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Australia’s Horror Short Story:
An Introduction
Dr Marty Young
“What is the dominant note of Australian Scenery? That which is the dominant note of Edgar Allan Poe’s poetry—Weird Melancholy.”
– Marcus Clarke, Australian Tales (1896)
The first published short story in Australia was “Marawatanne and Dingomatte. A Sentimental Tale.” It was published in the short-lived Howe’s Weekly Commercial Express in 1825. The first supernatural tale was published only a decade later in 1836, indicating that while the European history of short fiction in Australia is a little more than 175 years old, dark fiction—or horror, for want of a better word—has been an integral part of that history from the earliest times.
Australia was seen as a land of opportunity for the colonists, a last chance for those in trouble with the law. The eight-month voyage of the First Fleet from Portsmouth to Botany Bay in 1788 no doubt drove home the point of how far removed they were from the world they had known, and the land they found proved to be far more horrifying than what they had expected.
Colonisation was a struggle; in the beginning, Sydney Cove was a penal colony comprising convicts, marines and the marines’ wives. Many people were illiterate. Food was scarce. The land was soon found to be unfertile. Convict discipline was harsh. There were rebellions, escapes, murders and terrible revenge in this desolate, hot wasteland. They had sailed across the oceans to reach this, the end of the world. What’s more, in the shadows lurked strange animals (beasts larger than a man but with the head of a mouse) and frightening natives, with stories of cannibalism and violent midnight murders abound. It was a unique world that did not want them there.
“The very animal life of these frowning hills is either grotesque or ghostly. Great gray kangaroos hop noiselessly over the coarse grass. Flights of white cockatoos stream out shrieking like evil souls. The sun suddenly sinks, and the mopokes burst out into horrible peals of semi-human laughter. The natives aver that when night comes, from out the bottomless depths of some lagoon the Bunyip rises, and in form like a monstrous sea-calf, drags his loathsome length from out the ooze. From a corner of the silent forest rises a dismal chant, and around a fire, dance natives painted like skeletons.”
– Marcus Clarke, Australian Tales (1896)
With such rich scenery, it is little wonder that there is an abundance of colonial dark fiction stories presenting Australia as a grim and dangerous world. Ghost stories rose to prominence by the mid to late-19th century, and Australia, for such a desolate place, was surprisingly filled with frightful apparitions. But it was not only ghosts thrilling readers in colonial ‘sensational’ tales. Murder and madness were to be found in equal abundance, as too were tales of revenge.
The first Australian supernatural story was “Fisher’s Ghost: A Legend of Campbelltown”, originally published by an anonymous author in Tegg’s Magazine vol.1 (no. 1) in March 1836, but later credited to John Lang through the research of Victor Crittenden. John George Lang (1816–1864) was the first Australian-born novelist and the first Australian crime writer. His story “Fisher’s Ghost” was the first fictional retelling of a real-life (and now famous) murder case that happened in Sydney in 1826, in which the ghost of a farmer called Frederick Fisher helped guide authorities to his body and reveal his killer. Lang is considered the creator of the ghost in this otherwise true tale that is now part of Australian folklore, although the first appearance of his ghost was in his poem, “The Sprite of the Creek!” (also known as “The Spirit of the Creek!”), in 1832. In total, Lang published five versions of Fisher’s Ghost, with the most well known one being “The Ghost upon the Rail”, published in Household Words in 1853.
“Fisher’s Ghost” was also reprinted in The Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser (later simply called The Sydney Gazette) on 5 March 1836. The Sydney Gazette was Australia’s first newspaper, with its first issue printed on March 5, 1803. This weekly paper was heavily censored and focused mostly on colony regulations. It remained the only newspaper in Australia until government censorship was lifted in 1824, and only then did the newspaper industry begin to flourish; by 1886, there were nearly 50 daily papers being printed across Australia, many of them regularly publishing short stories.
The Australian magazine industry likewise saw a rapid growth after the debut of the Australian Magazine in 1821. In particular, the second half of the 19th century saw the publication of popular titles such as Melbourne Punch (1855–1925), The Australian Journal (1865–1962), and The Bulletin (1880–2008). The Australian Journal was Australia’s first literary weekly publication and the first Australian magazine to promote local talent (over 70% of its content was devoted to fiction).
