the local Tech school one night a week. With no teaching qualifications or experience, this proved to be an arduous, thankless task. My class of unruly 16-year-olds seemed only interested in fast cars and women, and I had trouble controlling them. By contrast, my Adult Education class persons were there by choice and eager to learn about basic car maintenance. Many of these were women but I didn’t socialise with any.
My interest in aviation led me to join the Mt Gambier Aero Club. It was a branch of the Royal Victorian Aero Club, based at Moorabbin Airport, Melbourne and I became member number 128 of that renowned establishment. In March 1958, I found myself strapped into an open cockpit Tiger Moth behind Roger Collins, the instructor, to begin my first flying lesson. Other sorties soon followed as finances permitted.
Meanwhile, I found Mr and Mrs Smith in Wehl Street, who boarded me. They were a middle aged, conservative Australian couple with married children living away from home. I was treated like a son and fussed over by the matronly Mrs. Smith.
My tenure with the education department was short lived. It was demanding and paid poorly. I opted out as I was eager to learn to fly. The overtime necessary to pay for this expensive hobby took increasing time and effort.
My first solo flight took place after only nine hours of instruction. That first trip, alone in the sky, generated a healthy mix of fear and exhilaration in me. Would I bounce all over the airport when trying to land? Playing it safe, I didn’t try a three pointer, but put the main wheels on first and then let the tail settle onto the ground.
I understand that now a minimum of ten hours are required in aircraft which are much easier to fly than the Tiger biplane, with its narrow undercarriage, no brakes and only a tail skid to steer with on the ground. On occasion, I had to quickly stop the engine, jump out and grab a wingtip before the wind blew the aircraft into a hanger or other obstruction as the tail skid had little steering effect on tarmac.
After nine months of training, I passed all the theoretical examinations, medicals and the practical flight test conducted by a Departmental Examiner of Airmen. It was my first aviation licence and allowed me to fly non-paying passengers, and hopefully not kill them in the process. This nearly happened some months later when I allowed a passenger to fly the Tiger. It was a club rule that only instructors were allowed to carry unlicensed passengers when dual controls were fitted to the front seat. But it was known that a short length of broomstick could be smuggled aboard and placed in the socket as a substitute for the normal control stick. I allowed my passenger, ensconced out of sight in the front cockpit, to do this when we were at a safe height.
‘OK Brian, put your stick in and have a go,’ I shouted through the gossport speaking tube.
He did so, and after a few uncoordinated turns and vertical wobbles, the Tiger started to dive at the ground.
‘Pull the stick back,’ I shouted.
‘I can’t, it’s jammed behind the instrument panel.’
Bloody marvellous. Here we were, going down fast with the controls jammed! There was only one thing I could try and it had to be done quickly.
‘Brian, I’ll push the stick forward and you get the bloody broomstick out. Quickly.’ He knew we would die if this manoeuvre didn’t work.
I pushed forward; we were now in a vertical dive with the trees rapidly increasing in size.
‘It’s out,’ Brian shouted.
I pulled back on the stick gently, careful not to stall the Tiger at our low height. That could also prove fatal. We cleared the trees by a few hundred feet before gaining altitude. Just a few seconds difference between life and death.
‘Throw the bloody broomstick out, Brian.’
He did, it fell into the trees. That short bit of wood could have done for both of us. Murphy is always waiting to catch someone out, and this was an important lesson for me. I learned that there are various interpretations of Murphy’s law but it basically means `If anything can go wrong it will,’ so a defence against this should always be in place, especially in critical situations.
I sold my Jaguar after completely repainting it in spare time. It was traded for a boringly practical, almost new Humber Hawk sedan, which didn’t require intensive maintenance to keep on the road. A few months later, a young apprentice was relieving me at the wheel on a trip to Adelaide when he hit a telephone pole. We were unhurt, but the car was badly damaged. I traded down to a smaller Austin with less onerous repayment schedules.
To cater for my expenditure on flying I frequently worked overtime for twenty-four hours straight – from 8 am Saturday until 8 or 9 am Sunday. Then I went home and slept until Monday morning. The extra money earned went into flying lessons on Monday afternoon. Roger taught me aerobatics and I revelled in being upside down in the sky with nothing but a shoulder harness preventing me from falling out.
One young, high-spirited lass I took up said she’d like to experience aerobatics but I doubted whether she would enjoy it. Surprisingly, she did, so I gave her the works including loops, barrel rolls and spinning, which would have had most men crying for mercy. Fearless women can be found.
Devotion to flying began to replace church activities, though I continued with some community work for my fellow Lutherans. Now I was mixing with different kinds of young women, those without a religious bias to life. Some allowed, or even encouraged, upper items of clothing to be undone for mutual enjoyment. But I abstained from intercourse for fear of the possible consequences. An unmarried mother would not trap me.
The separation from Rose seemed to deepen our friendship and we corresponded. Both of us were in a new environment, among strangers. It was then I discovered I could communicate with her telepathically. Having grown up with this occurring among the aboriginals, I considered it normal but had not consciously tried it. I found Rose answered my significant unwritten queries and feelings in her letters. This occurred too frequently to be considered coincidental. I remembered entries in mother’s diary and other events in my childhood.
Spiritually aware people, black or white, sometimes `see’ events occurring in their minds. Twice, while in hospital on confinements, Mother wrote that she `knew’ her husband had visited the hospital late at night, having driven for five hours after a day’s work, to inquire at the desk about her condition. Sure enough, he would turn up next morning and confirm her `vision’. She used the word telepathy and we saw the aboriginals at Hermannsburg demonstrate this many times. When women in the aboriginal camp began wailing, Mother asked a house girl what the problem was.
`Missus, man he die.’
`Who was it?’
`Me think Joshua.’
`But Joshua is out in the stock camp. No truck has come in.’
`Yes missus, soon he come.’
Sure enough, the truck arrived with a casualty. The vehicle was the only method of communication but the women had `heard’ about the accident as it happened.
I lost my telepathic ability in 1960, after separating from Pamela, my first soul mate. It returned forty years later, when I began meditating.
The sewerage system in Mount Gambier was intriguing. Homeowners just dug a hole in their back yard into which wastewater and toilets were plumbed. The effluent all disappeared. The area is known for its limestone caves, presumably the subsurface is sponge like. It’s also well known that a large stream of water flows under the town, into the famous Blue Lake, and continues to the sea at Port MacDonnell, some 26 kilometres distant. To complete the circle, the town water supply is drawn from the Blue Lake where it ends up back in the toilets again, hopefully filtered by the underground limestone. I didn’t suffer any stomach upsets so the system worked while I was there.
At work, by 1959 I had established a reputation as a troubleshooter, able to think outside the box. This was reinforced when a desperate truck owner brought his vehicle to us. Nobody, including the manufacturer’s agents, had been able to get his Perkins R6 diesel truck engine to pull a full load properly. The usual fixes had been tried, none working. A new approach was needed. It was tedious, took time, effort and maths but finally I knew I had found the problem. Somehow a rogue camshaft had passed the manufacturer’s quality control and was fitted to this engine. My findings were not believed, it just could not happen!
After I fitted a new camshaft, the engine pulled properly. The truck owner hailed me a hero and I suppose told others; I had vindicated his disputed assertions. In some situations it’s wise to remember the old adage ‘trust no-one and take nothing for granted.’
I was now regarded as something of a truck doctor and sent out to fix broken vehicles all over the countryside. I worked at all hours, grateful for the overtime, unlike most married men who sensibly joined their families at night.
As so often happens, a fall from grace occurred. It was late and I hurried to finish a job. We were missing a special tool and I had to work without it. I was sure the locking ring necessary to secure the rear wheels of a semi-trailer were properly tabbed, finished the job and left. Some days later, the truck lost a set of driving wheels, causing much damage. The semi was stranded in the Adelaide Hills for weeks. The loss of income, plus the cost of repairs, lost the owner his truck and livelihood. I was partly to blame but luckily not penalised, management knew the risk of not buying the special tool. However, it was a large dent to my professional pride.
Polishing skills in the air revived my sprits. Our locally based Tiger Moth flew to Moorabbin, Melbourne’s then secondary airport, for its routine inspections. I was allowed to fly it there. It was my first trip to a capital city. I was exited and anxious about this new responsibility, carefully drawing lines on maps. Roger briefed me fully. The trip took three and a half-hours flying each way and an overnight stop in Melbourne. It was winter and my steed had no heater, radios or navigation instruments other than a compass and dubious clock. I remember the rain running down my helmet and goggles, dripping off my nose, onto my chin and slowly seeping down into my boots. I was so cold and stiff at Warrnambool, I could barely move the controls properly to land for refuelling. And this was supposed to be fun.
All went well until I overflew the Moorabbin airport, a standard procedure prior to landing in those days. Mayhem erupted! Aircraft flew everywhere instead of the tidy stream I had been told to expect. Did I cause this confusion, I wondered, until I saw the puff of smoke by the tower. It meant the wind direction had changed and with it the landing path. There were no radios to co-ordinate the milling aircraft, just eyeballs and standard procedures.
Us pilots sorted out the mess and then it was my turn to get a green light from the tower. I landed on smooth grass and managed a credible three point touchdown. It didn’t rain the next day so I was able to enjoy the trip home over familiar territory.
A different Aero Club aircraft became available to us. The Chipmunk DHC1 was over 15 years old, but an all-metal, aerobatic training plane, previously used by the Air Force. It featured an overhead Perspex canopy and a radio so we could speak to air traffic control towers. To use this, a Radio Operators License was necessary, entailing another exam. An electric starter meant we didn’t have to hand swing the propeller. The Chipmunk was a delightful aerobatics aircraft and great fun to throw around the sky. Its engine had more power than the Tiger so height was not lost when correctly looping the loop or doing barrel rolls. I could just flow from one such manoeuvre to another, performing an aerial three-dimensional dance, all the while imagining shooting down `enemy’ aircraft.
The Chipmunk also had brakes and a tail wheel, enabling the use of tarmac runways. The Tiger Moth had to land directly into wind in anything other than a gentle breeze. The `Chippys’ sliding canopy meant I didn’t get wet on rainy days, and it could be opened for air conditioning while on the ground. In short, a great fun aircraft, a sports car of the air. At the time the `Chippy’ was among the best aerobatic plane in Australia that non-military pilots could fly. It made me feel like a World War II `ace’, and I took great delight in throwing it around the sky. With my limited experience of complete intimacy with ladies, well performed aerobatic sequences thrilled me more than sex. Besides, my church did not ban unmarried aerobatics.
We were invited to join the Warrnambool club in a day of flying competitions. The first event was streamer cutting. This involved throwing a toilet roll out of the cockpit and cutting it with the wing three times as it unravelled, in the shortest possible time. All events had a safety pilot in the competing aircraft to ensure it was not unravelled as well. I won the streamer cutting event by using a little trick – instead of going to full throttle to increase speed, I pulled the throttle off to make a tighter turn at low speed which takes less time than going fast around a larger circle. An old hand had passed on this knowledge to me. To add insult to good fortune, I also won the flour bag bombing – my childhood games of throwing things at moving targets groomed me for this event.
Despite, or perhaps because of such small triumphs in the air, I began to feel the need to go walkabout again. The seemingly continuous cold, damp weather was getting to me. It was in Mt. Gambier I first heard the saying, ‘If you can see the Mount, it’s a sign of rain. If you can’t see it, it is bloody well raining!’
News reached me that a Lutheran pilot, Ray Jaensch, was flying in support of the church’s Mission activities in Papua New Guinea. I wrote to Ray about the possibilities of obtaining a maintenance job, with a view to continuing on to a pilot’s position. Other friends and relatives were working in P.N.G. Missions so I thought perhaps I should join them in the noble task. I knew my parents would applaud such a decision. Had I known of the difficulties faced by early aviators in P.N.G. I would have thought twice. Even twenty-five years later, on returning to P.N.G as an experienced helicopter pilot, I only flew the Company aeroplane occasionally. Then only when the weather was good, over routes I knew well.
Ray replied to my rather naïve letter pointing out the long, hard road necessary to qualify for the demanding job. This idea went on the back burner and I continued gaining as much flying experience as I could afford.
The thought occurred as to my good fortune in life – I had been to the Davis Cup Finals, the Olympics and had attended a Grand Prix. Notwithstanding humble beginnings, I had been blessed in many ways. But it was time to move on to new experiences. I recalled a recent party. Most guests were locals; their future would be woven into the area’s history. I knew this place was not for me in the long term; I could not identify with it. Leaving the party mid-evening, I collected my sleeping bag, drove to a quiet country area and slept under the stars. In the morning I awoke renewed, surrounded by curious cows. Other people thought it crazy to forego a warm, comfortable bed but I just followed my feelings and the need to get close to nature.
My walkabout urges re-surfaced strongly. The obligation to my employer was almost completed, I had learnt to fly and fix almost any vehicle, but felt the need for a new challenge. Having no strong attachment to the area or its people, leaving would not entail emotional hardship. Climatically, I was too far south and needed to head north, closer to my tribal country.
On my last flight there, I said good-bye to the town from the air. The wind, as often, was strong that day. At a safe height, I slowed the Tiger to just above the stalling speed with power full on. The wind was stronger than our ground speed, so we flew slowly across the town backwards. Had the wind been as strong at ground level, I could have landed from a hover. Was this a portend of things to come - I was not even aware of helicopters then.
Naturally, I was sorry to leave the friends I had made during almost two years in Mt. Gambier and promised to keep in touch. My toolbox, clothes and few possessions easily fitted into my small four-seater Austin. It was June 1959, wet and cold as usual. Pleasant, nostalgic memories flowed as I drove past the grassy aerodrome on my way to Adelaide. I had no idea what I would do next, but I did know that finding a job somewhere would be easy thanks to my references and contacts. After almost seven formative years of being tied to an employer I was at last free to make my own choice of employment.
When in doubt, hold on to your altitude. No-one has ever collided with the sky.
~ The Aviators Guide Book
I spent a few lazy weeks in Adelaide, visiting friends, flying at Parafield and looking at job advertisements. An opening as a maintenance fitter at Radium Hill was advertised. This seemed a challenge so I applied and was accepted. I left Adelaide in high spirits, early in July 1959 and drove north along the main road to Port Pirie. Radium Hill was the world’s second commercial uranium mine, located 48 kilometres west of Broken Hill, just over the border in South Australia. Douglas Mawson, best known for his work in Antarctica, first surveyed the area in 1906 with the mine opening in November 1954.
Beyond Port Pirie, the road was unsealed with no evidence of human habitation. The countryside showed little sign of any winter rain. Drab stunted mallee soon gave way to saltbush amid the dry red sand. This was not of any concern to me; it was my sort of country. A knocking sound from the engine did concern me – I had completely overhauled it before leaving Mount Gambier. To avoid potential damage, I stopped, about eighty kilometres short of my destination. Not having seen a vehicle since turning off the main road, I expected a long wait, but my luck turned and I soon got a lift with a mineworker.
Radium Hill was a purpose built town to house mining and associated employees. The Mines Department of South Australia ran the entire enterprise. Almost everyone there being government employed.
`You will be sharing a hut with Fred,’ said the personnel officer. `It’s No 37. Here’s your key’.
I carried my bag to a fibro box perched on metre high wooden legs; one amongst over a hundred similar planted in the red sand. Inside, I found two metal framed beds, small wardrobes, a table and chair. My billet was hot in summer and cold in winter, not a nest to treasure. An ablutions block squatted thirty metres away, the mess hall requiring several minutes walk to reach. About half of the three hundred single workers could be fed at one sitting.
I caught the company bus to the mine site, several kilometres away, to begin my first days work. James, the young, bustling boss introduced me to my workmates. He enjoyed salary status and lived with his wife in married quarters housing. I found the other four maintenance fitters in our gang were single, hourly paid men like me.
Our duties were to maintain the compressors which supplied high pressure air to the miners working up to four hundred metres underground. In addition we serviced the ore crushers and mechanical parts of the winding gear. The latter moved uranium ore out and men and equipment to and from the surface. One man, called a `winder driver’ controlled the electric motors which wound the cables attached to special ore buckets, called `skips’. While one skip full of ore travelled up, its partner went down to the `loading station’. The skips were filled manually at various loading `shute gates’ but tipped automatically when reaching the unloading station on the large gantry where wheels are seen above mine shafts.
Another winder driver drove the cage, or lift for persons and equipment. A `cage man’ determined the movement of the cage. He normally always rode the cage continuously and signalled its next destination to the winder driver by pulling on a cord, which rang a bell close to the winder driver. The number of bell rings indicated the cages next desired destination.
Our gang also maintained the below ground water pumps. Even in this patch of semi desert, ground water continuously seeped into the shafts, which would eventually flood the mine if not removed. Checking the pumps entailed going far underground, a potentially dangerous arena.
`You are new, so you will be working with Steve as he knows the ropes,’ said James on my first day. `Also, you will have to join the union’.
His wry smile meant nothing to me. He was staff and didn’t have to join any of the half dozen different unions represented at the mine. Unions were new to me but I came to realise what this meant when I almost shut the mine down completely by doing an electrician’s job. I waited hours for a sparky to repair a lead and eventually reconnected the broken wire. My automotive electrical licence did not cover the mine, I was not in the electrical union and my action, when discovered, caused furore. I was let off due to my `ignorance’ and a general strike averted but received a stiff lecture about job demarcation.
`If you do this again Phil, the union will black you which means you lose your job. Understand?’ demanded the Union steward in a thick Pommy accent.
I apologised for my transgression and indicated my willingness to toe the union line. I didn’t want to lose my job, although the inefficiency and waste caused by union rules constantly grated against my natural instincts. Again, I worked in a different world.
During the next few weeks, Steve, a portly, genial forty-ish emigrant from somewhere in Europe led me through the maze of new machines and procedures.
On my first weekend a workmate drove me to collect my abandoned car. I found a blockage in the oil supply, rectified it, and all was well. Little, if any, damage had ensued.
On the job I learned fast, was keen to please and soon able to work without supervision.
`You can go and check the pumps today Phil,’ said Steve at our 8 am job review. `See you after lunch.’
Actually checking our three sets of pumps took twenty minutes. Each was on a different level underground, and the cage only ran to every level on the hour. The mine had ten levels carved into hard rock, descending to 400 metres below ground. But the cage could be shuttling between a few different levels for long periods. We could not `order‘ the cage like a normal lift. At 8.10 am, after logging in, collecting my miner’s lamp, helmet and battery I waited until 9 am to reach my first destination, three levels down. After taking ten minutes to look over the pumps, my head was in a book until 10.00 am when I dropped to my next destination. This is why twenty minutes work took four hours.
To shortcut this procedure and show I was keen, I decided to use the ladders between levels instead of waiting for the cage.
At Radium Hill the main vertical shaft servicing the mine consisted of four columns. The first contained the ore haulage skips. The personnel and freight cage travelled up and down the next vertical tube. Another shaft contained the counterweight that balanced the weight of the cage – when one went up, the other went down, requiring less power to raise an upcoming cage and less braking on the way down. Between these two columns a narrow space held ladders which reached from the bottom of the mine to the surface. The ten metre high, almost vertical steps zigzagged from one landing to another. This long thin chute, black as the inside of a ink bottle, rattled with scraping sounds as the skips and cage rushed past. Any lighting had long since failed; a well-charged miner’s lamp was essential.
One morning, fed up with waiting, I found myself cheerfully descending a ladder into the depths of the earth when a rumbling noise came from above. It sounded like a large boulder was falling. Was it in the ladder shaft? In theory all of them were separated by a wire mesh barrier to prevent falling objects penetrating another shaft. Unfortunately, rusted mesh was not replaced as profits plummeted due to competition from new open cut mines.
I was many metres from a landing that might have provided protection. The rumble came closer - a loud crash and thump above me pounded my ears as the intruder bounced from one wall to another. I froze on the ladder and craned my neck upward. The lamp seemed dim and showed only dust moving in the darkness above. Timing was crucial, if a boulder knocked me off the ladder I would fall to my death in the darkness, my final scream unheard. I had to wait and judge its trajectory after the nearest bounce. Another crash sounded and I saw the lump of ore approaching fast, several metres above me. Lunging behind the ladder, my feet dangling in space, my lamp showed a lump of rock half my size flashing past. The crashing noises diminished, replaced by the sound of gravel bouncing off my helmet. Heart pounding, I swung around again, my feet scrabbling to regain the ladder rungs. My legs pumped furiously as I scrambled down to the next level and left the ladders for the security of a horizontal shaft with solid rock above my head.
