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 1.
All at Sea.

I was twelve years old when I was brought
aboard the HMS George in 1801. I had been happily employed as an
apprentice to our local blacksmith and expected to take over in a
few years’ time when Simon was too weak to hold the horses for
their shoeing. My job was keeping the fire going and watching Simon
heat and bend the shoes for the horses.

It was after our lunch break when there was a
shout. I looked at Simon and he said, ‘Go, Tom!’ I ran for the
woods behind the smithy, hearing the dogs barking nearby. I found
my favourite tree and ran past it, then doubled back, to put the
dogs off my scent. I scarpered up the tree and none too soon, for
the dogs were headed straight for me. It was like they knew the
smell of young boys. My ruse didn’t work and I was given the option
of coming down under my own steam or having the tree cut down. I
didn’t want to antagonise the bounty hunters further so I climbed
down. They had their axes ready and seemed put out by the fact they
couldn’t use them, selling the firewood to make more money.

When I reached the ground, they tied me up
with a length of rope to one of the horses. I was paraded through
my village like a common criminal when my only crime was being of
the right age to do the King’s service on board his many ships. No
one laughed and I could see my mother crying at the back of the
crowd. I hoped my younger brother, Matthew, had got away and would
take over my job at the smithy even though he was only nine years
old. Father had died years ago and I was worried about Matthew
looking after our mother.



Thus I was taken to Portsmouth which took
another day and a night spent at an inn. I was so tired from
trotting behind the horse, I just fell to the ground in the stables
and slept. The next morning the innkeeper’s daughter brought me
broth and bread which really helped. We didn’t see any other boys
like me and when we passed through a village, people just stopped
and stared, probably guessing that I was being taken against my
will. The two bounty hunters didn’t say much except ‘Hurry up!’
They seemed anxious to get there as was I.

When we arrived the HMS George was preparing
to sail. The wind was fluffing the sails and the ship was rocking
and pulling against the ropes and the anchor. I was bundled up the
gangplank, shown my hammock, and left to wander around. The sailors
were busy with the sails. The barber surgeon found me and showed me
his cabin which was close to the gun decks. He examined me and
found me fit before directing me to the galley for a feed.

Soon the ship was moving as was my stomach.
Seasickness was the curse of all sailors because it is so
debilitating. I even fell over at one stage and decided to sit down
and wait for who knows what because the swells seemed to increase
in size as we entered the English Channel. I didn’t know all this
at the time but a few boys explained it to me as I was the newest
recruit on board. My first night at sea in my hammock was fairly
smooth as I wasn’t moving against the ship.

I was acquainted with my role as gunpowder
boy the very next day. My job was to use a powder scooper and scoop
the powder out of the wooden barrel and hand it to the gunner who
placed it in the gun. This required some skill and couldn’t be left
to a boy. An older boy placed a shot into the barrel at the end of
the gun and there were shot gauges for the gunner to use so he
fired off the right shot. The gunner would use a linstock, which
held his match, to fire the gun. There were two main types of gun:
a breech-loading one which was made of wrought- iron, and a
muzzle-loading one which was cast bronze. I was assigned a muzzle-
loading one which had elm carriages that enabled it to run back and
forth for reloading and cleaning.

We were allowed a practice run once we were
in the Channel but only one shot each to save on ammunition. The
rest of the time was spent scrubbing the decks, setting up the
dining room and washing dishes in the galley. I didn’t have time to
see what was happening outside the ship but whenever land was
sighted a cry went up from the eagle’s nest.

It was only after the Battle of Trafalgar
that I was allowed to help out with the sails. I was soon well
rounded in my knowledge of ships though I still pined for my mother
and wrote to her whenever I could, which wasn’t often. There was so
much to learn and good pay when I had paid my way to offset the
cost to the bounty hunters. When I had worked my passage, I could
toy with the idea of staying on as it was quite exciting and better
than shoeing horses.

It was often my turn to work in the dining
room on the castle deck which was preferable to the hot, sweaty,
cordite-filled decks below. I would take a glance when I could of
the rolling seas out of the deck’s window. This was where the
decisions were made, how to beat the other ships at sea. I
understood that everything folded away and became a battle station.
The captain and his officers would soon turn up to eat their meal
and we would be banished to the galley to wash up. It was better
than swabbing down the decks to washing their pewter dishes. Of
course, we didn’t use pewter, only wooden bowls, dishes, plates and
stave-built tankards.