Along with these more mainstream titles, many ‘smaller’ magazines also appeared, acting in much the same way today’s so-called Small Press does, by providing a voice for artistic culture to express itself. The rising demand for fiction was met in these outlets, initially by serialising the likes of Charles Dickens and Charles Lever, but later by publishing the works of Australian writers including Marcus Clarke, Mary Fortune, Lionel Sparrow, and James Skipp Borlase. Many of the stories being published were presenting an Australia filled with ghosts and monsters, evil terrors, the struggle for life, and violent deeds. It was a grim view of the first century of European occupation, but it was a view that reflected the fears and terrors relevant to the society of their time. These early ‘horror’ stories were uniquely Australian, perhaps more-so than any that have come since.
Mary Fortune (1833–1910), who also wrote under the pseudonyms “Waif Wander” and “W. W.” was the first Australian female writer of crime stories and one of the first female crime writers in the world. While she is principally remembered for her more than 500 detective stories published in The Australian Journal, she also wrote several tales in which supernatural or horrific events take place (for example, “The Dead Witness” in 1866 and “The Little Chap” in 1895).
“A fearful, dripping thing rose to the surface—a white, ghastly face followed—and then, up—up—waist high out of the water, rose the corpse of the murdered artist!”
– Mary Fortune, “The Dead Witness” (1866)
Fortune also wrote what could be considered the very first Australian ‘vampire’ story, “The White Maniac: A Doctor’s Tale”, which was published in The Australian Journal (1867). This story may push the boundaries of what a vampire might be, but by the late 19th century, there could be no doubt about the popularity of vampires in fiction, a trend that has continued right through to present day.
Two of the earliest Australian-penned and more traditional vampire stories were written by the Scottish-born artist, writer, and poet Hume Nisbet (1849–1923). “The Vampire Maid” and “The Old Portrait” both appeared in his collection Stories Weird and Wonderful (1900). In the “The Old Portrait”, a man unearths an old portrait of a vampire, only for it to come to life and seduce him. An earlier collection of his stories, The Haunted Station and Other Stories (FV White, London), was published in 1894 and included the popular macabre tales “The Haunted Station” and “The Demon Spell”, amongst others.
In 1899, Henry Brereton Marriott-Watson (1863–1921) published his novella “The Stone Chamber”, perhaps one of the more important vampire stories to emerge in the immediate wake of Dracula (1897). Marriott-Watson was a prolific writer, with more than forty books, including seventeen short story collections and a collection of essays, to his name. Better known for his swashbuckling adventure and historical romance stories, he also published a number of supernatural and horrific tales, including “The Devil of the Marsh” (1883), which details the account of a man who sets out to meet up with his loved one only to find himself face to face with a demonic being.
“Yara Ma Tha Who”, written by Australia’s first indigenous author David Unaipon (1872–1967), whose face graces the Australian $50 bill, was originally published under another’s name in the 1920s but later correctly reprinted in Legendary Tales of the Australian Aborigine in 2001. It is an Aboriginal telling of the vampire tale. Arthur Bertram Chandler (1912–1984), the multi-award winning writer of science fiction and fantasy, wrote a number of horror tales including “And Not in Peace” (1946), a vampire story set during World War II. Stephen Dedman’s “Never Seen by Waking Eyes” (1996) presents a more modern vampire tale, but one still no less frightening than any of its many predecessors. Vampires have endured for more than a century in Australia’s literary history, and their popularity continues to grow.
Marcus Clarke (1846–1881) is regarded as the most important Australian writer of the 19th century. His seminal novel His Natural Life, first serialised in The Australian Journal between 1870–1872, printed as a novel in 1874 and reprinted as For The Term of His Natural Life in 1884, is considered the monumental Australian novel of that century and one that is still being published today. Clarke’s interest in spiritualism, hypnosis, drugs, and exotic religions is evident in his short fiction (for example, “Cannabis Indica” (1868), written under the influence of opium). He was a fan of Edgar Allan Poe and wrote many ‘sensational’ stories such as the well anthologised “Human Repetends” (1872) and “Holiday Peak” (1873). “Hunted Down” was originally published in The Australasian on 6 May 1871 and is frequently included in the best horror story anthologies under the name “The Haunted Author”. It tells the tale of a writer’s worst nightmare coming true, and although the idea has been used by countless writers over the intervening years, Clarke’s version is regarded as a classic of the genre.