Where did these large boulders come from? They fell off the top of overfilled skips carrying ore to the surface. Why were they overfilled? Simple, the skip loaders were contract staff paid by the tonnage delivered to the surface.
Normally, personnel were not in the ladder shafts unless the cage was inoperative and underground workers were forced to climb to the surface at the end of their shift. If so, the skips would not be hauling ore. It seems my Guardian Angel had followed me underground.
One Monday morning, I found few others eating breakfast. Perhaps the golf tournament on Saturday, followed by a sweaty football game on Sunday caused the lack of interest in food. The bleary eyes and lack of conversation when we assembled to start work reinforced my suspicion.
I had not taken part in any of these games and associated festivities. Getting drunk with the boys at a sporting event was not my idea of a good time. With only about six single female residents to entertain the 300 unattached males, socialising with the opposite sex was confined to a few privileged males. Instead I continued my love affair with motorised metal that could legally fly inverted.
Broken Hill had an active Aero Club and I became member No. 191. Having been certified as fit to play with their aerobatic Chipmunk aircraft I spent my money hanging upside down in the sky. After driving 100 kilometres to Broken Hill, my Sunday afternoon had been spent `beating up’ fair weather cumulus clouds that provided safe hills and valleys for me to zoom up, dive into and draw patterns on their vertical faces in sheer indulgent joy. Having the earth spin around and jump into view above one’s head is thrilling and provided me with great satisfaction when I completed these manoeuvres perfectly. Sometimes I flew for many kilometres in a straight line while continuously rolling the aircraft – all I saw was the world constantly rotating around me. This fun kept my flying skills honed, and built hours towards a Commercial Pilots Licence.
The downside was the rapid erosion of my pay cheque. I preferred flying rather than giving my money to a publican and so it appeared I was the only worker not suffering from Monday blues.
`Come on boys, get the rope inspection done,’ said the boss. `You know it’s always the first job today.’
I grabbed heavy-duty gloves and Rupert and Franc followed me to the mine pithead. The wire rope or steel cable supporting the cage was a single length of woven wires about five centimetres in diameter and almost half a kilometre in length. It could not be patched or joined – if any section frayed the entire length was replaced.
Movement of the cage was controlled by the winder driver who sat in the Winding House, over thirty metres away from the pithead or main vertical mine shaft. He moved levers to control large electric motors with brakes three metres in diameter. As mentioned, the driver was signalled by bell rings. He could not see the cage, but a pointer moving over a dial roughly updated its position.
To conduct a rope inspection an empty cage was sent to the bottom of the mine. Control of the signal bell was transferred to us workers, using a bell pull next to the pithead. After the wire rope stopped moving down we dropped a strong steel mesh rectangular platform over part of the gaping mine shaft. This door shaped device was hinged at its bottom edge. Its only purpose was to cover almost half the 400 metre deep hole so I could walk on it and reach the rope in the middle of the void. When not in use the platform stood vertically against a solid concrete wall next to the pithead.
`Right let her go Franc,’ I said.
The platform swung down with a clang and extended almost to the cable. I stepped onto the mesh floor and placed my gloved hand on the stationary rope with fingers up. If a frayed wire strand caught my glove it would hopefully only take my glove and not me with it.
I nodded to Rupert `OK, lets go.’
He pulled on the cord, bells rang and the rope began to move under my glove. I peered into the depths below my feet, seeing nothing but a black hole. Typical, the senior man watching, the next waiting with his hand on the bell pull, with the new boy in the hot spot.
We watched and waited as the rope slid rapidly upward. The cage rushed into view, coming to the surface far too fast. Rupert reacted slowly, only one pull being required to signal the cage to stop. The driver was also slow applying the brakes. I had no time to jump before the cage hit the platform, folding it up against the concrete wall with me squashed in between. My hard hat shattered and pushed into my head - the cage stopped. I stared at the heavy steel mesh, a centimetre away from my face, trying not to think about it crushing my head. I saw Rupert’s ashen face, his body seemed frozen rigid.
Trapped, I said, `Just make sure you give him a down bell.’
The cage inched down and freed me. Had it travelled up another ten centimetres I would have been minced through the heavy steel mesh like sausage meat.
I stepped out uninjured. Another near thing, I’ve used up two lives here already – how many do I have left? I knew underground mining could be dangerous; humans were out of their natural element as when airborne. I’d have to learn quickly to dodge the different hostile arrows here.
`Rupert you broke my bloody hat!’ The banal remark broke the tension hanging in the air after a near fatal occurrence due to negligence. But Rupert couldn’t look at me while mumbling `I buy you a beer tonight Phil.’
It wasn’t entirely his fault; the winder driver approached the surface too fast and was slow reacting to the bell. He bought me a beer as well. I mentally shared one with my Guardian Angel.
I thought that Monday mornings was not a good time to conduct inspections, with so many people hung over. But it was traditional. Random alcohol testing is now routine for drivers and commercial pilots. Will it be extended to workers operating machinery in crucial situations?
On another day a man was killed while performing maintenance in the counterweight shaft. Such are the dangers of everyday mine work. Whenever men were maintaining the main or counterweight shafts, a large sign was placed inside the cage, another facing the winder driver. These reminded both to avoid running the cage or counterweight through the level being worked. Notwithstanding those precautions, the counterweight swatted a man to his death.
Occasionally we performed a rope inspection, caused by a winder driver’s inattention. If the cage approached the top of the gantry (where the big wheels are on a pit head structure as seen on TV or the movies), or the bottom of the mineshaft too rapidly, override governors automatically slammed on the brakes. This prevented a potential disaster if the driver became incapacitated.
Sometimes, the winder driver approached the bottom of the shaft too fast, causing the brakes to clamp hard. Five hundred metres of rope stretched before the cage stopped, then tension in the rope snatched the cage upward. It’s not widely known that almost all lifts and mine cages have automatic `grabbers’ that immediately stop a lift if the hoisting cable breaks or goes slack. These grabbers are spring tensioned to bite into guide rails secured to the shaft walls.
In the event of a mine cage leaping upward after a sudden `stop’, the rope becoming slack causes the grabbers to bite, stopping the cage instantly and preventing it from falling. Any people or equipment in the cage had a rough ride, first a very sudden stop, then being launched into mid air only to fall to the floor again. After such incidents shaken passengers took themselves off for first aid, while we completed a rope and cage inspection. The winder driver’s pride suffered severely and usually his beer money disappeared as well.
Some weeks after arriving at Radium Hill, I heard of the local Amateur Drama Group and went to their meeting. It was rumoured that most of the young single girls were involved and this was a chance to meet them. Especially as Rose had just written me a `Dear John’ letter saying she had met another man and they planned to become engaged. This upset me, even though I had been out with other girls to `pass the time’. I was ripe for a new romance.
`Welcome Phil,’ said John when I arrived at the Drama Groups venue. `We are always short of men. Have you been in theatre before?’
`Sort of. I’ve been on stage in short skits and that type of thing, nothing serious.’
`We’ll be glad to have you. Come and meet the rest of the gang.’
`What sort of work do you do?’ asked Lorraine.
`I’m a maintenance fitter at the compressor house.’
`So you work for James.’
`Yes, we get on well.’
`Are you going to be in our next play?’
`I haven’t been asked yet.’
`You will be.’
I learned that Lorraine was a secretary in administration. Except for the nurse, all the single girls worked in various offices.
Being part of the drama group, I became one of the select few males invited to parties where one could dance with single girls. My intent was to find one, have an affair if possible, and move on. Working on an isolated mine, I had decided, was only one step in my career path.
`Would you like to dance with me?‘ asked Pamela. She was a well-proportioned brunette with a lovely disposition and ready laugh. Later, I heard she had once been the Miss Australia entrant for Radium Hill.
`I don’t know how to dance,’ I replied. `My church did not allow it.’
`Poor you. Come on. I’ll show you, just hang on and follow me.’
I did, and this led to cuddles and kisses. Our relationship deepened over the following weeks, but Pamela was a practicing Catholic and I discovered that her knickers would stay on until a priest’s blessing and gold band were in place. Her’s was a mining family, like many of the others living in married quarters. These families breadwinners specialised qualifications often resulted in a lifetime spent in isolated mining communities.
This did not deter me, I had fallen in love. How or why this happened I do not know. I had previously rejected females wishing to form a permanent attachment. Our relationship began with my intent to seduce a fair lady, notwithstanding the competition for her favours. Having left behind the enclosing wings of the church, I gained my own metal ones and ventured forth into the unrestricted secular world. But my heart, it seems, was ready for a new experience.
It was a gradual process, speeded by the isolation of our community and consequent daily bonding. Pamela’s vibrant personality, loving nature and good humour won me over completely. Being a traditional hunter, was I subconsciously seeing this chase through to the end?
She did represent the traditional enemy of the Lutheran faith; however, our love would surmount these dogmatic obstacles. We were inseparable and nothing would prevent us from living happily ever after. How wonderful to believe life was so simple!
In the meantime, the Engine Drivers went on strike and only two of our group could be spared to do their job in the compressor house. We monitored hundreds of gauges to ensure that the mine was supplied with compressed air and electricity. The miners relied on pressurised air to operate their equipment while the electricity was essential for lighting, ventilation and to prevent the mine flooding. With so many safety issues involved, we were not black banned from doing someone else’s job in this instance.
`I’m glad you have volunteered to do these twelve hour shifts Phil,’ said James. `But Rupert is senior to you so you’ll have the graveyard shift – 8 pm to 8 am, OK?’
`I think I can handle it.’
`Good, now I’ll take you around and show you how to start the emergency power plants. You know what to do first when the power goes off?’
`Yep, run like hell,’ I replied, having been briefed on the possible hair-raising consequences of a power failure.
If the power supply was momentarily interrupted the simultaneous start-up of the stalled machinery overloaded our system. We had to manually switch off many high loads before the main high-tension supply was re-energised, otherwise our circuit breakers in the compressor house could trip. Under these circumstances, the large circuit breakers had been known to explode, showering our workplace with boiling oil and molten metal. That’s why I’d been told to run.
Reduced activity during my graveyard shifts made it easier to keep all the gauges in the green. After the first few nervous evenings passed uneventfully, controlling the nerve centre became routine and I phoned Pamela and chatted at length.
One evening, loud banging on the control room door interrupted our conversation.
`What the hell is going on here?’ queried an angry voice. `We ain’t got no air!’
Being deep in conversation with Pamela, I had forgotten to monitor the large master pressure gauge. It was down to 70 P.S.I. – it should have been 100.
`Sorry mate, had another matter to sort out, I’ll get your air up now.’
`Couldn’t get you on the bloody phone either.’
`I know, don’t worry, we’re all sorted.’
Low air pressure meant the miner’s machines worked much slower, reducing their ore production. They were paid by the ton so this was no laughing matter. I hurriedly switched on more compressors, being careful not to cause an overload and lose the lot.
After two weeks the engine drivers had finished their self imposed holiday. I suspect some strikes by various trades broke out for no other reason than to relieve the monotony of working constant shifts. The majority of men had limited off duty entertainment or social contact, except with similarly occupied males. The regular drivers return was none too soon for me. Sleeping during the day, in noisy quarters, with the temperature in my hut above 32º C was difficult.
Perhaps due to the small closed community, unsocial behaviour was uncommon but did occur. Bill, a Pom and eight-year veteran at the mine site was the only person who insisted on having the same seat in the mess at every meal - most people just chose an unoccupied space among the eighteen dining tables. I inadvertently sat in Bill’s seat once and was told `That’s Bills chair.’ I moved. On another night, after being told, the fella said `So what’ and stayed put. Then Bill arrived.
Without warning, the table was overturned, broken crockery sliding across the concrete floor. Pandemonium broke out as other diners joined in. More tables went over with cups, saucers and plates flying through the air. I grabbed my plate, rushed outside and watched through a window as the battle raged. Grown men crouched behind overturned tables like school kids, hurling projectiles at others crouching behind `enemy’ lines. The cooks slammed down the shutters above the servery to prevent the kitchen area being bombarded. The `war’ was over when there was nothing left to smash – taking all of five minutes. Everyone left before the lone policeman, who lived on site, arrived.
A lot of men went hungry that night but most said it was worth it. Just men being boys I guess.
Meanwhile, I was busy rehearsing with the Drama Group during the evenings. The book, We Were Radium Hill, compiled by Mr M. Harrington and Mr K. Kaloschke, mentions that Pamela and myself were cast in the play “A Pound on Demand”. I have no recollection of how the performance was received but Pamela and I certainly spent most of our free time together. The pool and drive in theatre were popular and sometimes barbeques were organised in the nearby dry Olary creek-bed. Two young people in love need little formal entertainment – just being together was enough.
Before thinking of a formal engagement the matter of our differing religious faiths had to be resolved.
`Phil, my family would be devastated if we were not married in a Catholic Church.’
`That’s fine. My family would expect a church wedding too.’
`But we can’t unless you become a Catholic, that’s the problem.’
`Well I guess I’ll have to look into changing. How about you becoming a Lutheran?’
`Phil, much as I love you, my faith comes first. I could not do that!’
Catholics seem so sure of themselves. Perhaps they were not the anti-Christ as religious leaders in our church had told me. It was written that Martin Luther led the Reformation because of his revulsion at the selling of `Indulgences’. These, he felt, enabled people to `buy’ redemption for their sins. Since paying cash to absolve their sins was stopped, they could just go to confession and say a few `Hail Mary’s’ instead. My childhood indoctrination had led me to feel disgust and distrust of any Catholics. Now, I would have to revise my feelings to follow my heart.
A meeting was arranged with Father Shiel. He welcomed us wearing shorts and a casual shirt. After greeting Pam and shaking my hand he indicated comfortable chairs.
`Pamela said you are thinking of joining us. I am very happy to help you. And I must congratulate you on your friendship with Pamela, having known her for some time. She is a fine young Christian girl.’
`Yes,’ I said, `perhaps you could tell me what is required for us to marry?’
He produced various booklets for me to take away and study. While discussing general matters I was struck by his genial friendliness and good humour. I was more accustomed to the `holier than thou’ aura normally surrounding our Lutheran Reverends.
`What did you think of Father Shiel?’ asked Pam after we left.
`Great guy, nothing wrong with him. It’s the Pope I’m worried about.’
`Don’t think you’ll see him out this way.‘
`You mean he’s not coming to convert me?’
We laughed and went off in my car for a kiss and cuddle in the bush. Problems with church rules and dogma were easily forgotten, they could be dealt with tomorrow.
Christmas was near when Pamela and her family went away on holidays. The mine was shut down over this period with only a skeleton crew on site. Being unable to see Pamela, I elected to remain at work.
Without her happy presence, I wrestled with the problem of either leaving my religion or losing Pamela. My conditioning from birth and at church schools was not easy to shake off. Another major problem was that any of our children would automatically be Catholic. I would have no say in their choice of religion.
During this quiet holiday period, I was free to roam from the uppermost structures to the bottom of the mine. Four hundred metres below the surface the silence was eerie, often I was the only person below ground. The sound of my heart thumping and blood rushing through my arteries seemed deafening at first - until I realised it was normal. Few people get to experience this sensation while some even panic when deprived of all external sound. I enjoyed the feeling of solitude and uniqueness of being alone in my underground world. It reminded me of the remoteness and peace to be found in outback deserts.
With most of the lighting switched off, extra care was essential. I remember walking along a tunnel, turning my cap lamp downward to illuminate the path and seeing nothing but a seemingly bottomless gaping black hole adjacent to the rail line. It was an ore chute leading down to a loading station. An inadvertent fall into this was not survivable; my body would lie undiscovered until mining resumed. I should not have been exploring deserted shafts but the desire to go walkabout was irresistible.
We were not required to be on duty for Christmas or Boxing Day so I asked the Chief Engineer if I could leave the mine and visit my grandparents at Apilla, 200 kilometres away.
`Sure,’ he said, `might as well go, nothing happening here.’
Going to church with my relatives over Christmas made me earnestly assess my situation with Pamela. I realised that becoming a Catholic would break Mother’s heart. She and my father would be judged as failing in the most important area of life on this earth if their firstborn left the mother church. Especially to marry the archenemy.
Once back at Radium Hill, my ears were assailed by tales of woe from everyone. Where was I when they needed me? It seems the power had failed on Christmas Day, just as the turkeys were to go into the oven.
The Chief had to start the emergency diesels, but due to his inexperience, it took him four hours to restore power to the town.
Being missed by the townspeople was very gratifying but didn’t solve my situation with Pamela. With her being away, I looked hard and deep into my heart and head. Our union would be fraught with practical and emotional problems. After many sleepless nights I finally gave Steve my resignation, to apply soon after Pamela returned. He was both surprised and disappointed. I can’t remember what reason I gave for leaving.
The frustration and hurt during my final days at Radium Hill were so severe that I have little recollection of this period. Likewise, I remember little of the three day drive home. I can remember crying for long periods while on the road and not caring if I arrived or not. Luckily I did not die in an accident. It seems my guardian Angel guided me home.
Pamela was likewise devastated and told me later that she cried for hours after I drove away. Why had obedience to the same God caused such pain to both of us?
I was an emotional mess on arriving in the Alice. My parents had moved to town some years earlier due to father’s failing health. They lived in a modest house of their own on the Mission block. I was warmly welcomed back home. My folks were unaware of my inner turmoil and I didn’t confess my thwarted love for a Catholic girl. It would just cause more pain. I explained that my troubled composure was due to fatigue.
My younger brother and sister slept in enclosed rooms on the front verandah. The spare bedroom became my hiding place. After moping for several weeks I figured I had to stop feeling sorry for myself and find a job.

The three most useless things to a pilot are the altitude above you, the runway behind you, and a tenth of a second ago.
~ The Aviators Guide Book
A friend of the family, Eddy Connellan, offered me immediate work. In retrospect, my mother probably arranged this, as she had my apprenticeship. Eddy, a pioneer airman, operated a fleet of small aircraft over much of northern Australia. After the few weeks recovering from the loss of Pamela, my toolbox and I arrived at his hanger. It was located at the Townside Airport, on the fringe of settlement, next to the cemetery where my brother Melvin was buried. Being in love with aviation, I hoped Connellans would be a new and exciting challenge.
It was a steep learning curve, working on delicate aircraft instead of massive lumps of mining equipment; at least females were not a distraction. The pain of parting with Pamela haunted me. I found I could hardly look at another woman, let alone touch one, except of course in a formal manner as required in polite society. Just the thought of embracing another woman in a loving or lustful way was abhorrent.
I poured all my energy and time into learning new skills. My objective was to become a Licensed Aircraft Maintenance Engineer so I could certify aircraft fit for flight after maintenance or rectification of defects. Apart from the supervised, practical experience required, I had to pass many examinations. Knowledge of diverse subjects such as metallurgy, plastics, properties of timbers and metals, linen, fabric stitches and air law was required. I also had to pass written exams on each different engine and aircraft type.
My work and qualifications in the motor trade earned credits for the five years experience required before gaining a license. After just seven months with Connellans I was issued with my first license to sign out an aircraft engine following maintenance.
Job-wise I was doing well but my heart was still in a mess. I couldn’t rid myself of my love for Pamela and phoned her several times. For her next holidays she arranged to visit the Alice. I told Mother about this and our background.
`Philip,’ she said, `I am sorry but I cannot allow a Catholic in this house.’
I was stunned. I couldn’t fight against Mother’s religious sensibilities or what she considered was best for her son. She always seemed to be the voice for my parents. Her refusal of Pamela shook me to the core. I loved Mother dearly; she had sacrificed so much for us and yet would not allow her eldest son to accommodate his true love in the family home.
I began to resent my mother and our religion for the pain it caused me. My life had been based on Lutheran Protestant doctrines but now I began to seriously question those principles. The age old dilemma between differing faiths and philosophies had finally come to roost in my life. Why did a merciful God cause such misery in Pamela’s and my lives? In essence, I again lived a double life. A dutiful, church going, religious son in harmony with his Mission worker parents at home and an ordinary secular male in the workplace. I was repeating my situation in Adelaide when first beginning work, but now felt religion had betrayed me instead of providing comfort.