‘HMS George was launched in 1788 so the
captains were fortunate to have survived so long’, said one of the
gunners. We were below decks having a break. ‘We have 100 first
rate guns and the last battle we won was the Battle of Copenhagen
earlier this year. I found out later that the King wanted to break
the alliance of Russia, Prussia, Denmark and Sweden against British
ships imposing a blockade of French trade and their merchants. In
April we entered Copenhagen harbour. It was the job of the signal
lieutenant to signal the Captain’s commands from and to the other
ships. A decision was made to continue and we won. And when we
sailed to Russia we discovered this pact of neutrality had been
disbanded so we had fought the Danes for nothing.’

Another time, I learned of the blockade of
Cadiz in 1797 where HMS Theseus collided with a Spanish ship
resulting in hand to hand combat between the two crews. We won, of
course. It was another crew member who told me how Admiral Lord
Nelson lost his right arm. He was our leader and had worked his way
up through the ranks and now commanded the high seas for England.
It was during the Battle of Santa Cruz de Tenerife which we didn’t
win. The next year Lord Nelson had another defeat when he was in
charge of HMS Vanguard. Two ships and two frigates were burnt and
nine gunships captured. So Nelson didn’t win all his battles and
was wounded.’

There were other battles, often involving the
French, and I’m sure they had their stories to tell besides the
ones I was being told. Lord Nelson still stood out as being mostly
successful and being made an Admiral. In 1794 he lost an eye by a
shot at a sandbag when they were bombarding the town of Calvi which
surrendered on 10 August 1794, or so I was told by the barber
surgeon.

All these stories were told to me by various
crew members when there was a lull in training or action. Most of
our time was spent scrubbing the decks in all kinds of weather and
being shouted at. Another gunner boasted, ‘I was with Lord Nelson
on the HMS Foudroyant during the Mediterranean campaign of 1798. We
went first to Malta following Napoleon but he had left. Then we
tried Egypt but we missed him by two days. ‘We suffered a major
defeat at the Battle of the Nile where Nelson was in charge on HMS
Vanguard. However, we managed to evacuate Corsica even though the
French had abandoned plans to invade it.’

By July we were back in England and I was
allowed leave to go home. In 1803 we were at war again and I was
conscripted. This time I served on HMS Victory as a gunner in
training. I did not have officer status, but like Admiral Nelson,
our captain, I was working my way upwards. We created a blockade at
Toulon until 1804 and chased a French ship who escaped past the
Strait of Gibraltar bound for the West Indies.

We were back in Portsmouth on 4 September and
I took breakfast and lodgings at the George Inn. I stayed here for
23 days when I had my orders to sail again. It was pleasurable to
be on dry land and in a soft bed and to see my friends but I was
getting bored.

On 21 October we turned towards an
approaching enemy fleet. The rest were signalled to their battle
stations and we were fairly confident even though the French ships
outnumbered us by 33 to our 27. The signal lieutenant signalled
from Nelson: ‘England expects that every man will do his duty’.
Unfortunately, in the ensuing battle, Nelson was killed. As news
spread below decks we found it hard to believe and put more vigour
into our tasks. We would have followed him anywhere. He showed an
interest in us and thus it was all the sadder to see him go.

It wasn’t a happy victory but England still
ruled the seas, for now. I stayed on and am now an officer being
waited on by the boys. I make sure to give them a smile when I pass
them on deck but not too much as they have to obey my orders
without question. I want to be like Nelson who led his men into
many battles. Of course, he didn’t win them all but died doing what
he did best, leading his men into battle. That is my wish, to be
the best officer, gunner for now, and maybe rise to be captain of a
ship with men loyal to me.

This is how my father came to be on a ship
bound for Australia. It was August 1805 and Father’s first command
of a ship, the William Pitt. We were to sail from Cork via
the West Indies, past South America and the Cape of Good Hope and
onto Botany Bay. We were not a war ship so there was no need for
powder boys. My official title was cabin boy and I had the
unenviable task of fetching and carrying for the officers. The
female convicts only came on deck once a day but never in a storm
which cleaned everything, including the stench from below. All of
us were in the same boat, though, not knowing what to expect when
we arrived. Father was going to retire here and maybe find work
with Flinders mapping Australia. And I was to be apprenticed to
whomever would have me, maybe a blacksmith like my father. For now,
I revelled in the roll of our ship, watching the sailors trim the
sails and staying out of trouble.