Late 19th century Australian horror/dark fiction stories maintained their gothic focus on the harsh realities of life for the European immigrants in such a desolate, almost apocalyptic world. Much of the horror in these stories derived through the suffocating ‘bush’ and the isolation of the outback (eg, “The Conquering Bush” by Edward Dyson, 1898). Natural disasters such as bushfires (e.g. “On the Land” by Henry Fletcher, 1901) and drought (e.g. “Grear’s Dam” by Morley Roberts, 1904) were also common topics. The supernatural existed predominantly in the form of ghosts, spirits of the dead seeking retribution for some vile deed or wanting to be put to rest (e.g. “Spirit Led” by Ernest Favenc, 1890). Other stories focussed on the horror of more natural human emotions; revenge, lust, greed, and desire (e.g. “Hollis’s Debt: A Tale of the North-West Pacific” by Louis Becke, 1897; “The Chosen Vessel” by Barbara Baynton, 1902).
Barbara Baynton’s (1857–1929) successful collection of gothic stories, Bush Studies, was published in 1902 and is still discussed at university level today. This collection includes the popular—though savagely brutal—tales “A Dreamer”, “Squeaker’s Mate”, and “Scrammy ‘and”.
While Henry Lawson (1867–1922) and other writers of that time admitted to the harshness of the ‘bush’ (a colloquialism for the Australian outback) but wrote about characters with the ability to overcome such difficulties, Baynton’s stories did not present the same romanticism. Instead, her gothic tales displayed a grim realism of the terrible suffering of women in an inhospitable country. “The Chosen Vessel” (1902), first published in Bush Studies, is a morbid tale of what happens to a woman in the bush when her husband goes away for work for a week, leaving her alone with their young baby.
“She waited motionless, with her baby pressed tightly to her, though she knew that in another few minutes this man with the cruel eyes, lascivious mouth, and gleaming knife would enter.”
– Barbara Baynton, “The Chosen Vessel” (1902)
Lawson (1867–1922), who was born in a tent on the Grenfell goldfields, New South Wales, is regarded as one of the Australia’s finest practitioners of the short story. His most critically acclaimed works are his collection of short stories While the Billy Boils, and the poetry collection In the Days When the World was Wide (both published in 1894). In Lawson’s “The Drover’s Wife,” the wife endures the trials forced upon her in outback Australia and this marks the difference in view between Lawson and Baynton. Lawson had a romantic vision of the bush while Baynton saw it as a place of nightmares. However, Lawson was not adverse to writing darker stories, such as “The Bush Undertaker” (1892), “The Babies of the Bush”, and even “The Ghostly Door”. Both of the latter stories are from Joe Wilson and his Mates (1901).
The exploration of inland Australia provided another great source of inspiration for writers during the 19th century. When John Oxley found the first path through the Blue Mountains to the west of Sydney in 1817, exploration began in earnest, culminating with the crossing of the western deserts by David Carnegie in 1896. Until then, those mountains had formed a formidable barrier to early explorers and people could only wonder what the interior of this continent might contain. An inland sea? Golden reefs and untold riches? Or more terrors?
Many lives were lost trying to pry loose the secrets of this mysterious country, the most famous being the explorers Burke and Wills and the German explorer and scientist Ludwig Leichhardt. How hopes must have been dashed when central Australia proved more barren, inhospitable, and deadly than the coastlines.
Ernest Favenc (1845–1908) was a famous Australian explorer who is remembered for The History of Australian Exploration from 1788 to 1888, published in 1888. The book was very successful and still remains a useful resource. Along with contributing fiction and poetry to the Sydney Mail, The Bulletin, The Queensland Punch and The Australasian, Favenc also wrote romances, children’s stories, and published a collection of short stories called The Last of Six: Tales of the Austral Tropics (1893). The collection includes the well-known ghost stories “Spirit Led” and “The Track of the Dead” as well as “A Haunt of the Jinkarras”, in which two explorers in Central Australia discover a strange race of human-like beings and other monstrosities in a cave deep beneath the ground.