My parents’ house sat on Mission property, I lived in the thick of religious activity and observant eyes. A few hectares had been acquired many years earlier to house stores destined for Hermannsburg. Subsequently, a church, Manse, various storerooms and hall were added adjacent to our home. Work was my only saviour, and I assuaged part of my guilt at turning against religion by modernising my parents’ home. I installed power points, painted, re-plumbed and refurbished the only bathroom. I was recruited to teach Sunday school to white children from our church. Several times with the Minister away, I even conducted church services as the lay reader. All this was terribly hypocritical, I went through with it for the sake of appearances.
Many years later my brother researched the origins of our family name and concluded that almost certainly our forebears, on the male side, were Jews. It is a matter of record that many Latzs’ from Western Germany were gassed during WW II. My father’s family line originated in Poland, in an area later becoming part of Eastern Germany. It’s likely that hundreds of Latzs’ from there suffered the same fate as those in the West. Our branch of the family came from the East but left Hamburg in 1859, escaping Hitler’s pogrom. In view of this, I wondered if my forebears were originally Jews who decided to change after arriving in a devout, predominantly Lutheran community in South Australia to avoid the discrimination they left behind in Europe.
I also wonder how I would have felt had I known of our possible Jewish heritage, and what Martin Luther said about them – we had never been told of his views during years of religious instruction. I quote his writings below:
`Oh adored Christ, and make no mistake, that aside from the devil, you have no enemy more venomous, more desperate, more bitter, than a true Jew who seeks to be a Jew. Now whoever wishes to accept venomous serpents, desperate enemies of the Lord, and to honour them to let himself be robbed, pillaged, corrupted, and cursed by them, need only turn to the Jews.’
And Luther’s remedies to the Jewish problem?
`First, their synagogues should be set on fire and what ever does not burn up should be covered or spread over with dirt so that no one may ever be able to see a cinder or stone of it. And this ought to be done for the honour of God and of Christianity in order that God may see that we are Christians, and that we have not willingly, tolerated or approved of such public lying, cursing and blaspheming of his son and his Christians. Secondly, their homes should likewise be broken down and destroyed…Thirdly, they should be deprived of their prayer books….Fourthly, their rabbis must be forbidden under threat of death to teach anymore…..To sum up, dear princes and nobles who have Jews in your domains, if this advice of mine does not suit you, then find a better one so that you may all be free of this insufferable devilish burden – the Jews.’
Quoted by Martin Luther, Von Dem Juden und inhren Lugern, (On the Jews and their lies), Wittenburg, 1543.
Would my forebears have adopted his faith if they were aware of Luther’s feelings? If we are of Jewish descent there is certainly some irony in my growing up on a Lutheran mission and becoming a lay preacher. It’s as well that this information was unknown to me then, I had enough turbulence in my head to deal with.
After I’d been home for nine months, one of our aircraft needed specialised repairs in Melbourne. It was scheduled to refuel in Broken Hill. Here was a chance for me to see Pamela again.
I was granted unpaid leave for the few days away. The boss agreed that it could be beneficial to have an engineer travelling with the aircraft for most of the journey.
I phoned Pamela and made arrangements. She was working, but able to see me at night. I told Mother it was necessary for me to go with the aircraft but made no mention of seeing `the Catholic girl’. It was easier to hide the truth than upset her again.
After arriving in Broken Hill, I did a flight check with the Club instructor in the Piper aircraft I had previously flown. Then I flew to Radium Hill and collected Pamela after she finished work and we returned to Broken Hill.
I could barely contain my excitement and concentrate on flying the plane back. We were like a honeymoon couple who had bypassed a journey to the altar. It seemed that possibility remained as distant as ever, but for that one night I was in heaven, just being with Pamela.
After dinner, we spent our first night together in nine months, at the Royal Exchange Hotel. We kissed and cuddled for most of the night. I didn’t expect anything more than this; it was enough for me to have seen and touched her again. Pamela told me she had asked her father’s permission to go away with me. He must have trusted us. Respectable, unmarried girls simply did not overnight with men in those days. Our liaison caused quite a stir at Radium Hill, but Pamela’s reputation was not impugned.
Early next morning I flew her back to work. That was it, a spiritual reunion but still with no future. I can’t recall my feelings during the half-hour flight back to Broken Hill after dropping her off. My logbook states I did a flight check in the Club’s Chipmunk aircraft I knew so well. After that, I took off and threw my metal steed all over the sky. Watching the earth revolve outside the cockpit was a good way to clear my head.
My transport to Alice arrived, and it was back to the daily grind.
I can’t find diaries for this period of my life, perhaps because of my emotional difficulties. I had to put Pamela from my mind and move on. To get away from home and the church, I became involved with an amateur Drama Group. A shortage of men resulted in my portraying Nigel in an Agatha Christie crime mystery. This was followed by another play in which I took a lead role as a murderer. I began to be known as a thespian in our small community. Lucky for me, again in a male dominated town, the drama group was well supported by single, female schoolteachers. Slowly my reluctance to socialise with girls diminished. I will not, I reminded myself, have a repeat of the Pamela scenario with another woman from a drama group.
I need not have worried; my heart was locked away from emotional contact yet my persona was that of a considerate, sober, eligible male. After a few months I allowed a slim, attractive brunette into my life. After rehearsals Deirdre and I began to return to her quarters on Todd Street. She was a schoolteacher and we conversed easily. Weeks went by before we kissed. More time went by and many evenings were spent on the bed in her small windowless dormitory room, talking and cuddling.
A thin wall separated Deirdre’s room from that of her friend next door. Josie, an extroverted, gregarious lass sometimes spoke to us through the thin fibro wall. One night she asked, `Why are you two so quiet? What are you up to?’
We lay silent.
`Come on, I just want to be sure you are OK in there.’
Further silence, we tested Josie to see if she would cease her interrogation.
`Alright, alright, so you don’t want to talk, even if I’m feeling lonely.’ She muttered to herself.
Deirdre whispered, `She can be a bit melodramatic at times, don’t take any notice.’
A loud crash occurred just above our heads as a two metre long aboriginal hunting spear smashed through the wall and embedded itself into a chair across the room.
`God I’m sorry, are you alright?’ shouted Josie. `I didn’t think the spear would go through the wall. I just wanted to make a sudden noise to see if you responded.’
Josie joined us. She helped pick up fibro before leaving. We laughed about her spear chucking, but she knew it was lucky her impulsive throw didn’t result in injury.
After the hurt caused by Mother and Pamela, I regained my ability to touch females. One night, perhaps to discover if I was impotent, Deirdre encouraged me to undress her. I found myself responding and we made love. This was only the second woman I had penetrated. At the age of 24 I was still very naive and inexperienced in sexual matters, yet very conscious of the consequences of an unwanted pregnancy. In 1961 abortion was still illegal, so a marriage was expected. This greatly tempered spontaneous lovemaking. Many girls would not take the risk, prior to formal engagement. We made love again, but I was still living at home so my behaviour was always discreet and I didn’t stay out late.
There I was, teaching Sunday school, an occasional lay reader at church services, and bedding females. A hypocrite and morally bankrupt, yet still passing as a pillar of society. It was a mentally conflicting time.
As our church seemed to cater largely for the town’s aboriginal community I also attended the John Flynn Uniting church where I found other single people in my age group. Some of us played tennis at night. Due to the small population in Northern Territory towns, many members of sports clubs drove long distances to find a competition. One long weekend we found ourselves driving to Darwin to play tennis. This meant a round-trip of over 3000 kilometres, just for a game. Flying was far too expensive.
Meanwhile, I was studying, passing exams and gaining qualifications. Though the youngest employee on the shop floor, I was amazed and a little apprehensive when promoted to being a shift boss. It was a challenge but I had the necessary academic qualifications and tact to avoid confrontations with older men who had been in the industry for many years. We all worked under considerable pressure to complete maintenance requirements. Connellans being a scheduled airline, the aircraft had to be ready to fly at specified times. I ran the night shift, which meant we worked until the aircraft were finished and ready for flight, regardless of the hour. Added pressure required one aircraft to be ready at a moment’s notice for Flying Doctor flights.
One afternoon, an ambulance arrived and the medivac aircraft landed soon after. The pilot and ambulance men were talking on the tarmac when a cry came from the Cessna. The aboriginal woman patient had given birth while they were chatting about her condition. The mother and child were fine, but left a mess for us to clean up.
On another trip, an injured worker was being flown in from some distance away. The patient was losing blood at a rate greater than the supply on board. He was expected to die in flight. We launched another aircraft with more plasma, the two met at a convenient airstrip, and yet another patient’s life was saved.
The following is quoted from an official report, on medivac flight number 43; it illustrates how tough the desert aboriginals were in those early days of the service.
`Dr Riley flew out in the aircraft to bring in a young aboriginal girl whose kidney fat had been removed by her brother. It would be a 5 hour plus round trip to the isolated location. The brother wanted to commit a murder, and in accordance with tribal beliefs believed if he took his sister’s kidney fat it would give him the strength to carry out his plans.
He cut a 20 cm gash in his sister’s back, pulled her kidney out and removed the fat, which he cooked and ate.
Dr Riley considered that any white person would have been dead long before, but the girl was flown back to the Alice and recovered completely.’
Little wonder why outback people swore by, relied on, and held the greatest respect for the Flying Doctor network.
One day a new cleaner, David, arrived to begin duty at Connellans. Atypically for a cleaner, he wore a suit and tie. After lunch David’s broom stood unattended and we eventually found him asleep in a corner of the hangar. His breath reeked of alcohol, whereupon he was unceremoniously slung into a vehicle, driven to town and dumped onto the footpath. That’s him gone we thought. Next morning he arrived in his coat and tie and began sweeping as though nothing unusual had occurred. After lunch we again found him sleeping off the effects of alcohol. He had obtained pure alcohol from our store. We used it for cleaning critical parts. I told the storeman not to hand anything to David without express permission from a superior. We thought the problem solved, but some days later David was found asleep again. This time he was driven some distance out of town and dumped on the roadside. Would he would get the message and leave town? Wrong again. He turned up and managed to work for a few days before his after lunch snooze. Investigation found he had been drinking aircraft hydraulic fluid. In addition to highly toxic liquids, it contained some alcohol. Drinking this cocktail would kill most people, but apparently it just sent David to sleep.
This was too much for the company. To avoid dealing with a casualty, the boss bought a ticket on the Gahn. We made sure David was on that train to Adelaide. That was the last we saw of him, but rumours said he had been the headmaster of an exclusive boy’s school in England before falling off his perch.
I was lucky enough to witness a helicopter landing behind our hanger. I had heard of these strange machines, but had never seen one. The way it came down almost vertically between our rear hanger wall and adjacent rocky hill amazed me. I was hooked by their apparent versatility. It was like having an exotic sports car, one that could go up and down as well. I knew that some day I would have to work on these strange looking aircraft, with their clear bubble cockpit and tubular tail boom with a propeller at the end.
The helicopter crew worked on their machine for a few days, then flew away to survey the Simpson Desert. Several weeks later the chopper broke down and the isolated party was in trouble. Could we fly out, locate the base camp and drop spare parts and water? Not an easy task in the featureless, unending sand dunes that stretched for hundreds of kilometres. Maps of the area indicated `relief data unreliable’. The location of the camp could only be estimated. George Taylor, our Chief Pilot, had to rely on dead reckoning and sharp eyes to find it.
Meanwhile, tyre inner tubes were filled with water, these usually don’t burst when dropped from an aircraft. Our Beech 18 aircraft’s fuel tanks were topped to the brim and when the parts arrived we set off. I had volunteered, along with several others, to provide assistance on the drop. The aircraft’s only door was removed, it could not be opened sufficiently in flight to jettison our vital cargo.
The trip out took hours, then the search began. Eventually the camp was found and a successful drop made. Most of the return journey was in darkness. The aircraft and pilot were not licensed to fly at night, but this did not present a problem for George. He had flown the Atlantic Ocean at night in Super Fortress bombers. We did have to land at the main airport, the only one equipped with runway lights, but that was a minor inconvenience.
An amazing story was later revealed. It involved an experienced surveyor’s actions while the helicopter was grounded. This man had been dropped in the desert 48 kilometres away from the base camp with a limited supply of food and water. When the chopper failed to collect him he had to make a difficult decision. Not knowing when the chopper might return, should he stay and possibly perish; or try walking back to camp? He trusted his skill and compass, deciding to walk. To keep a straight bearing and climb hundreds of featureless sand hills was amazing. He survived because he found the base camp.
I continued to socialise with Deirdre. She was great company but I thought we were only good friends. The drama group was the main interest we shared. Deirdre had never been to our house; I did not want her or Mother to think our relationship might become permanent. I was licking my wounds; my heart still locked. Apart from the several times we made love, a clothed kiss and cuddle was it.
I planned to drive to Adelaide for holidays. A friend from my Adelaide church group and her girlfriend, both teachers, were flying up to the Alice for their break. They asked if could I give them a lift back. I accepted as it would provide company on the boring drive and might lead to romance. My only problem was to tell my girlfriend of six months about this arrangement. Cowardly, I waited until the day before the other girls were to arrive. Because my heart was closed, I didn’t notice or ask about Deirdre’s feelings for me. I knew so little about the female psyche.
She was quietly inconsolable when told of my departure. Especially as she was about to begin her holidays. I didn’t have any idea of the depth of her feelings for me. She had given me no clue or perhaps I was not perceptive enough to notice any. I wished she had ranted and raved and called me names. I would have agreed with her. Instead, I didn’t know what to do in the face of an unending flood of sobs and tears. After many hours of attempted consolation, I gave up and left. It seemed there was nothing I could do to ease her grief.
I soon forgot Deirdre after setting out with Ruth and Jane in my Holden utility. Our long-range fuel tank would allow us to drive to Hermannsburg, Haast’s Bluff and then via a back road to Ayers Rock (Uluru). My two brunette passengers were shapely, intelligent and around my age. I fancied Ruth; I had watched her play netball for our church and square danced with her during my apprenticeship in Adelaide. Mother had no qualms about me going off camping with the girls; they were from known Lutheran families.
Neither having done any serious camping before, both girls happily rolled out their borrowed bedrolls on either side of mine for added security. At some point during our first night under the stars, I noticed Jane wasn’t in her swag. Sensing something amiss I investigated, finding her sitting in the ute.
`Why are you in here, aren’t you cold?’
`I heard funny noises and got frightened.’
`Why didn’t you wake me. There’s nothing here to be afraid of.’
`Listen, there it is again.’
I cocked my ear and laughed.
`There must be horses around. That was one snorting.’
`They were much closer before. What are they doing here?’
`There’s a waterhole close by and the horses are curious about the smell of humans. They won’t come close, neither will any other animals be a bother’. To lighten the mood I said, `Just shake out your shoes before you put them on in case a scorpion is inside.’
I persuaded Jane to return to her bedroll. She had reminded me that fear of the unknown can be a powerful force.
The girls soon settled down to the camping routine and began to enjoy the sights, sounds and smell of the desert. I taught them to cook over an open fire. Beyond the Bluff, on the rarely travelled back road to Uluru, careful driving was required as we were not in a brutish four-wheel drive. This dirt track was infrequently maintained and washouts across the road could rip the suspension off if hit at speed. After leaving the Alice, I would drive in excess of 1,500 kilometres before reaching a sealed road again at Port Augusta.
After climbing Uluru and exploring the Olga’s came the long, boring, three-day drive to Adelaide. I made no headway flirting with Ruth. She was very friendly but gave no hint of wanting a holiday romance.
When dropping the city girls off in Adelaide after the weeks sightseeing they said it had been an exciting, memorable trip. For me, it was just a change to have female company on that route.
Just before leaving Adelaide, I visited Jane one evening. We drank wine and it soon became apparent that she was open to my advances. Her room was not private so we found a secluded corner in a nearby park and feverishly indulged our passion into the early hours. What a waste, I could have had a great time on the trip but had been barking up the wrong tree. It seems she thought of me as some sort of outback hero.
Testosterone was now overruling my fear of women but I trod very warily for fear of being hurt, or causing hurt again. Back in the Alice, I began to socialise with girls from the Uniting Church and nursing sisters at the hospital. I was not game to rejoin the drama group or show my face in the teachers quarters after what I had unwittingly done to Deirdre.
I arranged an afternoon picnic with a nurse and we drove south of the Alice for a change of scenery. After thirty kilometres, I left the main road and headed into the bush and somehow found a patch of bulldust, becoming hopelessly bogged. The properties of bulldust are unique; it looks like firm sand but is actually mostly air, similar to the head on a glass of beer. Vehicles just settle in it, until supported by bodywork or reaching a firm base below.
I needed to be towed out, not having a winch. While pondering the best way to get help I recognised a rumbling sound. It could be a train heading for the Alice. The line must be near. Quickly getting my bearings we ran east to intercept the train and found the railway line. As the engine approached I waved my arms. The driver acknowledged with a toot and applied his brakes to slow the Ghan to a walking pace. As the passenger carriages passed we jumped aboard and a guard soon arrived.
`G’day, your vehicle broken down?’
`No, I got bogged in bulldust and need to get a tow.’
`Yeah, hard to get out of that stuff. You want a lift in to Alice?’
`Could you drop us off at the airport? It’ll save me driving back out.’
`Sure, I’ll tell the driver to slow down as we go past.’
There was never any suggestion of paying a fare; it was just the outback philosophy of helping people in trouble. The Ghan slowed as promised and we jumped off.
My friends were rather amused at our story; flagging down the Ghan was something they had never heard of before. We retrieved my vehicle. The picnic had not gone as planned, but it had been an interesting day nevertheless.
I began to challenge the influence my parents and religion had on my life. The charade I was enacting at home needed a sanity preserving safety valve. I needed to engage socially with people outside strict religious circles. A fellow workmate suggested joining the Returned Services League (R. S. L.) Memorial Club.
Mention of my membership caused a minor crisis at home as good Lutherans should not be found at a bar, even one restricted to members or `respectable’ guests. I was resolute and over 21. Gradually the issue subsided. It seems a leering devil could not be seen sitting on my shoulder. On Saturday nights at the club I began dancing with ladies again.
To further emphasize my emancipation, after knocking off work on Friday nights I joined my fellow workers at a hotel in town. Six o’clock closing was in force so between 5.15 and 6 pm we all shouted a round. On a heavy night up to a dozen beers had to be drunk before we were thrown out at six. This was known as the six o’clock swill. Luckily, breathalysers had not been invented yet.
On return from another holiday I found several of my work mates were the proud owners of a Tiger Moth. One of our pilots and his brother Peter, bought it cheaply, although it was in a bad state of repair. I was disappointed at missing out on a share of the purchase; it would have meant much cheaper flying for me. Still, I helped Peter to completely overhaul the Tiger, including hundreds of hours spent stitching new linen over its four wings, some of which entailed using needles thirty centimetres long.
After months of late night labour `our’ bird flew again, in sparkling new livery. The hard work was rewarded by leaving the earth, and our cares, behind. I spent many happy summer hours aloft wearing just a helmet, shoes and shorts. When lightly clothed, it was wonderful to feel the elements. Problems with religion or romances were blown away by the wind passing through the open cockpit. Possibly, skiers, sailors, and other sportspeople feel the same when alone in their element. Being detached from earth and prolonged flying in several dimensions simultaneously is a feeling only pilots know. Being upside down, held only by a shoulder harness, was especially thrilling as we didn’t have parachutes. All this fun meant I kept my license current and was able to take friends and family flying.
The Alice had an active gliding club, which operated from the Townside Airport on weekends. Peter, my friend and co-worker, was an instructor with the club. The Tiger Moth also earned revenue for its owners by towing gliders to a greater height than a winch launch.
One Sunday, Peter and his student had reached a height of about 200 feet (60 m) in the glider, with the student flying, when disaster struck. Perhaps the pupil was frightened by the rocky terrain below. For whatever reason, he flew the glider too high above the towing Tiger Moth, which caused it to power stall. Perhaps the Tigers pilot, Peter’s brother, delayed releasing his tow because of the inhospitable surroundings the glider faced if released?