 2.
The Brumby.

John was short for his age but that didn’t
stop him from trying out for the football team. Ever since he could
walk he was kicking a football. His Dad encouraged him at first but
then his mother died and everything changed. He hurried home to
prepare the evening meal. It wasn’t much of a place, a bark hut
that let in the draughts and nearly made the open fire go out. At
least they had an oven on which they cooked their meals. Tonight
there was rabbit to be baked plus a few vegies from their garden
which John had peeled. Soon, both fires were going nicely so he got
out his home- work, sums and writing. It was all rather boring and
he couldn’t see the point of it if he was going to be a woodchopper
like his Dad.

But he couldn’t concentrate. Thoughts of his
Dad and the school bully cluttered his mind. He wished he had his
mother back as she used to listen to him, offering a cuddle which
swept away all the day’s bad things. He wanted to tell her how he
hated having to rush home to prepare the evening meal. How he was
bowled over numerous times at footy practice.

His Dad didn’t understand his need to be
held, if only for a short hug. At least he had his horse to ride to
and from school. He was sure this horse had a story to tell of life
in the high country. His Dad had roped him one day whilst both were
hiding in a thicket. It was the sun shining on the white flash on
his fore- head that gave him away. Then followed weeks of trying to
break him in though he never took to the saddle. John was the only
one who could ride him so the horse became his school transport and
a certain amount of freedom.

One day a new boy came to his school who was
an Aborigine. He was old enough to be in John’s class but he needed
to do Bub’s or first year’s work because he’d always lived in the
high country and been walkabout so he’d had no schooling. His name
was Leroy or something like it; it’s what Mr Jones called him.
Fortunately they were all in the same room so he didn’t stand out
too much, except he was black and he did Bub’s work. Apparently
Leroy had been brought in by the police and was living with a white
family in town who had plenty of room. He even had his own bedroom,
not like John’s corner in his draughty hut. Once the class got used
to Leroy’s strangeness, Mr Jones had a brainwave and asked Leroy to
tell them a story about where he had been before coming to school.
It was like drawing nails because he didn’t like standing out the
front of the classroom. The rest of the class was expecting a
reprieve from their work. No chance. Mr Jones had the big kids
write down Leroy’s story as part of dictation and the most accurate
and neatest would get a prize. John was sure he wouldn’t get the
prize as his work was always messy. At least they weren’t staring
at Leroy the whole time. Here’s what John remembered of Leroy’s
story, with a lot of help from Mr Jones. It was about a horse he
had befriended before he came to town and which someone had stolen
from him.

My name is horse. I live in the high
country, in the mountains where there are many of my kind. I can
remember being a foal and travelling for many days amidst the trees
and bushes. I remember being hungry but had to wait until it was
dark before I could graze. I remember many things and some things
that others of my kind do not remember. I am special because no man
has ever ridden me. I am special because I have a white mark on my
forehead and the other horses show me great respect. I am many
hands high and I love to gallop. I love the chill of the winter
snow and the heat of summer. I love to run and dodge the trees and
the holes in the ground. I love the smell of dew-laden grass and
the taste is exquisite.

Here Mr Jones stopped Leroy and they all
sighed with relief. What a lot of writing. This was going to take
weeks for Leroy’s story to unfold and John had writer’s cramp. John
wondered if the story of the horse was true but he wasn’t going to
be the one to ask him; he’d leave that for Mr Jones.The next day
Leroy came up to John as he arrived on his horse and patted it. He
murmured ‘Brumby’ and John knew that his story was true. Leroy
offered to take John out to the cave where the horse and he first
met. John told him next Saturday would be good so they arranged to
meet at first light.

That night John told his Dad that he was
getting up early on Saturday to go and look at a cave with Leroy.
Jim wanted to know all about Leroy and was none too pleased to find
out he was an Aborigine. ‘Nothing good comes from being with that
lot’, Jim said. ‘Don’t believe everything he tells you and make
sure he doesn’t pinch anything either. Where are you meeting?’ ‘At
school, first thing,’ John said. ‘OK, but remember what I told you
and make sure you’re home before dark. I don’t want to be traipsing
around the countryside looking for you. Got that?’ ‘Yes, Dad,’ John
said softly.