Such ‘lost race’ stories were hugely popular during the late 19th to early 20th centuries, with Jules Verne’s A Journey to the Center of the Earth (1864) being one of the most popular. There were at least nine Australian lost race (or Lemurian) novels during this period, with the best known being Phosphor; an Ischian mystery (1888) by J. Filmore Sherry, The Secret of the Australian Desert (1895) by Ernest Favenc, George Firth Scott’s The Last Lemurian (1898), and Rosa Praed’s Fugitive Anne: A Romance of the Unexplored Bush (1902). The appeal of lost race stories in a ‘new’ country like Australia was likely that they provided a history beyond the colonial experience, a fictional history, but one that gave a sense of depth to the country that otherwise didn’t exist.
Exploration and discovery are prominent themes for Favenc’s story re-published here in Macabre, only it is the exploration of the invisible world. “The Land of the Unseen” was first published in Phil May’s Annual (Winter) 14, in 1902. It is the frightening tale of two men who have discovered the means of seeing the invisible beings that live all around them in everyday existence. “The Land of the Unseen” has similarities with J. S. le Fanu’s “Green Tea” (1886), in which the protagonist can see a phantom monkey that no one else can see and questions the existence of an invisible world—or his sanity.
With the discovery of silver and lead in South Australia in the 1840’s, mining boomed across the country, leading to the export of ore and the immigration of skilled workers. Copper and gold became valuable commodities, with the gold rush of the 1850s having a lasting impact on Australia. But colonial era mining was a dangerous employment with a high mortality rate.
Many stories depicting this life-style were printed in the journals and newspapers in the late 1800s, including tales of cave-ins and ensuing madness (e.g. “After the Accident” (1898) by Edward Dyson) and the ghosts of long dead miners. Guy Boothby’s “A Strange Goldfield” (from The Lady of the Island, 1904) is one such tale, in which a gold mine being worked by ghosts is discovered deep in the outback.
Guy Boothby (1867–1905) was the successful author of more than 50 books, and although he is better remembered for his crime and mystery stories, several of his novels contained elements of the supernatural or occult. Such examples include Pharos the Egyptian (1899), The Lady of the Island (1904), and his five-book series of Dr. Nikola novels (1895–1902).
Aborigine content does not feature prominently in colonial dark fiction/horror stories. There are a couple of tales whereby the native Australians are presented as uneducated brutes and savages of the bush, but the earliest story to feature the ghost of an Aborigine is “The Red Cap Spectre of the Robertson” (1896) by the unknown writer E. Downs. “King Rum Tum’s Ghost” (1867) by James Skipp Borlase featured two rascals who hid behind the superstitious fears of townsfolk, one of who pretended to be the ghost of Kim Rum Tum, the king of a local Aboriginal tribe, but their devious ways were soon found out.
Short stories that focused on the emotions of fear and/or horror continued to be published after the 1900s (eg. “Dr. Grahame’s Great Experiments” by Arthur Bayldon, 1910; “The Devil’s Ball” by Dulcie Deamer, 1923; “The Gland Men of the Island” by Max Afford, 1931), but the abundance that existed from the late 1800s to ~1910 was on the wane. The horror/supernatural short story experienced a slow but gradual demise in the new century as real life horror came to the fore, and it would remain an apparition of its previous self until the boom times of the 1980s.
Dark science fiction tales became more common than outright horror during the mid-20th century. Several giant ‘creature’ stories were published, no doubt reflecting the fears of the atomic and space age. “Foul Log” (1945) by Andrew Dunstan (aka Arthur Bertram Chandler) involved a giant monster from the deep; “Floral Hate” (1951) by Kent Lane (aka Gordon Clive Bleeck) was about giant carnivorous plants on a distant planet; “Insectant Invasion: a science fantasy” (1951) by G. C. Bleeck concerns giant ants of a man-made design; and “The Maralinga Monsters” (1958) by Ross Annabell was also about giant ants, this time set deep in the Australian outback.