That hesitation cost him his life. The Tiger exploded into the ground from a vertical dive induced by the power stall. Peter took control of the glider and somehow landed it undamaged in an incredibly small area of level ground, adjacent to where his brother lay in the burning Tiger Moth. No one could fathom how he managed this feat, especially after the stress of seeing his brother crash. Peter’s gallant rescue attempt was doomed; nothing could be done to save his brother from the fierce fire that engulfed the mangled wreckage.
I only heard of the tragedy the following day as I was out of town camping. Not only relatives, but the company and our town’s close knit community were affected. It was fortunate that I had not invested in the purchase of the Tiger, being uninsured with the remains now virtually worthless. Losing a friend in this tragic way shocked me. It again emphasized the absolute care necessary when operating out of our natural element. Perhaps I was being hardened. In the future I would lose many more friends and co-workers. My angel had protected me from physical harm, and in this case, financial as well.
I became more involved with nurses. I didn’t want to bring them home, but men were banned from their new two-story dormitory or `bulk store’ as unattached men called it. Males were only allowed as far as the downstairs common room. Were nurses and sisters considered inclined to licentious behaviour? Or was it that work stresses might cause them to become relaxed morally and be easy marks? Matrons were obliged to protect young, vulnerable, nurses from sexual exploitation. However, could not the older, trained sisters be allowed more latitude, as applied to teachers?
One hot day I drove to the sisters quarters and asked if anyone felt like a swim.
Soon, three nurses piled into my vehicle and we drove to a cool secluded waterhole outside the Alice.
On arrival, the girls walked left to change into bathing costumes, and I went behind some bushes on the right. I only took a minute to change and return to the vehicle. The silence was shattered when a nurse erupted from the foliage, screaming while tearing off her costume.
`Help me Phil,’ she cried. `I’m being bitten to death.’
Her naked body was covered with large biting ants.
`Jump into the pool,’
I ran to lead the way and she followed, arms flailing and bosoms bouncing, before jumping into the pool
`Do you need any help?’ I asked hopefully as she swiped ants off her intimate parts.
`Yes. Can you get rid of the ones on my back?’
The other girls arrived and I regretfully suggested they attend to the task.
`How on earth did you get all these ants on you?’ I asked when everyone had settled down.
`I must have put my costume on their nest. When I pulled it on they got really angry at being squashed inside and attacked me!’
`How do you feel now?’
`The bites sting, I think I should go home and put cream on them.’
We retrieved her costume and returned to town.
That was the end of the outing but it led to me swimming nude in the waterhole with one of the girls after a few more dates. Much kissing and cuddling was allowed but sadly none of those nursing friends would allow anything more.
I rarely brought a girlfriend home. Mother immediately assessed her suitability as a daughter-in-law, which I found embarrassing. As for taking one into my room for a cuddle, that was out of the question! Any intimacy occurred elsewhere.
Jody, my latest girlfriend, had a room on the first floor of the sisters’ dormitory. I was determined to get into her room so carefully surveyed the premises during daylight. I found a way of getting in - I shinned up a corner drainpipe like a monkey, crawled to my left along a narrow ledge, then climbed into her room through a conveniently open window.
After one heavy night of kissing and groping, Jody and I fell asleep, only to wake at six am. A departure down the drainpipe in full view may have implied larceny, so I elected to walk out the front door. As I hurried downstairs, the starched, middle aged Matron entered.
`Good morning,’ I said, while passing.
She reciprocated the greeting before realising with a shock that an unauthorised male had left sacred ground. I swiftly disappeared. Having no idea whose room I had come from, all nursing staff subsequently copped a stiff lecture about the dire consequences of allowing males to access them, or the premises. After that experience we always set the alarm whenever I visited.
Time busily slid by. I passed more exams and was licensed to sign off engines, airframes, electrics and instruments on all of Connellans Beech, Cessna and De Haviland single, twin and four engined aircraft. I also worked on transient machines, including a beat-up Piper Tri Pacer that needed attention. She was piloted by Bryce Killen from N.S.W. I volunteered to stay back, fix his aircraft, then drop him off at his accommodation.
`I’ll be flying through again in a few months,’ Bryce said after thanking me. `I hope you can service my plane when I arrive.’
`I’d be happy to.’
After several more visits, I asked Bryce for a favour.
`I don’t suppose there is any chance of letting me do a few circuits in your Piper? My licence is coming up for renewal and I need some flying time.’
`Sure. How about first thing tomorrow?’
`Great. I’ll pick you up.’
My willingness to help was paying off handsomely, otherwise it meant a trip to Adelaide to keep my licence legal. I was elated at my lucky break.
‘Phil,’ Bryce said as we flew around next morning, ‘I have an interest in a helicopter company in Sydney. You should come and work with us.’
`I’d love, but first I need more aviation experience. Also, I want to get my Commercial Licence.’
`You do that and when ready, give us a shout. I’ll talk to Bill Williams, the boss in Sydney.’
During a tea break, I was daydreaming about working on helicopters when a problem occurred with an aircraft at Innisvale and I was flown up to fix it.
It was a three hour flight to the cattle station, west of Katherine. On arrival, I found the engines of the Beechcraft Travel Air didn’t produce full power. It was strange for both to be similarly affected. Investigation found the fuel filters almost completely blocked by a fibrous material, restricting the flow. Further checking, determined that the contamination must have been introduced during re-fuelling at Tennant Creek. To avoid a possible fatal accident I contacted the Civil Aviation authorities by radio. I told them to ground all aircraft that had recently uplifted fuel from Tennant until they’d been checked. It was the first time I played at being God.
Inspectors eventually found the source of contaminant in the fuel tanker at Tennant, and my action was applauded.
A Cessna developed the same problem at Hermannsburg and I was sent to fix it. After cleaning the blocked filter, I asked the rookie pilot to try an aborted takeoff to confirm that the engine was behaving normally. Becoming airborne, at a height of five metres, the pilot fiddled about, then decided to land when we had almost reached the end of the strip. My mind flashed back to when I had seen Connellans Raphide crash in exactly the same place. We couldn’t stop before hitting the trees so I shouted at him to take off. He slammed the throttle open and we only just cleared the hardwood at the end of the runway. I had beaten the jinx. I believe Murphy had tried but my guardian angel was still looking after me. When I flew myself into my `home’ airstrip years later I took extra care, it would not be third time unlucky.
I was enjoying my work with Connellans, had been promoted and was not aware of having caused any trouble when Eddie called me to his office.
‘How would you like to go and work for us in Darwin?’ he asked.
`Sure, I’d like the change.’
‘The Department of Civil Aviation will provide you with a room in their mess at Parap. Would you be happy with that?’
‘Sounds OK by me.’
‘Good, I’ll get back to you.’
I was happy to be moving on and spreading my wings. There were just too many constraints imposed at home. Especially now that I had all but rejected their faith. I fully respected their sacrifices, lifelong dedication and unshaken belief, notwithstanding the extreme duress they suffered without complaint, especially during the early Mission days. It was time for me to begin living without pretence as a normal secular person and get away from having to again live two lives. I felt I couldn’t bring a woman home unless she had church affiliations and that was something I wished to break away from. My parents’ home had been a safe port to weather my storm with Pamela, but the waters had calmed and it was time to set sail again.
I had long wanted a four-wheel drive and traded up to a second-hand long wheel base Land Rover. At that time no other choice of marque existed. This acquisition easily accommodated my belongings and company equipment for the move to Darwin, where I began work in October 1961.
Our small northern operation didn’t have use of a hangar, so I serviced the aircraft on hot asphalt. The pre-wet season weather, both hot and humid, was horrific. I felt weak and dizzy after just 20 minutes working in the sun. Salt tablets became essential, swilled down with large amounts of water. Plus ten minutes sitting in the shade every hour enabled me to continue working. Most Westerners don’t realise Darwin is the city closest to the equator inhabited predominantly by Europeans. In those pre-air conditioning days it was said the climate was fit only for blacks and idiots.
In July 1962, I moved to Katherine due to schedule changes and a company aircraft being based there. I rented a room at the Civil Aviation Department Mess on the airport. Only primitive cooking facilities existed so I drove several kilometres to town to eat, soon coming to an arrangement with Ma Peterson, who operated a popular café in town. She supplied me with set meals for a reasonable charge.
One day during lunch Ma asked me, ‘Know anyone going to Darwin? That girl over there is looking for a lift.’
‘I don’t know of anyone going by road, but Jim will be coming through on his scheduled flight later on. If there is a spare seat I’m sure he’ll take her.’
‘OK, I’ll let her know.’
I finished my meal and before leaving asked Ma, ‘Does that bird want a lift to the airport?’
‘Don’t think so. She said she was a smart city girl and wouldn’t be taken in by a dumb come on line like from a country bumpkin.’
‘Well, that’s up to her. If she wants to bounce around in the heat for six hours in a smelly truck instead of an hour in the air,’ I said loud enough for her to hear.
I left and soon after Jim flew in to refuel and drop off his passengers. He left for Darwin with an empty aircraft and would have been delighted to have a young girl up front with him. Smart city slicker indeed, as they say – when in Rome. It seems some people are just too clever for their own good.
This incident reminded me of an occasion when I had bummed a ride from the Alice to Darwin with T.A.A. - later, absorbed by QANTAS. On receiving news of the problem up north, time was so short that I leapt out of my transport on reaching the airport and ran straight onto the apron. Ground staff were pulling the boarding ladder away from the four-engined Viscount propjet as I sprinted up and jumped across the gap between it and the aircraft cabin. I had no booking, no ticket, was not manifested or on the weight and balance sheet; I just arrived on board and a hostess calmly closed the door behind me. Because I worked for Connellans they treated me as crew and I was welcome aboard. Imagine trying that with a major airline today.
Working and living on the airport, I soon got to know the pilots flying the daily TAA Fokker Friendship ‘milk run’ services from Adelaide to Darwin. Connellans had a partnership with TAA and so I often bummed rides from Katherine to Darwin and back. The thunderstorm season had begun and on one trip we were suddenly struck by severe turbulence. Lucky for me, even in my early flying days, I always wore my seatbelt. Many aboard did not, and in an instant, adults and children were flung out of their seats. I remember smaller children bouncing off the cabin ceiling. Instant pandemonium, but fortunately no severe injuries were suffered and the flight concluded normally.
That incident taught me a valuable lesson and since then I have always asked the person(s) sitting by me to fasten their belts at all times when seated.
Trusting the crew up front they usually said, ‘Why? The light isn’t on.’
‘If we suddenly hit turbulence and you break your neck on the ceiling that is your prerogative. But can you guarantee you won’t cause injury to me, when you fall back down?’
This retort was usually enough to achieve a result, if not, I tried changing seats.
On another flight from the Alice to Darwin, this time in a four-engined propjet Viscount, the aircraft was struck by lightning. The strike melted the end of the HF radio antenna wire, leaving the remainder banging on the side of the fuselage. I suspect it also disabled some of the aircraft’s navigation equipment as the flight took much longer than usual.
I was sitting at the rear of the cabin; statistically it’s the safest place to be.
From there I could see the end of the antenna wire whipping a cabin window. Quite unconcerned, a passenger sat next to the window. I was alarmed and spoke to a hostess.
‘Don’t you think you should move that passenger, or at least get him to wear his seatbelt?’
`Why?’ she asked.
`Well, if that window breaks from the wire banging on it, the passenger might be sucked out as the cabin de-pressurises.’
She looked at me with shock and said, ‘Goodness, I’ll ask him to move.’
He quickly did after the hostess spoke to him.
I knew that the external window was not structural and it could break without us losing cabin pressure, but the wire might then attack the inner window, which was a different matter. It didn’t happen, we eventually arrived safely, but who knows when Murphy is ready to strike.
My Guardian Angel was sorely tested again on an approach to Katherine. I was sitting in a left window seat of a Friendship carrying almost a full load of passengers.
As required by law, the aircraft had overflown the single sealed runway, then began its descent and started turning onto the final approach path. It was a clear, sunny day except for a small, heavy rain shower positioned in line with our approach path. We had to fly through it briefly on the final turn lining up with the runway. When we hit the shower, the aircraft nose dropped and the bank angle increased. I think the crew must have been looking forwards out of the cockpit and not at the instruments. They seemed unaware of the deteriorating situation as it’s possible to see downwards in heavy rain, but not forwards. The aircraft continued to roll and dive towards the trees. I thought I had a few seconds to live – certainly not enough time to warn the pilots. At the last moment someone up front saw the trees. We straightened up, and the engines roared. I don’t know how the top branches were cleared; it felt I could reach out and touch them. The horrified airport manager, watching the approaching aircraft, later told me he had his finger on the airport crash siren and was about to press it just before we recovered.
It was a very subdued flight crew who attended to turning the aircraft around. I had disembarked and noticed the aircraft spent minutes sitting on the runway prior to departure. No doubt the pilots were discussing how it had almost gone terribly wrong. They very nearly killed us all - and on such a nice day.
My friend, Bryce Killen, turned up at Katherine during the summer of 1963. He had purchased Willero Cattle Station, located 130 kilometres west of town. The lucky sod had also upgraded to a much faster and more comfortable aircraft. His Beechcraft Baron V tail Bonanza, fitted with long range wing-tip tanks was a smart, expensive, powerful single engined machine. I had no inkling that in the future I would fly it myself.
My long wheel-base Land Rover couldn’t fly, but being extensively modified it certainly impressed the nurses at the Katherine Hospital. I replaced the standard canvas rear canopy with shiny aluminium weatherproof sheets, installed a water tank, an extra battery, and also an aircraft converter, which produced 240 Volt AC current. This meant I could use my electric razor while driving or operate other common household appliances such as my record player. Next came a small refrigerator, which operated on gas or electricity, and a shower. Of course my trusty rifle was included which sat handily above the dashboard, ready for immediate use. I had additional winch wire wound around the bull bar, which also held a shovel and axe. The axe head was wedged into the open end of a large buffalo horn, the combination looked like the `Grim Reapers’ scythe. It was a true R.V. unit well before the term was coined. I could even sleep snugly in the back if so inclined.
Newly arrived nurses were quite blown away by listening to Beethoven, drinking cold wine, with lights and a shower available while parked beside a pristine waterhole, only accessible by four wheel drive. In the 60’s they had never seen anything like it. Unluckily for me, the female contraceptive pill had only just become available and so my advances were not fully consummated.
Apart from the nurses and the odd schoolteacher, few young single girls were to be found in the area. I didn’t frequent hotels but heard of an attractive policeman’s wife who was known for making interesting suggestions to men new to the town. She then led the punter out to a quiet spot for an `intimate’ drink whereupon her husband appeared and beat up the poor male. It seems they both got off on this act. Obviously the victim did not complain – it would be his word against that of a policeman and his wife.
There was a buzz around town when a new doctor arrived at the hospital in Katherine. Roz had been transferred from the Alice, she was familiar with the outback. Amazingly, she was young, voluptuous, and most importantly, single. We also learned from a nurse that she drank beer. The summer temperatures had probably converted her to this method of restoring fluid balance. This made it easy for us to organize a piss-up to welcome her.
We invited all the medical staff to our grounds for the shindig as the hospital was located just a stones throw from the airport.
I was one of many males to court our new unattached guest at our party. Roz was a great catch. She was allocated a doctor’s house, unlike the nurses who lived in matronly run quarters. After many beers and much verbal jousting with other determined men, she chose me to drive her home.
We were both inebriated and somehow a friendly goodnight kiss triggered uninhibited passion. We coupled on the entrance lobby floor. Hardly romantic but I could not believe my luck.
It was the beginning of a very intense sexual relationship. We both aroused deep passion in each other.
Roz was well versed in all the finer things in life. Ten years my senior, she was sensuous and sexually unhampered by religious strictures. She became my pleasure mentor and finally released me from guilty feelings about enjoying sex. We talked about philosophy, art, and our differing worlds, while she taught me to uninhibitedly enjoy the pleasures of food, wine and bed. I began to re-think my view of the world and the behaviour of people in it. The ground was set for a relationship that would immediately flame whenever we met.
Roz was the best thing that happened to me in years. Unfortunately, after a few brief months she was transferred to Darwin. This prompted me to examine my future. I had not reached my career goals and following her north would be a retrograde step in that regard. Until Connellans bought new, larger aircraft, I was in a stagnant work situation in Katherine. I felt it was time for another career move and was ready for the challenge of maintaining helicopters. I spoke to a friend in Darwin, Gordon Anderson, an engineer with the only helicopter operator in Australia. He assured me I would not be disappointed if accepted by his company.
I wrote to Helicopter Utilities, with whom my friend Bryce’s was associated, in Sydney and was offered a job. Cheekily, I said I would like to accept but my starting pay was too low. Promised an increase, I handed my notice to Connellans and prepared for another move. Gordon said I could board with him and his mother in Guilford, near Bankstown Airport, where the company was based.
My replacement engineer, Paul, arrived in Katherine for briefing several days before I was due to leave. He saw me taxi our twin engined Beechcraft Baron to the refuelling point - I held a pilots licence but don’t know if he was authorised to do this. It was not for me to tell him how to do his job.
On the morning of my planned departure I lay peacefully in bed when I heard the aircraft’s engines start, then abruptly stop.
Moments later Paul appeared by my bedside.
`Phil,’ he said in his Pommy North Country accent, `A’ve fooked oop the Baron.’
`What have you done?’ I asked sleepily.
`It boogerd orf while Oi were startin the hengines!’
After pulling on a pair of shorts and heading outside I saw with dismay that our sleek aircraft now had a buckled left wing astride the stout fence close to the terminal building. The left propeller blades were also badly bent.
I’ll never get away from here I thought, as we inspected the mess.
`How did you manage to do this?’.
`Oi forgo do re-sit the parkin broike.’
It was a known trap on these aircraft that the parking brake pressure bled off overnight. Paul had started the first engine and then, due to the noise, watched the cockpit gauges when starting the second one. With both running normally he looked outside and saw the fence approaching fast. He instinctively stomped on the brakes but they had no effect. Paul remembered his omission too late to prevent expensive damage. The parking brake knob must first be pushed off which then allows pressure to operate the wheel brakes.
I stayed to help repair the aircraft and eventually left a week late. Life in the reputedly `sin city’ of Sydney would be a new adventure, but first I had a slow journey to complete.
It sure was boring driving the mostly straight road from Katherine to the Alice alone. To avoid straining my Land Rover with its oversized tires I travelled at around 70 kilometres per hour. Hours passed without seeing another vehicle. Sometimes I set the hand throttle and sat there trying to stay awake. For increased comfort I placed a pillow in the corner of the cab to rest my head on. I discovered I could doze while driving and when my vehicle slowly veered off the tarmac onto either side of the road, the change in sound woke me sufficiently to steer back to the bitumen. On occasion, I had no recollection of covering over 60 kilometres.
With traffic so rare, sometimes for amusement I sat on the passenger side of the cab steering with my foot and playing my guitar as a vehicle passed. I also found I could crouch on the floor and peer through the narrow ventilation slats just above the dash. To the oncoming driver it seemed the vehicle was unoccupied! The other vehicle invariably left the road to give me a wide berth and I often wonder what the occupants thought of a Land Rover apparently travelling by itself. I wouldn’t attempt these silly tricks nowadays.
Roz managed to join me for a few days after I reached the Alice. To escape my mother’s watchful eye, we took off into the bush and spent a bacchanalian weekend at a secluded waterhole on the Finke River. Sadly I found I could not make love in the open during daylight because of a subconscious fear of Mother’s omniscient eye watching us. After this blissful break, Roz flew back to Darwin and I set off to face an unknown future in Sydney.

There are old pilots and there are bold pilots. There are, however, no old bold pilots.
~ The Aviators Guide Book
After the slow drive across Australia, I found my way to the western outskirts of Sydney. It was a relief to arrive; now I began to worry about getting lost. My Northern Territory number plates proclaimed me to be a country boy. Would my ignorance result in me falling into the hands of criminals in this city reputedly full of prostitutes and gangsters? I somehow felt they were waiting for me to arrive. Such thoughts troubled me as I looked for road signs.
My friend Gordon had explained how to find his mother’s house. I just hoped my lumbering vehicle would not cause traffic problems. Being anxious made matters worse. My heady excitement at getting into the `big time’ had long since evaporated, replaced by fear of the unknown.