John had woken early and sneaked out of bed,
taking a crust for breakfast. He didn’t want to talk to his father
who would only remind him to be home before dark. He walked the
horse to the road before galloping off down the track. Soon he was
near the school and sure enough, there was Leroy. The horse nuzzled
him as he held out a carrot. John reached down and helped Leroy up
behind him. They paced the horse slowly so Leroy could remember his
journey from the cave to the town. Soon they found the cave where
Leroy had hidden from the government man. They then walked to other
places where Leroy had stayed and he showed John which berries were
safe to eat.

When the sun was at its zenith, Leroy caught
a small mammal which they roasted over a warming fire. It was still
the wet season so a fire was safe in the mountains. While they ate,
Leroy told how he was captured by the government man, how he was
then taken into the village. ‘I was untied and led into their house
and into a room where a boy found some old clothes for me to try
on. They weren’t as warm as my possum cloak but I was told not to
wear it again until it had been cleaned. ‘And of course, I had to
be cleaned as well. And they left me alone to do that, after miming
washing with soap and drying with towels.’ ‘At least you had
running water and a warm place to do it in,’ John said. ‘I’ve got
to fetch water and heat it so I only wash once a week.’

After making sure the fire was well and truly
out and buried, they rode back to town. But near their first cave,
the heavens opened and they sought refuge, even the horse. John had
matches so they made another fire and used some lighted sticks to
check out the back of the cave. There were no drawings, only
fire-blackened walls, with a few handprints. The storm seemed to
rage forever and John was worried about his Dad’s reaction to him
returning after dark. It couldn’t be helped as they wouldn’t be
able to find their way, not even Leroy or the horse.

When it was dark and the rain had ceased,
they could hear voices and see lanterns in the distance. They
yelled ‘coo-ee’ and soon their rescuers found them. Jim was amongst
them and only scowled at his son. He didn’t say anything until they
got home. ‘What’s the thing you like the most?’ Jim asked. John
bowed his head. ‘My horse.’ ‘Then you will forfeit it for a
fortnight’, he said. John’s lip trembled but he forced himself not
to cry. ‘Now dry yourself off and go to bed!’ ‘But I’m hungry.’
‘Too bad. I’m off to the pub to thank your rescuers. And I’ll know
if you pinch any food, not that there’s much here.’

Jim left and after hanging up his wet clothes
in front of the fire, John climbed into bed. As he drifted off to
sleep, warm and snug, he relived his day. He was glad to be home
and dry and he was sad that he couldn’t be home by dark. He’d miss
his horse and he tried not to cry about it. Best of all, he had a
new friend who could show him lots of interesting things.







 3.
Dogalogue.

My name is Trixie, a Jack Russell terrier. I
was called Trixie because I was full of tricks. I now live in
doggie heaven. This tale is for my master, Jack, whom I know misses
me more than he lets on. We had travelled as far as Port Douglas
and had just arrived home. We were house-sitting for Suzanne who
had three wild cats living in the house that I was not allowed to
play with, for my own protection. I was really disappointed and
sniffed at their closed door every time I was in the house because
I’ve always liked playing with cats.

Before we started for Port Douglas with
Jack’s swag, our caravan, we lived in a house at Black Rock where
there was one cat called Susie. When I arrived at Black Rock, after
living previously for two years at another house, there was an-
other dog called Pooch living there already. There was also a woman
called Catie but she and Pooch disappeared one day and I had Jack
all to myself. He didn't much care for Susie, which was OK by me.
Susie used to play games with me and get me into trouble. In the
morning, she would run to the fence and I would chase her. Jack
would then scold me for barking at her as she teased me by sitting
on top of the fence, swishing her tail and acting unconcerned
because she was out of my reach. Jack was annoyed because my
barking disturbed the neighbours across the road. Other times,
Susie would let me romp with her but Jack and his friend Margaret
would forever be telling me off for being boisterous. 'Trixie,
gentle now! Don't be so rough!' admonished Jack. But Susie loved
all this attention from me. However, other cats didn't and ran
away. And that was my undoing.
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