Trade restrictions put in place because of a shortage of US dollars during World War II effectively banned unnecessary imports from reaching Australia from 1940 until the late 1950s. This embargo created a flourishing local pulp and comic book industry. Transport Publishing Co. (an imprint of Stanley Horwitz), Currawong Publishing Company (active between 1942 and 1951) and Cleveland (established by Jack Atkins in 1953) released a number of horror-related books during this period, but short stories were far less common.
Between 1948 to 1952, Horwitz published a series of “Scientific Thrillers” that mixed horror, mystery, and science fiction. Some of the covers would read ‘Thrilling! Science Crime!’ While most of the novellas were published under unidentified pseudonyms, writers such as Allan Yates (writing as Carter Brown) and Gordon Clive Bleeck (as Belli Luigi and Wolfe Herscholt) contributed to the series. “The Evil Sickness” (1949), by Wolfe Herscholt, appeared as an additional short story in a fifty page issue named after the main novella, “Lightning Crime” by Belli Luigi.
Gordon Clive Bleeck (1907–1971) began writing after a broken leg put him in hospital and laid him up for six months in the 1920s. While today he remains largely unknown, Bleeck was the most prominent Australian pulp fiction writer of the 1950s, with 500 stories (including more than 300 novels!) to his name and numerous pseudonyms. He wrote romance, westerns, detective stories, humour, scientific thrillers, sports stories, and action thrillers.
In 1943, Currawong Publishing Company published “Ape of God” (an Australian retelling of Frankenstein) and its sequel “Monster at Large,” both by Vol Molesworth (1924–1964). Molesworth was well known during the 1940s for his science fiction stories. Some of his work was strongly influenced by H. P. Lovecraft, in particular, “Blinded They Fly” (1951) and “Let There Be Monsters” (1952), both of which were published as chapbooks. “Blinded They Fly” is regarded as the first significant Lovecraft-inspired story by an Australian.
When the import embargo was finally abolished in late 1958, English multi-nationals such as Sphere, Corgi, and Futura moved back in and soon dominated the Australian market. This effectively put an end to the vibrant local speculative fiction era.
Although there were the occasional horror story being published in Australian science fiction fanzines/magazines (e.g. The Cygnus Chronicler and Futuristic Tales magazine) in the late 1970s to early 1980s, horror as a distinct genre did not begin to flourish until The Australian Horror and Fantasy Magazine (AH&FM; 1984-1986). AH&FM was Australia’s first semi-professional magazine devoted to horror/dark fiction, building upon the worldwide popularity of the genre courtesy of Stephen King. And while the Australian dark fiction scene since the publication of AH&FM has been a constantly changing landscape of more than 50 small-press publications—some of which have lasted little more than a year, the same as it was back in the 19th century—it is from publications like these that contemporary counterparts to the colonial writers can be found.
The New York Times best-selling and multi-award winning Australian writer Sean Williams was regularly published in small press magazines like Eidolon: the Journal of Australian Science Fiction and Fantasy (1990-2000) and EOD Magazine (1989–1994) at the start of his career. Terry Dowling, Robert Hood, Stephen Dedman, Rick Kennett, Leanne Frahm, and Kaaron Warren, writers whose names are now synonymous with horror, were instrumental in helping the Australian genre gain international recognition during this time, with their award-winning stories being regularly reprinted in international Year’s Best collections. Dowling has won more than twenty national and international awards for his writing, and has had more stories reprinted in the international Year’s Best Horror and Fantasy during its twenty-year run (1988–2008) than any other writer in the world. Frahm has been reprinted in anthologies edited by the late great Charles L Grant, while Kennett has continued the tradition laid down by the colonial greats and gone on to become one of Australia’s premiere contemporary writers of ghost stories. His story “Due West” (first published in Eidolon in 1997) was one of the more traditional ghost stories from his 13: A Collection of Ghost Stories (2001), a collection that is sadly out of print.