Relief flooded over me when I found `my’ street in Guilford after several wrong turns. Gordon’s mother welcomed me warmly and said there was plenty of parking space in her back yard, which also held the traditional outside loo. My new home was comfortable; the first hurdle had been cleared. Though hardly ever there, I would use this address as my base for the next year.
In April 1963, traffic was not a problem, and Bankstown Airport was not difficult to find. Another relief. Reporting for duty at Helicopter Utilities office in a small hanger, I found the boss, Bill Williams, and an office girl were the only people there. I was again a new boy, with much to learn but now more confident of succeeding. Bill told me that all the other pilots and engineers were out in the field, somewhere in Australia, and I would soon be flying to Queensland.
The next day I found myself on a flight to Winton, in the centre of the state. I was there to maintain two examples of one of the first commercial model helicopters as featured in the M.A.S.H. TV series, Bell D1’s. With no helicopter maintenance experience I carefully approached my charges. The engines were familiar, but for the rest of the whirling bits I had to rely on the maintenance manual. It was a bit crazy, I’d barely seen a chopper before and now I was supposed to keep two beat up examples flying, on my own!
Our task was to help a Mines Department survey record the pull of the earth’s gravity at thousands of locations. This was measured from far western Queensland to the sea and islands off the central coast. A mammoth task, taking months. Minute differences in gravity readings, combined with surface geology might indicate valuable minerals.
Our accommodation was a simple tent, which I shared with a pilot. I cooked our very basic meals as no refrigeration was provided. The pilots didn’t mind - they were away flying all day. It was a busy, steep learning curve on the realities of helicopter operations, especially with no one to provide advice on keeping them in the air.
`My’ two machines had been hurriedly imported from New Zealand for this particular job and unfortunately were in a sad condition. The company had insufficient time to overhaul them before being pressed into service. I found myself in many different country garages fixing major components, as well as continuously ordering expensive parts from head office. On one occasion, when a long distance from any town, I needed to use a gas welder so we found a road repair gang and landed. They were happy to allow me to use their unit for nothing. My experience in roadside fixing as a motor mechanic was paying off. I had to be resourceful to keep my machines flying.
Our helicopters were underpowered for the task expected of them, so the pilots deliberately over-revved the engines to obtain enough lift for takeoff. I only discovered this years later. This explained why some of the main bolts holding the engine together (crank-case thru-bolts) broke and dropped out in-flight. Such were the travails of the early days of the helicopter industry in Australia.
Following the book while conducting a hundred hour inspection, after disconnecting it I barely had the strength to turn the rotating part of the swashplate. This was a serious fault, if the bearing seized in flight, probably all aboard would perish with the machine becoming uncontrollable. Even with my inexperience I was able to prevent a possible disaster. Amazingly, when changing the vital, fearfully expensive bearing, I discovered incorrect assembly of the original caused the problem - it had never been able to receive grease as was regularly required. I had one chance at fitting the new bearing – while frozen it had to be correctly placed into its heated housing! This meant first finding a country garage or restaurant with a freezer and gas welder or an oven. My learning curve was going almost vertical. Some of the jobs I did were technically illegal but I knew enough so as not to endanger anyone.
Then one helicopter’s engine began backfiring and losing power. I tried everything to solve the problem but it only became worse. By chance, a strike stopped all trains while we were conducting test runs in a field next to the railway station. Stranded, interested passengers came to look at our helicopter. We offered some attractive girls a ride. Soon after lifting to a hover the engine backfired and the helicopter fluttered to the ground. They thought it had been a normal, if short, flight and thanked us profusely.
Just on dark, Russ Weatherstone, did another test. Our Chief Engineer had flown in to see if he could help solve the problem. We had loaded ballast on the machine to prevent it leaving the ground. Russ applied power and after backfiring, twilight was lit by a long, bright orange flame from an engine exhaust as a piston self-destructed, blowing out a stream of burning embers.
`Fire’ I shouted and had barely closed my mouth when Russ stood beside me. First having snapped the throttle shut, switched off the ignition, battery and undone his seat belt in one flowing motion.
`Guess it’s an engine change now,’ I said.
`Sure thing. That’s solved our problem.’
Mine had just begun. The stricken machine had to be towed, skidding down the main street of the small country town to a garage, as I didn’t have a set of detachable wheels. Their workshop had a hoist attached to roof beams. It would make changing the engine much easier, the rotor blades and heavy transmission having to be removed first. Although handy, there is a limit to the use of a 90 litre drum-top as a workshop. I replaced the engine and over the next few weeks my workload decreased due to the major components I had fixed or changed. This made it easier for me to cook, clean, erect and dismantle our camp and support equipment every few days. Usually I drove a vehicle carrying our gear as well.
It was a continuous, fourteen hour plus working day apprenticeship, without refrigeration or any fresh food to enjoy in the evening. Cooking was over a campfire. I was amazed to hear that the military flew in half a dozen men in a DC 3 to conduct a routine inspection on a single similar helicopter they operated. There was just me to do the same task on my two machines.
After a month, the survey reached the Queensland coast. What a joy it was to stay at South Molle Island tourist resort at company expense for several days before accompanying our machines on the flight to Sydney.
I enjoyed a few days off before my next assignment. After clearing extensive Commonwealth security checks, the pilot, Pat Long, and myself began working with the army mapping corps in the Woomera Prohibited Area. Six years earlier atom bombs had been detonated there but it was now deemed safe for us to enter. We collected our Bell 47 G2 in Adelaide and ferried it north.
I remember one bomb site, where six of the Mustang fighters I had worked on at Mallala years before were parked at varying distances from ground zero. It broke my heart to see them derelict and unloved, so I thought to carry away a small useful part for posterity. Their voltage regulators unclipped easily and were common to many aircraft. Several were removed, rather than let them languish in the desert. Quite unaware that these items were still radioactive.
Many years later the `nuked’ aircraft were sold to private owners. I heard that one Mustang was flown out of a makeshift strip to Adelaide after only minor work, not a full overhaul as was required by law. It proved to me how well built these planes were.
We drove through places such as Dingo Flat clay plan, and along Len Bedell’s Gunbarrel Highway. After weeks of dreadful army provisions we yearned for fresh meat. A dingo proof fence, twenty kilometres away, enclosed thousands of sheep. Surely, one would not be missed. Using the chopper, no telltale vehicle tracks would be left. Pat was despatched to catch live meat, which he did late in the day. We tethered `Molly’ to a tree as it was too late to butcher her. Next day a horrendous dust storm blew up and we were confined to our tent. Then a General came to visit, and Molly was hidden. Without warning, word came through to move camp. Molly could not be butchered in time. We weren’t going to leave her to the dingoes, so she had another helicopter ride over the fence, back to her friends. So much for our fresh meat but can you imagine what Molly told her friends?
Then the helicopter needed a new carburettor. The machine stood motionless while we sat in our tent for a week waiting for it to arrive from Sydney. Being on the end of a 350 kilometre supply line over rough bush tracks resulted in water rationing to the extent that we could only wash once a week. Underwear was rinsed in the small amount of water first used for cleaning plates. Other clothes went unwashed. Ted’s army issue long trousers literally stood unsupported beside his camp bed overnight. We hoped our fighting troops would be better provisioned if Australia were invaded!
Thankfully, the survey was almost over. To rejoin the world, Geoff, the official army driver and I had to drive two beat up Land Rovers across trackless sandhills to the main Adelaide to Alice Springs road that lay an unknown distance to our east. The army’s organisation was such that no maps were supplied to us. The standing joke was that we had Latz and Long (Pat and my names = latitude and longitude) so we should know where we were.
Geoff and I set off on a compass heading early one day while Pat and Ted, the army surveyor, departed in the helicopter. We planned to meet at a bore on the main road, noted on Pat’s aeronautical map. It was hard work traversing the 15 to 30 metre high sandhills. I was towing a trailer with supplies, making my task more difficult. While traversing a flat bushy area, Geoff staked one tire, then another, so we had no spare. And he was supposed to be a professional driver.
We needed maximum speed when approaching sandhills to reach the top before drowning in sand. Sometimes the ridges fell away unexpectedly on the unseen far side and our vehicles became airborne. It makes for interesting driving, but on one such flight Geoff landed on a small tree, wrecking his vehicle. After transferring valuable instruments and the remaining fuel to my vehicle, I continued to battle the terrain. We left the trailer to be collected later. It took all my driving skills but eventually, late in the day, we drove onto a scrubby plain and soon after found a bush track. I dipped the fuel tank – only a few litres remained.
Now I drove with my foot off the accelerator when possible, to conserve fuel. After dark, we finally reached the main road. What joy, but which way to turn? My homing instincts urged me to head north, which I did, but before long the engine coughed. We knew it would stop soon. When it did, with the last of our momentum, we crested a hill and saw lights below. My angel had helped me to perform a near miracle – this sort of thing only happened in the movies. After coasting into their yard, we found the lights shone from a station homestead. An amazing stroke of good fortune.
Next day we borrowed fuel and found the helicopter. Pat and I ferried it to Alice Springs. We left it there and flew back to Sydney. My introduction to helicopters had not been dull.
After those months of living rough, I intended to make the most of my break. Roz flew in from Darwin and met me at the Hampton Court Hotel in Kings Cross. She insisted, for the sake of propriety, to register a room in her name, next to mine. Her bathroom and bedroom linen remained unsoiled, which seemed rather a waste of money but I didn’t question her motives. As usual we quickly came together in mind and body. After a few days of great happiness in each other’s company, I had my first brush with out of this world ecstasy.
We began the day with a bout of lovemaking followed by a lavish brunch with wine. An art gallery was visited, then we prepared for more exquisite cuisine and wine. After a leisurely dinner, we fell into my bed and slowly began undressing each other.
As our passion increased, my fingers, lips, tongue, nipples and even my pubic hair seemed charged with electricity as I slowly kissed, licked, touched and stroked all over her body. Fusing into the ultimate intimacy of mutual contact, the electric charge between us increased ever higher as the tempo of our lovemaking built. Finally, the voltage was sufficient for a huge spark, which shocked me into a different world. My climax triggered a series of uncontrollable spasms, each one increasing the strength of my orgasm to greater heights. The convulsions shook me off the bed and onto the carpeted floor where I continued to writhe in ecstasy. My mind was out of this world, my body thrashing like a demented beast. Roz became concerned about my state, but I was experiencing blissfully exquisite visions transporting my consciousness to an indescribably beautiful place. Time ceased as I floated, becoming a rainbow of light. I momentarily returned to reality to placate Roz, but was experiencing something like a near death encounter.
Eventually, I climbed back into bed and fell into a dreamless coma in the arms of my lover. Our union had caused, in me at least, an incredible transformation, one I somewhat feared to replicate. I thought it could prove fatal if the same intensity was reached again, the strain on my heart might be too much.
Needless to say, our lovemaking during the following days was exquisite but not on the same level.
In January 1964, I was sent to Papua New Guinea (PNG) for the first time. The country was still under Australian administration, which continued until Gough Whitlam forced it to become independent in 1975. Many locals told me that independence occurred against the wishes of the majority and I believe supporting the country has since proven costly for Australian taxpayers.
A task I remember took place in the Western Highlands when we flew Government Officials into Lake Copiago, to celebrate the area being de-restricted. This meant white people were allowed in without a permit or police escort. Basically, the locals promised not to kill or eat visitors. Long pig (people) it seemed, was off the menu.
At the welcoming ceremony the Chief greeting us was dressed in modern gear instead of the traditional belt of plaited creeper with leaves hanging from it, covering his genitals and backside, known as arse grass. Instead, he only wore three red, used, shotgun shells – one screwed onto the end of his penis and one stuck in each ear. An up-market fashion statement to show he was `with it’.
My next stint saw John Hurrell and I working on a Government contract in the northern part of the country, staying at the Madang Hotel. A pleasant place, situated close to the sea. One morning, John was summoned to the phone, interrupting our breakfast.
`Bad news?’ I asked when he returned.
`Afraid so. George (Nature Boy) and Wally Rivers are upside down on top of Mt Otto. We have to leave immediately and get them off before the weather closes in. Seems George was doing a high altitude check on Wally, without dual controls mind you, and Wal blew it. Fortunately the radio still worked so they were able to contact Madang immediately.’
`Are they hurt?’
`Not sure, lets go.’
We grabbed our bags, and headed for the airport.
Fortunately, the 12,000 foot (3,660 m) high Mt. Otto was still clear of cloud when John arrived. He rescued the pilots and took them to Goroka, the nearest town.
George had cut his right calf but otherwise both pilots were OK. Due to the crash we now had only one working helicopter in PNG, so John was kept busy. I’m sure he flew extra carefully, knowing that if he bent his machine he’d have to walk out.
The problem George encountered with Wally arose because few pilots were trained on high altitude mountain top operations. The helicopters capable of safely doing so had only just become available and were in short supply. These new turbo-charged machines were able to carry a reasonable payload to landings above 10,000 feet (3,000 metres). They were being used to set up telephone relay towers on mountaintops.
George was under extreme pressure to show an otherwise experienced pilot how to handle this work. He must have thought it could be done safely without dual controls. George had exceptional skills, perhaps he thought others were of the same standard. After a demonstration and coaching, George changed seats on top of Mt Otto, leaving Wally with the only set of controls. Before becoming properly airborne, Wally managed to roll the machine over resulting in expensive metal being badly bent, in a very inaccessible location.
The wreck was salvageable so early next morning John dropped me off on the mountaintop. Moving from sea level to 3,660 metres in the thin tropical air, I moved slowly to avoid breathlessness while unloading my gear off the chopper.
`I’ll be back in 20 minutes with your two helpers,’ shouted John before departing on a rapid descent of 1,800 metres to Goroka, deep in the valley below.
I surveyed my new habitat. It was a bald mountaintop, about a thirty metre square of soggy, decaying, undulating grass, that fell away on the northern side. Cautiously approaching the edge I looked down and saw bare rock plunging almost vertically for hundreds of meters before it met the jungle where it tapered to meet the base of the Ramu Valley 3,000 m below. I shuddered, thinking that this was no place for sleepwalkers. My view extended for fifty to a hundred kilometres to the Finnistere Ranges and the Pacific Ocean beyond. I noted that the southwest part of my new home sloped away gently before reaching jungle in the distance. Beyond that sat the town of Goroka, hidden from view by intervening ridges. The only sounds I could hear were my boots squelching in soggy moss.
After another glance at the inverted chopper lying beside the central level area, I selected a patch of high ground on which to pitch my two-man tent. Testing the spot with my boots, it felt secure. I’d heard these mountains received over five and a half metres of rainfall per annum so camping in a sheltered hollow was not wise.
While erecting the tent I was dismayed to see clouds forming around me. There was no sound of a chopper, so it seemed I’d be on my own. John mentioned that these mountaintops could remain shrouded for days, sometimes weeks.
He didn’t return, but I was not concerned. I had shelter and plenty of tinned food. Rain was common and my aboriginal friends had taught me that I could survive on water for over three weeks. Dismantling the wreck without help would be difficult, but I was determined to try. On this damp, bleak and cold location, sitting in the middle of clouds, there was nothing else to do.
I concentrated on establishing my campsite. I had only been in New Guinea for three weeks and was not experienced in tropical rainforest survival, but basic bush camping skills apply anywhere. The tent must be secure as thunderstorms can produce strong winds and torrential rain. I set up the inside of my domicile by unfolding the bed frame and arranging my sleeping bag, blankets and waterproof cover. The Primus went inside the tent fly so I could heat food and water regardless of the weather. Food cartons formed a table and the bed doubled as a seat. By 7.30 am I was ready for work and carried my toolbox to the wreck.
My first task was to disconnect the battery to avoid a spark igniting fuel or other combustible material. Then I checked for fuel leaks. None were apparent but a little fuel remained in the tanks, which I saved for lighting fires. While assessing my battle plan I saw deep gouges in the damp ground and surmised that the main rotor blades cut these. The chopper probably drifted sideways, settled, and when the skids contacted the ground, the machine tipped enough for the blades to hit the ground. When a rotor blade hits a solid object at over 400 kilometres per hour, it invariably flips a helicopter. In this case it came to rest almost completely upside down.
As I began to strip the wreck light rain started to fall. It continued all day. Soon I was standing in ankle deep mud. It was necessary to limit the maximum weight of individual pieces or bundles of parts to around 200 kgs, the maximum John could lift in the thin air.
My lunch of tinned ham, cheese, butter and pickles on fresh bread was a welcome break. It would take time to boil water, so I settled for a drink from the container collecting rain from the tent fly.
Well before dark I prepared for the night. My torch and spare batteries would be saved for contingencies. Lighting the Primus stove for warmth, I exchanged wet clothing for dry woollies and warmed my hands. Being isolated and alone on this cold, wet night in the middle of the sky without any means of contacting the world did not bother me. I was being paid for this adventure. I had previously spent many nights alone, miles from habitation, albeit in familiar territory. While waiting for my stew to heat I tuned my transistor to Radio Australia. My after dinner coffee could be drunk just off the boil. Water boiled at much lower temperatures due to the low atmospheric pressure at this altitude. It was still raining as I drifted off to sleep, warm and cosy in my cocoon.
Dawn revealed another overcast sky. John wouldn’t try flying up today, so I’d get no help. It rained all day but I managed to shake the 150 kilogram engine out of its twisted mounting frame. It took a few choice swear words, rests between heavy exertion, and many hammer blows before I succeeded. With that done, I soon finished the remaining work and all the pieces of helicopter were ready to be lifted out to Goroka. My promised helpers were unnecessary.
After dinner that evening a storm raged around me. I attempted to listen to Australia playing a cricket test match against England in the U.K. The thunder and pounding of heavy rain on my tent made it pointless attempting sleep. It felt like I was inside the bowels of a monster with a violent stomach problem. Peering out of the tent fly between bouts of torrential rain I saw shaft lightening shooting by, striking the ranges below. I thought that with any luck the metal frame of the chopper would attract a strike if we were to be hit. The lightening did hit my mountaintop, causing my hair to almost stand on end and my ears to suffer. I was very thankful when the sound and fury subsided and I slept. I didn’t ever want to be so far inside the middle of a storm again.
Next morning the view amazed me. It seemed I could see the whole country spread out below. The storm had swept all before it and brilliant sunshine burned my eyes. I packed up and prepared for John’s appearance, my first task complete. All I had left to do was load the chopper when John appeared. The heavy items would be slung out.
As the sun climbed I realised it would not be today. John was probably busy elsewhere. The inactivity was boring and I looked again to the southwest. A path from the summit led in that direction and I knew Goroka was only about ten kilometres away as the crow flies. It should be a simple downhill stroll through the bush. I could be there for lunch, saving John a trip to get me. The wreckage could be retrieved later, when convenient, without upsetting our customers.
Before leaving I chose a piece of wrecked aluminium tubing as a staff. This decision would save my life. The sun was shining as I walked off the top of my mountain, along a path fringed with grassy tussocks. After a half-kilometre the path led into jungle and I happily continued on downhill. Further on, the trail forked. I had a decision to make. Tall jungle trees and clouds obscured the sun so I couldn’t judge direction. Stupidly I had left the chopper’s small compass behind. I decided to keep heading downhill. Soon the downhill grade increased, followed by a steep uphill climb and more forks in the trail. These climbs and descents were repeated continuously while the wet mud underfoot had me constantly slipping and falling.
After several hours, I seriously considered retracing my steps to the mountaintop but wasn’t sure of finding it. I was completely lost. My bush walking in Australia had always allowed me to see for some distance and walk in straight lines if necessary. In this secondary jungle, with dense undergrowth from ground level up to the limit of my vision I was confined to a foliage tunnel that snaked up and down to some unknown destination. Had I crawled a metre to the side and been able to stand, the tunnel would be lost to view. When stopping to catch my breath, the silence around me was frightening. I continued, fighting the terrain. Hearing a roaring sound, I came to a torrent of water cascading down a swollen stream. I was dismayed at the thought of having to cross but there was no option. A solid green wall faced me on the other side.