But Australia in the 1980s–1990s was a far different world to that encountered by the colonists; the intervening years had seen Australia explored, mapped, and developed. The outback had become a tourist destination. The horrors of an unknown country had been replaced with the horrors of humanity, of life in the ever-growing cities. “Passing the Bone” (1996) by Sean Williams encapsulates this perfectly. Based in the outback mining town of Coober Pedy, a murdered man discovers all the men in his family have been cursed to die young and become undead. The man seeks revenge for his death but is also determined to travel across the country to Sydney in order to say goodbye to his young son. This journey from the outback to the city reflects the changing fears of a growing (and decaying?) society: it was no longer the country that was so terrifying. And while Australian horror might have lost part of its identity by taking away the background terror inspired by an unknown and inhospitable country, the horror of humanity is just as frightening as the horror of the unknown, if not more.
“Life ...” he said sadly, “... is the certainty of death.”
– Robert Hood, “Rough Trade” (1994)
The vibrancy of the horror genre began to wane as the 1990s crept towards the new millennium, reflecting the demise evident worldwide as a result of the marketplace being flooded by badly-written novels rehashing the same story ideas and plots. Horror was relegated to a bit part in the dominating fields of science fiction and fantasy, and the descriptor “horror” was soon regarded as a dirty word. But the genre clung on in ever-persistent small press magazines like Aurealis (1990–present), where those writers who had helped shape the genre over the past two decades continued to publish award winning stories.
Since the new millennium, there has once more been a steady increase in the genre’s popularity. Horror is again being published in all its forms and disguises—flash fiction, mainstream novels, crime stories, single-author collections, anthologies—although that word “horror” is often missing from many of the labels. The number of horror novels being released by mainstream publishers is on the rise, and Australian writers such as Richard Harland, Will Elliott, and Stephen M. Irwin are finding international success. The small press arena continues to be an ever-changing parade of short story publications, both online and in print, and as in the past, this is where new writers are being published and coming forth to represent the future of Australian dark fiction. This arena is a goldmine of cultural importance, and its place in Australia’s literary history should not be underestimated.
A horror tale is a story being told so the reader might experience one of the most primal emotions humans have—fear. Such stories give us a sense of adventure, an adrenaline rush, while in a controlled and completely safe environment. Whether this thrill helps us to relate to what our ancestors went through when confronted by danger (e.g. the flight or fight instinct), or is used simply as escapism from the state of society is open to discussion. Indeed, perhaps too much can be looked for to explain the genre’s popularity, when in actuality, escapism from an increasingly hectic and troubled world is the only answer required. What is obvious, however, is that ‘horror stories’ have entertained readers across the world for hundreds of years, and they are likely to continue to do so for many more.
The situation is no different here in Australia. Since John Lang’s very first supernatural short story, horror stories have been written and published by many of Australia’s literary greats: Marcus Clarke, Henry Lawson, Barbara Baynton, Mary Fortune—the list goes on. It is a genre that may not be liked by critics but it is one that cannot be ignored.
Macabre documents the evolution of the Australian horror short story from colonisation, through two world wars, and into the new millennium, from the first ever ghost story published in 1836 to modern stories never before published. It is a true Journey through Australia’s Darkest Fears.
— Dr Marty Young
* * *
CLASSICS
(1836 to 1979)
[Note: For historical accuracy, original spelling and punctuation has been retained in the stories in this section.]
John George Lang (1816–1864), born in Parramatta (NSW), was the first Australian-born novelist. He was educated in Sydney before moving to England where he received a law degree from Cambridge in 1841. With his wife Lucy Peterson, whom he married two years before, Lang returned to Sydney and was admitted as a barrister to the Supreme Court, but his convict ancestry made it difficult for him to pursue a career in Australia. Lang eventually left for India in 1942, where he continued to practice law and went on to master both Hindi and Persian languages. He died under ‘mysterious circumstances’ at Mussoorie, India, in 1864.
Lang’s first novel became an international bestseller in 1836, although it was published anonymously and Lang never claimed ownership. Lang went on to publish 20 novels, one travel book, numerous poems, and a collection of short stories for which he is best known. Botany Bay; or True Tales of Early Australia, was published in 1859 and contains “The Ghost Upon the Rail”, his most famous version of Fisher’s Ghost, Australia’s best known ‘true’ ghost story. However, prior to this, Lang wrote “The Sprite of the Creek” (1832), a poem which saw the actual ‘creation’ of Fisher’s Ghost. This poem, later refined and republished in several different short story versions, tells how the ghost of James Frederick Fisher helped lead to the arrest and execution of his murderer in 1826.
The version of Fisher’s Ghost that appears here was originally published anonymously in Tegg’s Magazine in 1836, and later credited to Lang through the research of Victor Crittenden. “Fisher’s Ghost: A Legend of Campbelltown” is the first ghost story written by an Australian.
#
Fisher’s Ghost: A Legend of Campbelltown
(1836)
The incidents related in the following tale must be familiar to many of our readers, especially those in Campbelltown and its neighbourhood. We have trusted solely to memory in drawing up the statements, the inaccuracies (if there are any) can only be of minor importance; the principal portions of the tale may be relied on as strictly true. We leave others to solve the problem of the appearance of Fisher’s Ghost, contenting ourselves with simply telling the tale as it was told to us. Most of those concerned with the investigation of the affair are still alive, and can bear testimony of its truth.
Reader, have you ever paid a visit to the town or rather the village of Campbelltown? If you have not, we advise you to do so speedily. We recommend you do so the more willingly because we can speak from experience of the pleasure we have felt when domiciled in its comfortable little Inn, enjoying a few days relaxation from the bustle and dust of Sydney. If you have been there you can dispense with our description of its neat little church, its straggling appearance, and its pleasant situation, in short, of all the beauties which it presents to the toil-worn dust-blinded Cit on his first visit—and enable us to come at once to the subject matter of our tale.
The visitant to Campbelltown must have observed as he strolled through the village, a large unfinished brick building, fast mouldering to decay, which seems to have been intended at the time of its erection for a store; its appearance, however, shows that whatever may have been the intention in erecting it. Something must have intervened to prevent the accomplishment of the object. It is now rapidly falling into decay, and the freshness of the grass which covers the ground around it shows that whatever the cause may be the ruins are not much frequented by the inhabitants of the surrounding cottages. The unfinished building and the land which surrounds it were the property some years ago of a man named Frederick Fisher who occupied the adjoining cottage, of which scarcely a trace now remains.
Fisher had been originally a prisoner, he had served his time in the employ of a gentleman in the neighbourhood, and had removed to the town where he ontained his ticket of leave. Some years previous to the commencement of our tale he had received his certificate of freedom, having undergone the sentence which had been awarded to him by the laws of his country. He had also soon after he became free obtained a grant of a town allotment and had commenced the building referred to, intending on its completion to occupy one portion of it as a dwelling house, and to convert the remaining part into a store.
Fisher was but a boy at the time of the commission of the offence which had led to his transportation. His relatives, enraged at the disgrace he had subjected them to by his misconduct, had taken little notice of him after that period; and as he coult put no trust in those whom he saw around him placed in circumstances similar to his own, he had consequently formed no friendship which might have enabled him to pass his vacant time; his education, also, had been much neglected in his youth by those very relatives who were so liberal in ther censure after he had gone astray; it is not therefore, matter of surprise, that his time should have, occasionally, hung heavily on his hands. His own fireside presented few attractions to him; his conduct since his arrival in the colony, not having been such as to afford him much gratification in the retrospect; the resolutions of amendment he had made whilst in jail and on the passage out, had melted like snow when exposed to the demoralising influence of the example set by those around him. Fisher, like most of his class, flew the refuge from unpleasant recollections, to the society which the neighbouring taproom afforded, and sought for that which he found not at home, in quaffing the flowing bowl.
The necessary consequences of conduct such as this soon became apparent, his business, to which, on gaining his freedom, he had paid strict attention, was now neglected, but instead of endeavouring, by exertion, to extricate himself from the difficulties which began to surround him—he plunged yet deeper into a life of dissipation, frequenting the purlieus of the tap both night and day. His inevitable ruin became soon so apparent that his creditors resolved no longer to brook delay. He was accordingly arrested at the instance of one of their number, for a debt of £150.