Taking a deep breath, I launched into the cataract and was immediately swept away as I lost my footing on unseen slippery rocks. By flailing my arms and jumping off rocks I made the crossing, but then faced the arduous task of finding my tunnel again or being stranded at the water’s edge. Careful not to be swept away, I repeatedly parted the green wall while moving upstream. If my search for the concealed tunnel was unsuccessful I realised I could be lost forever. It seemed hours, and my heart was pounding before my staff displaced a branch and revealed the escape route. I rejoined the tunnel and while leaning on a tree to regain my composure, was startled by an almighty crashing sound, followed by a piercing shriek. I spun around to face the unknown, staff upraised, nerves and muscles tense and ready for action. Not a leaf moved. I ran in a state of blind panic until exhaustion overtook me and I collapsed on the muddy path. My brain went into overdrive, telling me I might as well curl up and die, I would never find my way out of this nightmare. It seemed pointless to continue. It’s one of the hardest things I have ever done, fighting my way back to a semblance of sanity and logical thinking. I forced myself to believe the sound I heard came from a wild pig upsetting a native bird and not a man-eating crocodile’s meal.
Back home I knew of people who had perished, naked in the sun, having thrown off their clothing for no apparent reason while a vehicle full of food and water was nearby. Tourists confronted with a simple dilemma such as getting bogged in sand, on a hot day, in the loneliness of the outback, can lose all reason when a problem arises in unfamiliar territory and help is not readily to hand
I lay in the mud until my breathing and pulse rates dropped. The locals live here and walk these trails, so I must eventually find a way out to a village I kept telling myself. Just keep going and don’t give in to panic or it will kill you. I have no idea of the number of times I was swept down various streams. I just had to keep going. My strength and determination were badly sapped when I reached a fast moving, wide, boulder-strewn stream. A tree had been dropped across the banks, so this crossing should have been easy. Fatigued, I slipped and fell into the turbulent water. I was bounced from one boulder to another while being driven downstream. Battered and winded I gave up. I had no fight left in me and didn’t care any more. Thoughts of my hapless drive to the Alice after leaving Pamela flashed through my head. Where would I end up this time – heaven or hell?
Then the staff, somehow still clenched in one fist, jammed between two boulders and the torture stopped. I had just enough strength to climb onto a rock above water level where I lay for a long time recovering. Amazingly, sunshine bathed me. Slowly I became aware of a thundering sound.
Cautiously standing, I saw the torrent of water disappear from view some ten metres downstream. The raging sound must come from a waterfall. I shivered with the realisation that my guardian angel was still with me. I would be all right; it was not my judgement day yet! Luckily I had been carried almost to the far bank of the stream. Fascination compelled me to investigate. Carefully gaining the bank I manoeuvred my way downstream. Soon, a picture perfect view greeted me. The waterfall dropped probably eighty metres, before exploding onto solid rock and boiling downstream. The surrounding spray and mist, sparkling with halo like rainbows in the sunshine was lovely to see. I shuddered; it could have been red with my blood. I’d been spared but still had the difficult task of getting upstream to the log bridge.
Eventually I regained the path. The trail seemed all downhill now and was easy going. The jungle thinned and I walked into a semi-cleared area. Hooray, I must be nearing a village. A little further, a vegetable garden appeared. I had definitely made it. A native appeared, jabbering furiously in a strange language. He held a machete in his right hand and wore traditional arse grass. In moments he was joined by a dozen similarly attired adults and naked children of both sexes. They stood before me, chattering and showing excited body language. A command was issued. Silence fell and the whole group bowed to me. I smiled, said `Hello, Hello’ and moved forward with my right arm extended. Shrieks followed and they all rushed to shake my hand. I could not understand a word they said but eventually asked `Goroka where?’
`Ha, Goroka,’ with much furious pointing and follow me gestures. I trailed along with the mob as they danced, sang and chanted around me. We passed other villages and the mob swelled. I couldn’t understand the reason for their excitement; I just went with the flow. It seemed no time passed before we reached the outskirts of Goroka where I led the mob to the Talair hanger we used as a base.
Soon, I was surrounded by expats.
`You walked off Mt Otto on your own?’
`Yep, can’t say I would do it again though.’
`You’re bloody crazy.’
Eventually I was told why the natives made such a fuss of me. An interpreter said they thought I was a God descending from the mountain as no normal white person would consider walking on patrol without a myriad of carriers, servants and police. The natives also believed in a `Cargo Cult’ whereby a `God or Big Man’ would appear and dispense largesse to them. They were sure the whites had a secret that would be passed to them by this `God’ and then aeroplanes full of cargo for natives would arrive. Perhaps they thought I was to be their saviour?
Bad luck for them, after a shower I was off to the pub to celebrate my survival. I could not buy a beer in the hotel that night, everyone wanted to hear my story. It was a boozy, late night and it must have been exhaustion that caused me to stagger home.
John flew in a few days later and said `You stupid bugger, I was coming to get you. Then the office phoned and said you had walked off. Now you have to go up again anyway to sling up the loads for me to fly out.’
We achieved this early next morning, and I must admit to great relief as my camp and I left on the last trip. It took all of seven minutes to come down the mountain, compared to my eight-hour ordeal. Soon after this episode my tour of duty was completed and I caught a flight to Brisbane to begin my time off.
It happened that my friend Bryce Killen had flown into Brisbane in his Beech Bonanza. I believe he had invested considerably in our company and was now Chairman. He must have been happy with my efforts in PNG as he flew me to Coolangatta. After a pleasant day on the beach, we flew back to town. Bryce would continue to appear in my life for years to come. After a few more days recuperating I flew back to Sydney.
I had arranged to spend my month’s leave with Roz, who still worked in Darwin. She lived in a small flat supplied by the Health Department. Hers was adjacent to three others, occupied by senior female nursing staff. They were not amused when I moved in with Roz, it was meant to be an all-female residence. We ignored their veiled hostility. Strangely, years later after Roz had left me; I bedded one of these women while visiting Darwin. She had changed her outlook. In the meantime, Roz and I enjoyed each other’s company and spent a lot of the time in her bed. On one occasion when we were making love, a previous boyfriend rang her from interstate. Perversely, I continued, while she spoke to him in a strange voice. He soon hung up.
Too soon I was back at work. My next tour found me in the harsh light and stony ground of central Western Australia. It was back to rough living, long working hours and celibacy in a male only camp.
On returning to Sydney, I received a letter from Eddy Connellan asking me to be his Station Engineer in Darwin. This would entail my supervising a staff of five and maintaining four-engined De Haviland Heron aircraft. I would also fly as second pilot on that aircraft. It was an attractive proposition; it would provide me with a base to complete my flying training for a commercial pilots licence. I already had sufficient experience to obtain my helicopter engineers licence, adding another string to my bow.
I resigned and prepared for the slow drive to Darwin via Adelaide.
To my great regret Roz also handed in her resignation to me in the form of a `Dear John’ letter. She must have realised I was not ready for marriage and returned to her home state where I believe she married a previous boyfriend. It left me without a partner but I could hardly blame her. I can but hope she found as much bliss in her new union as she gave me.

Keep looking around; there is always something you have missed.
~ The Aviators Guide Book
I drove to Darwin via Melbourne. While visiting the Aero Club at Moorabbin airport I was surprised by Russ Weatherstone, a diminutive helicopter pilot who I had worked with in the NT and Queensland.
‘What are you doing here?’ he asked.
‘I’m just visiting a girlfriend before I go up north. How did you know I was here?
I might have been anywhere in Australia. In those days, within the helicopter community, almost everyone knew each other but I had not seen Russ for months since he left Helicopter Utilities.
`Well, I was flying past, saw your Land Rover, landed and here I am.’
We caught up on gossip and then Russ left. It struck me that I couldn’t go anywhere in Australia without people knowing where I was. My shiny Land Rover was so distinctive!
Once, a policeman on point duty in the main intersection in Kings Cross, on seeing my vehicle approaching, stopped all traffic. He left his post in the middle of the road and strode to my door. I feared the worst, wondering what I had done wrong.
`What’s that strange black thing on your bull bar?’ he asked.
Much relieved, I replied, ‘Sir, it’s a buffalo horn holding my axe.’
‘I’ve never seen one of those before. Have a good trip.’
He resumed his post, smiled, waved me through, then continued directing other traffic.
One evening in Melbourne, I drove my girlfriend to a party. It seemed that most of the other guests were brain surgeons, famous writers, painters and suchlike. None of them knew me, so when asked what I did, I decided to play the bushy and replied in my broadest possible OZ accent ‘I’m a camel trader mate.’
In fact, a friend of mine bought and sold wild camels to the Middle East at the time.
‘Oh, how fascinating,’ was a frequent reply. This was usually delivered in a condescending tone, followed by an abrupt, ‘Sorry, must see if I can find a drink.’
However, some of the aforementioned males’ girlfriends, mistresses, daughters or whatever, took a different view. They were fascinated and wanted a ride in my Land Rover. I became the flavour of the night with them. I drove around the block many times with various lovely ladies. This did nothing to enhance my standing amongst the other males at the party.
By April, 1964 I was back in Darwin. Though designated as the capital of the Northern Territory it was comparable to an isolated country town. A rough, tough, Wild West place with more than its fair share of no-hopers and misfits. One of the first questions sympathetically asked of any professional new to town was - `Did you go bust down south or are you running away from your wife?’ No stigma was attached, regardless of the answer, Darwin accepted anybody.
The town’s four hotels were well patronised and a fight could be had at any time of the day. Rental accommodation was expensive and difficult to find. Often such establishments were converted military barracks, a corridor with rows of rooms on either side with thin walls constructed of fibrolite to avoid being eaten by white ants.
I recall one such dormitory, certainly not for its facilities, but for the young heterosexual couple next door.
One evening, while reading in bed, their voices became heated. Then my door flew open and my neighbour burst in and flung herself down next to me. She wore only a skimpy bra and panties. It was a warm night and I was naked.
`Save me Phil, he’s going to beat me up.’
`Take it easy,’ I said while gently pushing her off my bed and stepping into a pair of shorts. I savoured her body briefly before saying, `It’ll be worse if he finds you in here. Do you want me to call the police?’
`No, but if you hear me shout will you come and rescue me?’
After a few minutes, only hearing muttered voices next door, I left the building and went for a drive. Attractive, white females were in short supply in Darwin, they numbered about three per thousand males, but I knew well enough to stay out of domestic disputes. Here, virtually any fair skinned woman could change `husbands’ in minutes if threatened. With so few available women in town, some were very busy socially.
Meanwhile, as co-pilot on the thirteen passenger Heron, I flew numerous trips from Darwin to Mount Isa via various outposts. This aircraft, thanks to its four piston engines, could safely land and take off on short bush airstrips. It was very maintenance intensive compared to today’s aircraft. I carried my toolbox plus essential spares on long trips.
We overnighted at Mt Isa every week, which was in the throes of a long running miners strike. After months of idleness and agitation the town became polarised. On entering a hotel bar, as strangers, we didn’t dare look left or right or speak to others for fear of accidentally provoking a fight.
Another of our overnight stops on the weekly milk run around the top end was Wyndham. This provincial port was more isolated than Borroloola, with access only by air or sea. When the meat workers hit town for the abattoirs killing season, violence among them was common. We stayed at the Wyndham Hotel, the other hostelry being infamous for all night revelry and worse. I heard of one fight where a man’s head was smashed to pulp with a rock, only metres outside the hotel. Afterward, the mob involved returned to the bar.
It was worlds apart from my previous cosy, nine to five work routine and church outings. I was still learning how some people lived and played, and how to disguise my shock when confronted with their behaviour. Even at the Wyndham Hotel, it was difficult to sleep before the early hours. Leaving at 5 am, I usually saw the footpath and gutters outside the barroom covered in dried blood, a memento to the night’s disagreements.
One summer, a croc was shot in the town reservoir and the carcass polluted the only water supply. Boiling presumably rendered the water safe to drink, but the taste and smell was such that few did. As a result the town’s population rushed onboard visiting vessels, begging for a drink of water. The crew must have thought they had gone mad. Even hardened drinkers said beer with breakfast, lunch and dinner was a bit much after a few weeks.
The local airline pilots also knew how to drink. I remember a barbecue outside Halls Creek, attended by passengers and crew of Western Australia’s premier airline at the time. We ate and drank copiously until after midnight. The captain and co-pilot jokingly tossed a coin to decide who would perform the early morning takeoff. A rather haggard group attended the airport next morning, but we all arrived at our destination safely. One can imagine the outcry if this occurred in public now.
Years later I had occasion to land my helicopter near the top of the high, steep-sided, stony hill behind Wyndham town. It was difficult for me to determine how much the ground sloped, so after my passengers exited, I carefully placed one foot outside the helicopter and slowly transferred my weight. As my machine began to fall on its tail I hastily jumped back inside and moved it to a safer landing spot. Had I shut down the engine and blithely jumped out, the helicopter could have fallen backwards and likely rolled all the way down the hill to end up a tangled mess, just behind the Wyndham Hotel. This result might have amused some, but would not have made my day.
Interestingly, I heard that one enterprising individual in Wyndham designed and built his own helicopter and illegally flew it. It’s surprising what one finds in the most unlikely places.
Back in Darwin, during the suicide season from November until the wet starts in December, the high temperature and humidity combine to make life very miserable for humans. Before air-conditioning arrived, this sometimes sent people over the edge. Once, after playing squash at Darwin’s only court, I visited the Victoria Hotel in the main street and downed pints of shandy to quench my raging thirst. While breasting the bar, I saw a man begin to climb up the tall water tower that stood at the rear of the hotel grounds.
`Betcha he jumps,’ said someone.
`Nah, Rusty’ll come back down, just wants to work up another thirst.’
`Yer got ten quid?
`Sure.’
`OK, you’re on!’
More bets flew around the bar. As word spread people carried their beer to the back verandah to watch Rusty climb and then stand wobbling on the top platform next to the water tank, a good fifteen metres above the ground.
`Jump ya bastard,’ shouted someone, `I’ve got money on yer.’
`Come on down Rusty and I’ll buy yer beer all arvy,’ came another cry.
I didn’t wait to see the outcome of this episode but Rusty’s death was reported in next day’s paper. It appears that quite a few people jumped from that tower over the years.
Paul, a Navy surgeon, who played A grade in our squash team, told us the military had de-restricted an area on West Point Arm which housed the fifteen inch (35 centimetre) gun stations installed to protect Darwin during W W II. We decided it would be fun to have a barbecue on this previously restricted site – especially with its ocean view. While enjoying our steak and wine the Naval Police arrived.
`This is a prohibited area and you are trespassing. I will have to report you all to the Base Commander,’ said the smartly uniformed sergeant in his best authoritarian voice.
‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you,’ Paul said quietly. `You see, the area has just been de-restricted and besides, the commander’s daughter is enjoying our company.’
It was the ultimate riposte; the Sergeant gave an embarrassed cough as he recognised Paul and Jan.
‘Sorry sir, I’ll be going now. Enjoy your evening.’ The poor chap had dumped himself right into it and the private accompanying him suppressed a smirk. That story would be doing the rounds of military mess halls for weeks.
Back at the airport, my aircraft cleaner was due for leave so I advertised for a causal worker. Some rather questionable individuals turned up for interviews and I eventually settled on a failed student enjoying a break from Sydney University. He was a stocky fellow who wore thick glasses. I hoped he could see well enough to clean properly. Not having a phone, meant driving to his address to ask him to start work on Monday.
He lived in rooms under a large house on stilts but was not at home. I sat down at a table to write him a note. While doing so, giggling sounds came from one of the rooms. A door opened and a young woman emerged, walking towards me, still laughing and looking into the room behind her. She was naked except for a toothbrush in her mouth. As her black, hairy bush advanced I coughed discretely and after seeing me, she fled into a room and slammed the door. I finished my message and left without further distractions.
A few days later, during an idle moment I said to our temporary cleaner, `You’ve got some nice looking girls staying at your house.’
`Yeah, they’re OK. A bunch of lessies.’
In Darwin lesbian relationships went unremarked, in that era most other towns were not so accepting.
`Interesting, what’s it like living with them?’
`Great. They cook, wash, sew and look after me really well. They often invite new girls around to party and some of them decide they prefer men so I get looked after in bed too.’
I could see why this young lad was not rushing back to Sydney to continue his studies. My education in relationships was continuing, although I had no intention of experimenting with a same sex partner, even with the dire shortage of single ladies.
At the newly built, now air-conditioned, squash courts, I met Mike. He was the chemist and second in charge of the Swan brewery in Darwin. Also building a sleek wooden fifteen foot ski boat in his spare time. I agreed to help him. Construction took place inside the brewery grounds after working hours. I left the woodworking to Mike and fitted the big V8 engine, propeller drive, steering controls, fuel and electrical systems. No wiring looms were available so I designed one, purchased the bits and installed it.
When darkness ended our work, we adjourned to the open-air smoko area where a sink was affixed to the wall. Above this sink stood two taps, one dispensed cold water, the other beer. I didn’t drink Swan by choice, but being free, managed to force some down.
Our boat was christened at Vesteys Beach. Mike was first up on the ski with me driving and watching for teething troubles. The boat handled well and I was up to a good speed with Mike sashaying behind when the engine stopped dead. Moments later the acrid smell of burnt insulation hit me. We had lost all electrics as the earth return wire was burnt out - it was not large enough to handle the load and cooked. My fault, I was accustomed to metal vehicles and aircraft structures that provide sufficient conduction for return current flow.
We were stuck out in the bay and had to bum a tow back to the beach. Instead of a day on the water I was buried under the dashboard unravelling burnt wiring.
By chance the current Miss Australia beauty queen visited Darwin soon after this. As the only bachelor in the Rotary Club, Mike escorted her to social events. I feverishly rewired the boat so we could take the Miss out on the water and see her in a swimsuit. All went as planned and we powered away from the beach amid the envious eyes of onlookers.
The sea was a bit rough but Mike was keen to show off the speed and performance of his craft. The hull handled the pounding for a minute, then I heard a loud crash and we were immediately engulfed in petrol fumes.
`Switch off the engine,’ I shouted.
Again we bobbed silently in the water without propulsion. I could just see the headlines, `Miss Australia in horrible boating accident, disfigured for life by burns.’
`Seems I didn’t make the fuel tank mounting strong enough,’ said Mike.
We didn’t catch fire and again were ignominiously towed back to the beach. This time it was not my fault. Our VIP passenger was untroubled, she probably didn’t realise how dangerous the situation had been. She went off in another boat as we trailered our crippled toy back to the brewery. At least we had salivated over her swim suited company for a short time.
After the second fix we enjoyed many happy days skiing and entertaining ladies.
Evening events often involved barbecues. For large parties I sometimes provided the meat. It came from Wildman River station where the manager shot a buffalo. I flew the Aero Club aircraft there to collect a full load of freshly butchered meat. On one of these trips, trying to leave, the strip was so boggy I couldn’t gain flying speed. On my second attempt a buffalo walked out onto the strip on front of me. It was third time lucky. My previous attempts had compacted the mud and this time the animals stayed away.
Due to the company’s flying schedules we performed major maintenance on the Heron aircraft overnight. The inspections were required every hundred flying hours - probably every three weeks. A hangar, constructed by the airport authorities, was now available. When our smaller aircraft required servicing, I often taxied them in, chopping the engines just before reaching the hanger, which saved a lot of sweaty pushing. This infuriated the unpopular airport manager, Mr. B., being against regulations. If he saw anyone breaching the rules, he jumped into his official vehicle and with lights and sirens flashing, raced over to catch the perpetrator. We disappeared, which infuriated him even more as he couldn’t find a culprit to prosecute.
One calm afternoon our hanger started to rattle and shake. It was my second earthquake and more violent than the small wobble I felt in Adelaide. After racing outside to safety we were astonished to see parked cars bouncing up and down. The shake caused no major damage but it gave everyone a fright.
The Australian Air Force maintained a major presence on the airport. One day a Sabre jet fighter fell into Darwin Harbour just short of the runway. The pilot bailed out and was rescued. When the Navy divers arrived to salvage the wreckage they found a civilian diver already sitting on it. It was the late Karl Atkinson, a well-known character around town. I don’t think he was allowed to claim salvage rights to a military jet but he tried. The story goes that he cleaned out valuables from ships in the harbour, sunk when the Japs bombed Darwin during WW II.
Karl always seemed to have a young curvaceous blond sitting next to him in his modern, convertible sports car. I was invited to his house on one occasion. Perched on a steep cliff overlooking Darwin Harbour, what impressed me most, apart from the million-dollar view, was the electric winch he had installed. It lowered kegs of beer from the street level entrance to the lower entertainment area of his house. At that time Darwin was renowned as the beer drinking capital of the world and Karl kept up the good work.
In contrast I imported wines from Western Australia and held tasting nights for friends. The sea freight from Perth was far cheaper than surface transport from South Australia so I didn’t buy wine from my friends and relatives in the Barossa Valley. The latter, and Roz, had piqued my interest in the grape. Ladies appreciated my knowledge of food and wine. I had stopped buying bottles locally; it was often undrinkable due to poor storage before the days of air-conditioning. When I complained about wine being stored standing upright in a tin shed, I was told that if laid down, the corks blew out.
Meanwhile I continued flying training, amassing more flight hours and gained my license to sign out helicopters after maintenance, which helped pay for the flying. I was authorised to sign out the Australian registration documents for two imported helicopters. I cleared the first one for flight on the condition that the single big nut (called the Jesus Nut) that secured the hub and rotor blades was re-tightened and locked after an imminent test flight. The importing company’s engineer agreed to do this, it was normal procedure.
We were returning from Mt Isa when I heard a radio call from this helicopter. They had just left Darwin for an offshore island to begin work. I contacted the chopper, asking them to confirm tightening and locking the Jesus Nut. Silence, then, ‘No I think we forgot in the rush to get away.’
‘Get back to Darwin right away. You are grounded until I inspect the machine.’
Bloody marvellous, it’s my signature on all the documentation. What if the helicopter disappears into the sea on its first flight in Australia after the rotor blades fly off? It probably wouldn’t have happened, but was an unacceptable risk. You never know when an unsecured nut will undo in flight. A very chastened engineer met me after we arrived – he had abused my trust.
As an eligible, `respectable,’ male with a responsible job in aviation, I found myself invited to the nurses quarters along with a few other `proper’ single men such as teachers. We were allowed to use their swimming pool and I surprised the ladies by preparing sumptuous food in the adjacent recreation hut. Few men cooked in those days. Now, I had a selection of girls to choose from.
Janice, a theatre sister was a slim, good-natured brunette with a very photogenic face. She became my regular girlfriend but like many other specialists, was often on call at night. Once, halfway through dinner at Darwin’s best restaurant she was called away to assist in a caesarean section. I drove her to the hospital, discovering the anaesthetist was a friend whose aircraft I maintained. He invited me to put on a mask and gown and watch the operation. Somewhat unethical but this was Darwin. Several times while watching movies at the drive-in theatre, Janice’s name was flashed across the screen. It meant we had to leave and race to the hospital.
My small room in shared premises was not conducive to romance so I searched for more private quarters. These were expensive and not easily found. Eventually a single room under Clive Keetley’s elevated house became available. Clive operated a taxi service that was still thriving when I last visited Darwin. My room was private; I could come and go as I pleased, so entertaining Janice was not a problem.
At the time Darwin had no maintenance organisation to cater for itinerant and local charter aircraft. I registered a business name and made myself available to provide this service when not working on Connellans aircraft.
Ozzie Osgood, a long time Darwin resident and out of work pilot, happened to meet an heir to the Guinness Stout and Beer empire from the U.K. who was driving around Australia. Ozzy convinced him to invest in an aircraft and begin a charter business in Darwin. Naturally with Ozzy as the pilot.
With finance arranged, they began operations with a Cessna 210. This service was only viable because my engineers and I provided maintenance on their aircraft. Being the only charter operator in town their business flourished. They bought another aircraft, providing more work for me in addition to my normal duties. Being the only independent man on the spot, I was also commissioned by Lloyds of London to survey a damaged aircraft for insurance purposes.
To satisfy the increasing demand, I frequently worked for twenty hours a day, sometimes for weeks on end. I learned to fall asleep at any opportunity, anywhere, anytime, even if only for five or ten minutes. Over the years this `power snooze’ has proved very useful.
Janice was seeing little of me due to my work commitments but I was determined to take her out on a particular Saturday night. A problem arose with the Heron late that day, so I tried a shortcut. My time saver resulted in the nose-wheel retracting as I was sitting next to it, dumping the front of the aircraft onto the ground. When it began to fall I had both my arms in the nose-wheel bay, snatching them out a split second before the nose-wheel and strut arrived to occupy the cramped space otherwise both my arms would have been chopped off.
I still had my limbs but my night out was now shot to pieces with our aircraft’s tail high in the air. At least the airport manager was not around to further harass, humiliate and require me to fill out numerous forms. We eventually got the aircraft back on its three wheels and it flew next day as scheduled. Two small circular dimples in the aircraft outer nose skin, where it fell on my knees, remained as testament to the night when I almost lost my arms. My guardian angel was certainly busy.
To log my necessary night flying hours, I had to go round and round doing landings and takeoffs at Darwin airport. I took Janice along for one two-hour session. It was a lovely calm moonlight evening, with the lights of the city and harbour providing a twinkling, multicoloured, fairyland backdrop. Becoming bored, I suggested Janice try her hand at flying. Hesitant at first, but relaxed and entranced by the beauty of the night, she agreed. I coached her and after some time, she accomplished very credible landings and takeoffs. The only airspeed indicator being on my side of the cockpit, made it difficult for her to polish her newfound skill. We changed seats while flying straight and level on the downwind leg, she was now in the captain’s position. By the time my sortie was completed, Janice flew the aircraft perfectly without any coaching. Emergencies aside, she could have gone solo - circumstances sure accelerate learning.
I still shiver to think what I almost did to her less than a week later. We flew out to Wildman River station, where she relinquished her front seat to the manager. It gave him a better view during a survey of his property. Janice chose to sit behind me on the left. On completion, I landed to drop off the manager. Janice jumped out to rejoin me in the right hand front seat and ran forward, close to the cabin. I had not shut down the engine as we were heading straight back to Darwin. She passed my window and was about to run into the almost invisibly turning propeller when I shouted ‘Stop!’
She froze, centimetres away from being seriously maimed, or most likely killed. Even if I had immediately switched off the engine, the slowing propeller would have injured her badly.
We were a shaken pair that returned to the city that day – it was a very near miss and one I have always been mindful of.
A Beech Bonanza aircraft became based at our airport. It belonged to an ex RAAF driver who had won a lottery. A rough, knockabout sort of person, he lived with an aboriginal woman somewhere on the outskirts of Darwin. To keep them in beer and rum he illegally shot crocodiles and sold the skins. To find crocs, he landed his aircraft next to a likely river. He must have been a skilful pilot to cope with off field landings and takeoffs in unknown rough terrain.
I asked him if I could pay to fly his aircraft to obtain another Type on my license. The club instructor was to fly with me but before we went the owner said; `Don’t retract the undercarriage; it may not come down again. And don’t touch the propeller pitch control or it may do strange things.’ He mentioned other items not to be touched and we wondered how our flight would go. I knew the aircraft had seen little maintenance but it was structurally sound. No responsible engineer would have anything to do with it, yet I was desperate to obtain this flying qualification. It was a great relief when we completed my check without any disasters.
Years after leaving Darwin I heard that this individual killed himself in the aircraft. We knew this would happen and just hoped he didn’t take anyone with him. The authorities tried to ground him many times but he very craftily evaded them and continued flying.
In 1965 the Diocese of Carpenteria held their bishops’ conference on Thursday Island. To collect and transport these Reverends they chartered our Heron. I travelled on the trip to ensure the continuing serviceability of the aircraft. It was an interesting jaunt with one overnight stop at a station in Cape York where we went fishing and caught dozens of large barramundi.
We landed at Horn Island (T.I.’s airport) with one engine cowling covered in oil. The problem was a blown cylinder. I had a spare in the baggage compartment and next day fixed the engine so we were ready to fly again.
The pilot and myself had almost a week with nothing to do until the conference finished. I discovered a dentist and had my teeth checked. The poor man had virtually no other customers so kept me for hours, talking his head off while polishing and picking at every tooth. This went on for days and my fangs received a complete overhaul for very little cost.
Thursday Island was in the grip of a drought so the hotel had no running water. To wash ourselves, we dipped into an open drum and carried a bucket to the room. It was amusing to see a bishop in flowing robes carrying a bucket to the only usable toilet in the hotel backyard. The Reverends were surprised to find an ex `Mission’ boy helping crew their aircraft. I applauded their good work in health and education but didn’t mention my own disillusionment with religion.
Just before we left I was annoyed to discover that the local nurses were dying to meet single white men. It seems only one unattached gentleman lived on the island and he was elderly. Such is life, but the restful days and nights were a tonic.
Janice and I did manage to attend some social events – one being the Aviation Ball. We happened to be on the floor when she was chosen as the ‘Belle of the Ball.’ The prize was generous - a return ticket to Adelaide, worth a month’s salary.
In July 1965, several government examiners of airmen arrived in Darwin to conduct bi-annual flight tests. I was desperate to complete my commercial fixed wing pilot’s license and move on in my career. I had only one theory exam and several flight tests to pass. Gaining this qualification would be a passport to fly helicopters, my longstanding dream.
Eric, my flight examiner, notwithstanding his easygoing banter, was renowned to be strict but fair. In those days we feared the Department of Civil Aviation head office administration. They ruled with an iron fist and showed no mercy. It was safest not to make any jokes – I had learned this from the engineering side of officialdom.
My first check flight had to be repeated because my instructor didn’t show me a particular manoeuvre, so I didn’t know what to demonstrate. The examiner was not allowed to explain. After landing, I was given the necessary information and becoming airborne again, easily performed the missing routine. Such was the pedantic approach. They were leaving Darwin after another days testing so I was desperate to finish my check flights. I had to complete the required flight and theory tests or start from scratch as my overall time limit was expiring in a few months. It could take years to redo all five theory subjects again as a new syllabus was being introduced. This meant paying for updated school courses and much additional study.
The following day I had to fly a cross-country trip, the latter part of the route only being disclosed after our departure. This did not bother me; I knew the Territory well but was suffering a bout of diarrhea at the time and did not feel fully fit.
After climbing to 8,000 feet out of Darwin I levelled off to cruise to our first turning point. Soon after, the engine began to run rough and threatened to stop at any moment. Murphy had given me a genuine emergency, not simulated or instigated by my examiner.
My eyes and hands were everywhere - mixture full rich, fuel selected to both tanks - as I turned toward nearby Bachelor airstrip, which I hoped was within gliding distance if the worst occurred. I checked the engine response to throttle but it just continued to run rough at low RPM. We continued to lose revs and height.
‘What are you going to do?’ asked Eric.
I knew I should have declared an emergency and landed at the nearest suitable airstrip. To make matters worse, my signature was on the maintenance release as certifying the aircraft had been properly maintained and fit for flight. A correct decision now was vital to my future career and possibly our health if we were forced to land in the rough country below. My diarrhea threatened to erupt at any second.
‘I’m almost certain I know what the problem is,’ I replied. The engine should run normally very soon.’
As if on cue, the engine picked up and ran smoothly.
My examiner looked at me with raised eyebrows.
I opened and closed the throttle and the engine responded perfectly. Our next leg was to be flown at low level. If the motor stopped, we would have little time or height to find anywhere to land. I somehow remembered the saying ‘fortune favours the brave’.
I answered Eric’s unasked question.
`You see Sir, this engine and aircraft are almost new and not fully run in. The pistons are fitted tightly. Until they wear in, the cylinders can shrink and nip them when suddenly cooled, like when we just levelled out after climbing. When the piston temperatures equalise, the engine runs normally.’
‘I hope for our sake you are correct. What is your decision?’
I was very confident about my diagnosis of the problem so didn’t seriously consider turning back. Completing the test was so important to me. I felt my angel would not abandon me now.
‘I see no reason for not continuing the planned flight.’
Eric could have overruled me at any time and taken over if he decided the situation was unsafe. Thankfully he let me continue. I breathed a sigh of relief and concentrated on completing the tasks at hand flawlessly.
As we taxied in to the parking area at Darwin Eric spoke.
‘Are you going to check the engine after what happened today?’
‘Definitely. I’ll pull the plugs right away. You can have a look in the cylinders yourself.’
‘I’ll be interested to see if your diagnosis was correct.’
Upon inspection, we found the telltale scratch marks inside the cylinders. Nothing else in the engine or fuel system was amiss.
Subsequently, I was notified that I had passed all my check flights and could see the finish line to a new career. Only one theory exam remained. I was elated, threw a small party and booked myself into a week’s full-time class in Adelaide to prepare for the last hurdle. It was time to think about my future direction and goals.
I thought hard about setting myself up in business. The opportunity for a full-time maintenance organisation in Darwin beckoned. It would mean long hours and take many years to make it worthwhile. I talked myself out of it. What is the use of being rich when the best years of your life have gone? I needed to experience more of the world after all my years hiding behind work and study. Besides, Darwin was still a backwater. Instead of starting my own business, I gave notice to Eddy Connellan again. Unfortunately for him, most of my close-knit maintenance team did so as well.
I was off to Sydney where a job with Helicopter Utilities was waiting.
Before leaving, my anaesthetist friend asked me to ferry his Chipmunk aircraft down to Adelaide so he could sell it. I agreed to this knowing I could use half of Janice’s ticket, won at the ball, to fly back to Darwin. In return, I’d drive her to Adelaide and she could use the other half of the ticket to return to her job in Darwin. I’m sure, like Roz, she realised I would not be a marriage prospect for some time so was prepared to leave me and try her luck elsewhere. Ladies of Janice’s age were expected to be raising children, social pressure was far greater then.
The ferry to Adelaide took almost three days, due to frequent refuelling stops. The flight proceeded as planned until near Barrow Creek. Looking south, I was dismayed to see a very high, apparently solid, wall of dust extending to the left and right a great distance. I buzzed the hotel, landed and was tying the aircraft down when the storm hit. A Connellan’s Cessna appeared out of the brown sky, attempting to land. He missed on the first attempt as a wall of sand blew through, but then made it safely down on the short strip. The pilot was Col Prichard flying the scheduled run from Mt Isa to the Alice. His passengers were a Hollywood film star and her female attendants. They were supposed to feature at a meeting in the Alice that night. Due to the massive storm, we would only be going as far as the nearby hotel.
Being the only building of substance in a bleak, dry landscape, it was a strange gathering of locals and high profile guests who sat in the bar watching the dust settle at this barren outpost. An interesting evening followed, where I flirted outrageously with the attractive starlets.
Next day I flew south in clear skies, pausing briefly in Alice Springs to phone my parents and explain why I had not arrived last evening. The light was fading as I landed at William Creek, where aircraft parked at the back door of the hotel.
Entering a small bar, I asked the lone barman if a room was available for the night. Without answering, he turned and reached a shaking hand for the Scotch bottle. He poured himself a generous slug, swallowed it, and then faced me.
`Bu – bu, but you can’t stay tonight. It’s the Annual Ball. We always close the hotel and go. It’s the only night of the year we have off. Now you turn up and we can’t.’
A man standing at the bar spoke.
‘Look, you’ve got Bill all shook up. Why don’t you come to the ball as well? There’ll be spare beds in the wool shed I’m sure.’
‘Where is it being held?’
‘The homestead is a few kilometres to the west. They have an airstrip.’
`OK, close the pub. I’ve got just enough time to fly over before it gets dark.’
I had a blast. People drove hundreds of kilometres for the annual races and ball. Even cattlemen from Alice Springs had driven down, so I didn’t feel like a complete stranger. During the evening, one young chap pestered me continuously for a ride in my aircraft. Finally I relented, ‘OK if you’re at the airstrip at six in the morning I’ll take you for a flight.’
I didn’t expect him to be there.
Arising next morning, amid much snoring, I was interested to note the position and number of feet protruding from beds in what was supposedly an all-male dormitory. In those days, gays did not survive in the outback.
Arriving at the strip, I was surprised to find an eager passenger waiting for me. I strapped him in tightly; he was going to get the works. I threw us all over the sky. After landing he thanked me profusely, told me it was his first flight and that he enjoyed it immensely. Poor chap – he got out and vomited. I left him to his heaving stomach.
South of Oodnadatta, the engine developed a strange erratic vibration. I was not anxious, but flew high enough to find a landing area if it stopped. It didn’t, so after landing at Parafield, Adelaide’s secondary airport, I handed the aircraft over to a maintenance organisation. They were to complete an overhaul before the aircraft was sold.
Next day someone rang me and asked where the additional aircraft records were to be found. I told them there were no others I knew of and had previously chided the owner regarding this.
I heard that the propeller and magnetos had to be thrown away, along with other less critical parts. It’s hardly surprising I experienced vibration from the engine.
The commercial flight back to the Darwin was rather tame compared to my trip down.
After I packed up in Darwin, Janice and I headed down the track in my faithful Land Rover. We planned to spend a week relaxing at Edith Falls, just north of Katherine. A magnificent, unspoiled location, where I had previously taken other ladies.
I set up camp a few metres from the sparkling freshwater pool. Being October it was pleasantly warm and dry during the day. During our idyllic week we saw nobody and rarely wore clothes. After rolling out of our swag in the morning, we dived straight into the pool for a swim before breakfast. Another honeymoon without the wedding. My travelling fridge was well stocked with luxuries and naturally I had sufficient wine to stir the soul. A holiday I long remembered.
I’m not sure how we spent our time but with a lovely naked lady constantly in attendance I don’t remember being bored for a moment.
One day, upstream in the gorge, we sat on a ledge with our backs being massaged by a waterfall while our legs dangled in the pool below. Soon, a dozen metre long Johnston crocodiles appeared only centimetres away from our feet. It seemed they liked the waterfall washing into their mouths. They hung vertically in the pool with only long open jaws above the surface. An interesting display of myriad needle sharp teeth. I was tempted to put a finger into this array of fangs but thought better of it and tried a stick. The croc, annoyed, just moved away from the intrusion and continued cleaning his teeth.
After our blissful interlude, it was a dreary drive to the Alice where Mother inspected Janice very carefully. We only stayed a few days before leaving for Adelaide. Mother was extremely concerned that only one bedroll was in evidence. I explained to her that the other one still had to be made up. Doubt showed in her face but she managed a smile as we left.
I don’t know what I said to Janice as I waved goodbye after our `this is the end of the road’ drive to Adelaide. She had been a loving regular partner after I helped her overcome a bad relationship. But my emotions and feelings were still kept in check by the barrier raised to protect me from being hurt again. Reinforced by a mental fight with religious beliefs and focus on my career path, which did not allow another person to claim me.
We both sensed it was the end of our relationship. I did stay in contact and took her out for dinner in Canberra some months later. Years later when visiting London for the first time, I slept on the floor in her bedroom. She was engaged to a man she subsequently married.
After Janice left I stayed in Adelaide, attending classes prior to sitting the last exam required for my commercial license. A few weeks later the letter arrived – I had passed and could be issued with my Commercial Licence.
For Christmas 1965, I was in Sydney. Immediately after starting work with Helicopter Utilities I was sent straight to Port Moresby where I spent New Year’s Eve. The company intended to use my engineering skills before slotting me into pilot training. Qualified engineers were more difficult to find than pilots, the latter being in the limelight. Also, pilots did not have to lug a heavy toolbox around the world.
On the flight to Moresby I wondered when I would begin another apprenticeship as a fledgling pilot. Hopefully it would be my last one. My new career would be both exhilarating and frightening. At last I’d achieve my dream, but was also greatly aware that I could easily become a statistic. Many pilots did so during the early days of helicopter work in Australia. Did I have what it takes?

It’s always a good idea to keep the pointy end going forward.
~ The Aviators Guide Book
Early in 1966, George and I stood in the international airport terminal at Port Moresby waiting for the showdown. A contingent of Australia’s top military brass had just arrived on an official visit as Papua New Guinea was still a UN Mandated Territory, administered by Australia.
I first met George in 1962 at Katherine Airport when I worked with Connellan Airways. One day a helicopter flew in and landed in front of the Airport Terminal. After shutting down a naked man stepped out of the pilot’s seat. Even from a distance his penis looked huge. George reached into the bubble, found a pair of shorts, stepped into them and walked toward the terminal building.
`G’day,’ I said approaching him. `Anything I can do to help?’
I was very interested in any helicopters – they were rarely seen in those days. The size of his member may have caused envy in some, but was only of academic interest to me.
`Hullo, I’m George. Can you fix me up with some fuel?’
`Speak to the Civil Aviation guy inside, he’ll get Shell for you.’
George ordered fuel and we chatted while waiting for the Shell tanker to arrive. After refuelling, George removed his shorts, got into the chopper and departed. I didn’t see him again for a year, until I moved to Sydney in 1963 to work for Helicopter Utilities.
Within the company, and later in Asia, George was known as Nature Boy because he disliked wearing clothes. Of any kind. A tall, gentle man, he was regarded as a natural pilot. How he endured his days in the Royal Australian Air Force I don’t know. He appeared to be a loner and to my knowledge never married. It’s unlikely a woman could have successfully competed with his love of aviation, snow skiing and nudist camps. When not flying helicopters, most of his time off seemed to be spent chasing powder snow in some part of the world. Nature Boy was also sometimes referred to as `Allcock and Brown’ – these being famous Australian pioneer aviators who had flown together – George won the title for his appendage and all over tan.
One day our Operations Manager received a complaint about George from a client. They praised his piloting skills and compatibility with the team, but his habit of flying in the nude was a little disconcerting to some passengers. Eventually a compromise was reached regarding the one eyed trouser snake – instead of putting a sock in it, it was put in a sock. Our client was happy and George maintained his overall tan except for the disturbing appendage. How the sock was held up I don’t know, perhaps he tied a knot in the whole thing?
The Moresby terminal became filled with Generals’ Stars, colour flashes, decorations of every description and gold stripes up to the armpits. Personal Aide de Corps twittered about nervously like birds before a storm. One of our helicopters had been booked to start the contingent on their grand tour of the country. Schedules planned with military precision had been promulgated and distributed to cover their week long visit. Our helicopter was the first vital key to beginning their hectic inspection tour of the country.
But we had a problem – the turbocharger had failed meaning our bird could not fly. The nearest spare was in Australia, and of the few other helicopters in PNG, none were available.
George informed the `Brass’ that their elaborate schedules could be torn up. In deference to the occasion he was fully dressed – shorts, thongs and a faded ex Air Force fatigue shirt with the top three or four buttons undone. He leant against a pillar while the pot boiled around him and the bad news was digested.
`I’m sorry General but we can’t fly today,’ he said to the chest full of medals confronting him.
`When will you have it fixed?’
`Not sure, if the part gets on tomorrow’s flight from Australia, probably the day after.’
`Totally unacceptable, why is there not a spare machine available?’
`You did not agree to pay for one.’
The General glanced at his Aide, who tried to avoid the accusing eyes but was forced to meet the General’s stare. George had explained all this to the Aide but the General thought he could use his authority to sort out this troublesome civilian.
`Is that so,’ the General turned to face his Aide. `Whose decision was that?’
`The General Accounts Office, Sir. You countersigned for all the expenses.’
`But that was over twenty pages, I don’t have time to look at all that detail.’
`Yes Sir.’ The aide’s eyes were downcast.
`We’ll be in touch with your head office,’ was the General’s parting shot as he led his entourage away.
`And the best of British,’ murmured George under his breath as we left.
On my next job I worked with Bill Wallace. He was trained by the Royal Air Force in the U.K. and flew front line fighters until an explosive decompression in the cockpit burst both eardrums. After medical treatment, I’m told that hearing is not usually impaired but it’s inadvisable to risk further ruptures, so in peacetime injured pilots are barred from commanding pressurised fighters. Bill was given the opportunity to fly military helicopters. After leaving the Air Force and seeking new adventures, he joined Helicopter Utilities, where I joined him in Papua New Guinea.
He was respected by all as a true gentleman and seldom without a smile. Bill was a joy to work with, his quick mind and wit enlivening the day. A rotund, jovial ball of energy, always ready to party and a very skilful card player.
We left Moresby and headed for the island of New Britain in March 1966 to begin a contract with the Government Forestry Department. We were helping to map the flora of the western part of the island, beginning from Kandrian and working around the coast clockwise to the Talasea area. The predominantly Australian foresters had already been positioned by Government workboat.
The camp was primitive. No electricity for luxuries such as refrigeration or even fans to stir the hot humid air. A small generator charged the battery for an essential H.F. radio transceiver – our only speedy means of contacting the outside world if the chopper radio failed.
Most of our food came from cans plus whatever edible local produce could be purchased. Tinned Bully Beef, corned beef, leg ham and sardines combined with canned vegetables and dry biscuits hardly provoke a rush of saliva at meal times. I still find it difficult to eat canned baked beans or spaghetti. The local cow-cow, cassava or taro should be left for cows to eat. The native pigs were expensive, tough, full of worms and god knows what else.
Our beds were a canvas sheet stretched between two poles supported by several A frame local timbers, with the inevitable mosquito net suspended above. A constant stream of perspiration, except for an hour or two before dawn, meant it was normal to sleep in a damp, smelly confine. After a while body’s start to rot unless great care is taken to prevent ulcers.
The days were filled with hard, sweaty work. To relieve the evening boredom we played card games. The stakes were kept low to avoid trouble - ten pence (ten cents) being the maximum bet allowed except when doubling.
`How much are you going to win tonight Bill?’ I asked as we walked to the mess tent.
`An easy night I think. Make it twenty pence. I don’t want to put people off by winning too much.’
To my knowledge Bill never lost a card game.
Night after night I saw him collect his previously nominated (only to me) winnings.
Whenever we hit a town it was open slather – all the expats on the Island tried to take Bill on. All lost to him. I never partook in these serious games, but was surprised at how many Catholic Priests arrived with a bottle and reasonable sums to put on the table.
Our task was to move the Foresters into the jungle and back again when their surveys were complete. One problem common to all helicopter operations is caused by people attempting to carry lengthy freight on their shoulders. It can so easily strike revolving rotor blades when quickly loading or removing long cargo from the choppers outside litters. Our locally hired labourers, known as bush kanakas, were rigorously drilled, in their own language and `pigin english’, on safety matters.
Even so, we all kept a sharp lookout whenever long objects were to be flown and literally flattened an offender before any damage was done. A helicopter is invariably grounded if a hard object strikes the blades. A replacement could take days or even weeks to arrive. In the meantime people are stuck in the bush, perhaps without adequate food, and work stops.
`Masta, mi loose im tink-tink’ (Boss, my brain deserted me), a common excuse was not tolerated.
Bill’s punishment for carrying anything above head height near a chopper was simple and effective. He grabbed the culprit, shoved him into the helicopter and flew to an uninhabited jungle pad five minutes away, landed, and threw the man out. If the offender wanted to keep his job, he had to walk back to camp, if not, good riddance.
I recall one such unfortunate local who took two days to return. On arrival, after eating copious amounts, he sheepishly reported to sick bay and was treated for numerous cuts and abrasions after negotiating crocodile infested rivers and difficult terrain. This treatment was harsh but achieved the desired result.
With Bill away flying, I found myself maintaining the outboard motor used to power Forestry’s three-metre aluminium workboat. To test it we water-skied. The natives, never having seen people walk or run on water before, watched with great interest. One day while at speed on a fast sweeping turn, my slalom ski stopped dead. Instinctively letting go of the rope and curling into a ball, I rolled along the top of a coral reef for over ten metres. The natives watching from a nearby jetty started howling, convinced I’d had it. I managed to stand up on the reef in barely ankle deep water, blood pouring down my arms and legs. Nothing seemed broken. The coral had inflicted hundreds of small cuts. I stumbled to the edge of the reef where the shaken driver collected the ski and me. The fin on the ski was almost torn off.
My angel had been busy again; I was lucky to be whole. After this episode, water areas were carefully checked for reefs before skiing began.
Now I had to prevent the worst of my lacerations becoming severely infected. One cut on my foot developed an ulcer that grew to almost a centimetre deep. It did not heal, despite constant attention, until I returned to Australia a month later.
When our camps were set up adjacent to the shoreline, our lavatory utilised nature’s daily million litre flushes. The local labour pushed piles into the seabed or reef and a walkway was constructed from shore to the `little house’, made from branches, vines and bark hacked from the jungle. Pollution didn’t occur as every time we sat down hundreds of fish rushed to position themselves directly below. The fish could be observed through gaps between uneven tree branches laid to form a floor of sorts. Any solid matter was fought over and quickly eaten, the tide disposed of the remainder.
Our helicopter developed a power loss problem. I decided that all six pistons and cylinders needed replacement. Not a simple job in a bush camp, normally, special tools were used for this major overhaul. When the parts arrived, the top of a 44 gallon (200 lit) drum became my workshop. Even without power tools or lighting, Bill was flying again with the loss of only half a day, in addition to his scheduled day off.
At Cape Gloucester we stayed at the Government Station. The Resident Officer in Charge of Government Administration in the area, called Kiaps in PNG, was the only white expatriate in the area. He was so happy to speak English again that he threw a party when we arrived.
Many mute sore heads appeared for breakfast next morning. We were served by House Marys - all native females were then, and some perhaps still are, called Marys. I sat awaiting food when suddenly a plate of scrambled eggs was dumped in front of me. I turned my head to thank the waitress and almost stuck my nose into a large nipple protruding from a perfectly formed naked breast. I resisted the impulse to gently bite the nipple and smiled a Tenk Yu as she returned to the kitchen. An interesting way to start the day, being served by a statuesque topless young female.
The Kiap was complemented on his choice of young titter to do the housework. Marys with large, un-drooping breasts were called young titters.
`Well, she’s my House Mary and wife as well. I bought her from the local tribe last year.’
`Nice looking girl,’ commented an envious male.
`For the moment, yeah. She’ll probably last a few years and then I’ll get rid of her and buy another one.’
`How many have you had so far.’
`A few.’
I was surprised by this revelation. As I heard more stories from old hands in the Territory I realised the isolation and lack of contact with normal society resulted in some white bachelors taking advantage of being all powerful in their areas. No doubt the father of the bride was happy to sell her for hard cash. The bride became a privileged person and was unlikely to disagree to the arrangement.
Other stories came out regarding House Boys. Many expats utilised male domestic servants as tribal tensions could arise with a female being in the Masta’s house at all hours. Especially if the Masta (Boss) was single - usually the case. Having a House Boy avoided this problem but training natives to observe European standards of hygiene in the early days presented some challenges.
One tale I heard involved a Masta waiting for his breakfast. He checked the kitchen and found his House Boy seated comfortably in front of the fire, a slice of bread clutched between his big toe and adjacent digit.
`Maski, Maski, yu no ken wokim kai kai long mi dispella wey!’ (No, No, this is not how you prepare my food!). `Yu mus puttim kai kai long spia na kukim.’ (You must put the food on a spear and cook it).
`Masta, spia bilong kai kai em e brok’ (But the food spear is broken).
My personal experience was once being brought milk covered with a green slime and sugar containing hundreds of angry looking ants. I gave up using either.
After we moved to Linga Linga plantation, I was surprised to find the manager there had flown the Mustangs I worked on in 24 Squadron. He was dismissed after destroying his fighter while beating up the airfield.
I was recalled to assist at our base in Port Moresby when the forestry survey finished. Bill was allocated a different engineer on his next job.
In 1966, life in Port Moresby could be difficult for white women. Prior to Independence, many were employed as teachers and nurses to train locals and provide professional services for the large expat population. Some of these single girls were housed in six bedroom quarters with a communal kitchen and toilet facilities.
It was common for them to board a trusted male in a spare bedroom for protection from the local `Rascals,’ the unsociable elements of the population. In those days razor wire was not used, instead, a two-metre high mesh fence around the compound was meant to discourage night prowlers.
Bill Wallace’s girl friend lived in one of these quarters. I was allowed to board in this house whenever in Moresby, being beneficial to all parties. Bill’s girl friend kept me posted on his adventures. He had a few mechanical problems with his machine over the years in PNG. Once Bill suffered a complete tail rotor failure, requiring the engine to be shut off or the machine spins uncontrollably. He managed to glide to a dry riverbed and landed between high surrounding trees without further damage. His skilful piloting and a bit of luck saved him from death or injury.
Some time later he suffered an engine failure and was forced to land in thick jungle. I was in Madang, over 400 kilometres away when this occurred. To speed up the search effort it was decided to dismantle the machine I was maintaining, load it into the hold of a Bristol Freighter, then fly both to an airstrip not far from the crash area. I slaved all night to get my machine stripped, after which it was carried into the aircraft hold by rice power (a term used to describe the application of force by many native workers). Exhausted, I climbed into the freighter with my toolbox just before dawn, the first part of my job done. We taxied to the end of the airstrip and my heart sank as I heard one engine backfire during the run-up. That was it; the aircraft was grounded pending repair.
I could do nothing more except hope Bill was not badly injured and awaiting rescue. Another of our choppers was sent to the area. I went to bed and slept until after lunch. Then we heard that Bill survived the crash and walked out to a nearby village. After taking leave he was back flying. His luck did run out some months later while airborne. I heard he was flying from Lae to a camp late in the day, crashed again, and this time paid the ultimate price. He was one of many good people I came to know in aviation who died violently while doing what they loved to do. I don’t know the cause of Bill’s crash but mechanical failure caused many deaths in the early days of helicopter operations.
One of our expat staff based in Moresby retaliated after his wife experienced several frightening attempts to get at her while he was away. `Boy wire’, strong steel mesh, covered all the windows of his house. He decided to connect the upstairs bedroom window mesh to the house wiring at night. Additionally, he hammered nails through small wooden boards so they protruded several centimetres. These foot-sized beds of nails were placed at ground level, under the upstairs bedroom windows, pointy side up.
A few days after these preparations, a scream and a thump was heard as a Rascal fell after climbing onto the electrified boy wire. This was rapidly followed by a diminishing clacking sound as the intruder departed with his feet still nailed to the wooden blocks.
His wife was not troubled again.
In time, more helicopters were needed in PNG and a resident manager was employed. John, or `Smiling Jack,’ as he was usually called, lived in Port Moresby with his wife. He coordinated operations and flew us crew around the country. As an ex QANTAS Catalina and DC3 captain in PNG, he knew it well. John had also worked for Connellan Airways so we had that in common.
I remember John for the excellent food and wine provided to guests at their company house in Port Moresby. They had a magnificent view of the town and harbour below.
John frequently flew me around New Guinea in the company Piper Aztec aircraft when I sat in for our PNG chief engineer during his leave. (Have you still got that half inch / nine sixteenth SAE spanner of mine Herby?) This resulted in an almost continuous round of hotel rooms in different towns after fixing machines in the field. One night in Lae, the only accommodation available was in a condemned, elevated section of the old Cecil Hotel where less than half the floorboards remained. Stumbling out of my bed on the wrong side during the night would have resulted in me falling four metres to the ground. The manager was reluctant to let us sleep in the decrepit building but we insisted, the alternative was to sit up all night in the lounge.
John was to come into my life again years later, in Singapore and Hong Kong as we both weathered the vagaries of our industry.
During my long tour of duty in PNG, I pushed to return to Australia and begin my flying training. Constant travelling, being `a helicopter doctor’ made for social life on the run. Fortunately the perceived glamour associated with helicopters gave me a great advantage in competing for the small number of single white females in PNG. I was not shy in bestowing my attention and money on any personable member of the opposite sex.
Eventually, escaping PNG, I was still being used as a troubleshooting and engineering `fix it person’ all over Australia. The company gave me an airline credit card to facilitate my ad hoc travels.
I managed to arrange a girlfriend in every major port, and one, an airline hostie, travelled as I did. The hostess and I crossed paths in various cities, sometimes just for a night together. The devil associated with fornication was truly banished from my life. I was a cad, but deceit was unnecessary – I made no promises.
Was I still rebounding from a thwarted love and my mother’s rejection of Pamela? It was probably just hormones and my determination to progress my career without emotional complications. Relationships were on my terms. My continuing nomadic life made a `normal’ relationship difficult so I spread myself around and enjoyed the variety and challenge this entailed. Aboriginal survival and hunting instincts were directed to winning fair ladies.
For example, soon after beginning flying training in Sydney in June 1966, I was sent to Wittenoom in central WA for a few days to fix an aircraft, then spent a night in Perth. Before returning to Sydney, I enjoyed one night in Adelaide with my hostie and another with a lady in Melbourne. I don’t know what these girls thought of my occasional visits to their beds. Maybe they hoped I would eventually settle down with them. Back then; if unmarried and childless at age thirty, it seemed society judged ladies to be a failure. The pressure was great to achieve rings on the third finger.
The girls at head office in Sydney told me I received almost as much mail as that arriving for the Company. Maintaining my relationships meant much letter writing as interstate phone calls were far too expensive. Nowadays, I’m told young people think nothing of bed hopping but back then it took hard work.
During this period many hours were spent waiting at airports and travelling on airlines. Sometimes I read a book every day and to cater for this consumption rate, joined the Mary Martin book club in Adelaide, which sold remaindered, or passed in books, very cheaply. I read philosophy, history, many religious tomes including Buddhism, the nature of the universe, and remember digesting an interesting 300-page volume on ants.
At that time I professed atheist or agnostic views, depending on the situation, and was into humanism. Sometimes I found myself sitting next to a clergyman on an airline flight. In those days, most churches were intolerant of other faiths. My conversations with reverends revealed they knew little of other doctrines, faiths or details of the so-called heathen eastern religions. As an intellectual exercise these captive travellers were fair game. It was somewhat cruel to expose the extent to which they had been dogmatically pre-programmed, as I had, but they had not `escaped’ to view the world in a different light. It seems that having faith is the only answer to explain the unexplainable. I had lost my faith with regard to Western Religion but not my belief in an aboriginal type of spirituality and connection with the universe.
My disjointed life coincided with a census during yet another overnight flight from Sydney to Wittenoom Gorge. On the DC 3 flight north out of Perth, over a boiled egg breakfast, I read the official document. Apart from my name and date of birth, the form had no validity for me. I had no fixed address, had not worked in one place for more that a few days, ditto for place of abode and didn’t even know which Australian State I was in at midnight on census night. On arrival at Wittenoom, I saw a male leaning on the bonnet of his station wagon. He also seemed to be having trouble with the census form. There was a mattress in the back of his vehicle, which wore interstate plates. As least he knew where he spent the night.
In July 1966, I was again engineering in Port Moresby; in August I was propositioned by a native male in Rabaul. In September I began snow skiing at Thredbo where to my delight I found sophisticated, sexually active, single professional women. I was soon bitten by the snow skiing bug so joined a ski lodge to minimise costs. These diversions were integrated with flying training as my instructor now spent more time with me.
Transport wise, my faithful old Land Rover wasn’t ideal for Sydney traffic and expensive to run. It had served me well and facilitated some unforgettable memories but my recreation was now city oriented. It was time for a new image. Regretfully, I traded it for a near new, white, MG-B sports car. I decided to rent a flat of my own as my mobile `home’ had gone. I found a long narrow upstairs attic in Randwick at the rear of a large house. It was probably once coachman’s quarters with stables below. These now housed my `horse’ - the MG-B. My dolls-house was not posh, I could only stand upright in the centre half, but it was close to the airport and the rent was only $12.60 a week. Visiting ladies described it as `cute’.
With the beach just down the hill, life was perfect. The ignorant boy from the bush was becoming a city slicker frequenting the best restaurants in all Australian capital cities.
The single office girls were amazingly attentive, helpful and complained about not having dates, knowing I could overhear their conversations. However, I was not going to play where my movements could be closely monitored.
Another young lady I politely ignored lived in the house in front of my new quarters. She often disported her shapely young body, clad only in a white bikini, in the small courtyard leading to my attic. She was too close to home to touch and I didn’t even learn her name.
I found myself in Cairns again, fixing helicopters. That done, I accompanied Ted on a ferry flight to Darwin. On the way I hitched a ride to Normanton in a DC 3 freighter and left Ted to trail behind. That evening, in Normanton, while having a drink, I noticed a framed photograph of a very large crocodile on the wall behind the bar.
‘That’s a huge croc in the photo, what’s the story?’ I asked the barman.
‘It’s a bit sad. That mongrel ate three children from one family. They used to ride on the same horse to school and one day didn’t get there. We found the tracks where the croc spooked the horse and then grabbed all the kids when they fell off. Took awhile, but we eventually shot that killer in the photo.’
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