Although Fisher had been weak enough to allow the bad example of others to lead him astray, he was yet far from having reached the pitch of depravity which many of his associated had attained although he had neglected his business, and spent in dissipation those means which ought have been applied to the liquidation of his debts. He had yet sufficient moral principle remaining, to shudder when one of his drunken associates, named Worral, suggested the expediency of entering into a scheme to defraud his creditors, by making over to him the whole of his property which yet remained; making at the same time a private engagement that it should be restored to him as soon as he was permitted to leave the jail. The persuasions of Worral, who represented to him the ease and safety with which he might thus revenge himself on his creditors and regain possession of his property, without any encumbrance, soon overcame his feelings of repugnance which he had at first felt, and he consented to make a transfer of all he possessed to Worral, under these conditions. Mr. P, at whose instance Fisher had been incarcerated, finding that he was not the owner of the property he had supposed, consented, after some time, to his liberation as the only means by which he was likely ever to recover the amount of his claim. Fisher, immediately on his release, returned to Campbelltown, exulting on the success of his scheme.
About a week after Fisher’s return, he left his house one evening with the intention, it was supposed, or resorting, according to his usual custom, to some of the neighbouring ginshops. Morning came, but his continued absence excited no surprise, as it was supposed that he had got so drunk the previous night as to be unable to return home. As the day wore on, and no signs of his appearance, a neighbour went to inquire at the various public-houses whether he had been there. He had not been at any of his usual haunts now had any person seen him since the previous evening. Many conjectures were made as to the cause of his protracted absence, but no feasible reason could be adducted until the afternoon, when Worral returned from Sydney, whither he said he had accompanied Fisher on the previous evening, who sailed early that morning for England, in order to avoid the importunities of his creditors, who had lately been rather troublesome to him, some of them having even threatened to lodge him again in jail. This was corroborated by the fact, that a vessel did sail for England on the day. Worral’s statements set completely at rest all the conjectures which had previously been afloat as to the cause of Fisher’s disappearance and he was allowed to take undisputed possession of the property, on producing Fisher’s conveyance. Time wore on, and Fisher’s name was almost forgotten or never alluded to, except by the deluded creditors, who consoled themselves for their loss, by venting imprecations and forming resolutions never again to be so easily gulled.
Almost six weeks after Fisher’s disappearance, Mr. Hurley, a respected settler in the vicinity of Campbelltown, was returning thence to his residence; he had long been acquainted with Fisher, and it was no doubt that his mind reverted to his sudden disappearance, when passing the place where he had so long resided; be that as it may, however, no doubt as to Worral’s statement ever entered his mind. It was about ten o’clock at night when he left Campbelltown; the moon had risen, but her brilliance had been hidden by clouds. After he had passed the residence of the late Fisher, about five to eight hundred yards, he observed the figure of a man sitting on the top of the fence on the same side of the road as the house. On approaching nearer, what was his surprise to recognise distinctly, the features of Fisher, whom he had supposed then far on his way to England. He approached the figure with the intention of assuring himself that he had not been deceived by a fancied resemblance. The ghastly appearance of the features presented to his view on his nearer approach, struck such a chill of terror to his heart, as chained him motionless to the spot.
The figure, as he gazed, rose from the fence, and waving his arms pointed in the direction of a small dry creek, which crossed the paddock at the place, and disappeared gradually from his view, apparently following the windings of the creek. The terror which overpowered the faculties of Hurley at this sight, defies all power of description; in a state of stupefaction he left the spot, and endeavoured to obtain an entrance into the nearest house. How he managed to find his way to the house he has no recollection, but jest as he approached it, his senses totally forsook him. The noise caused by his head striking the door as he fell, alarmed the inmates, who on opening it found him lying in a death-like swoon; he was carried into the house, where he lay for a whole week in a delirium of a brain fever. The frequent mention of the name of Fisher in his ravings, attracted the attention of those who attended him, and conjecture was soon busy at work to ascertain what had driven him into such a state; his known character for sobriety, as well as the testimony of those who had parted from him only a few minutes before, forbade the supposition that it had been caused by drunkenness; the rumour, with her thousand tongues, turned the villager’s heads with vain conjectures as to its probable cause.
On the morning of the ninth day of Hurley’s illness, he awoke after a long and refreshing sleep, in the full possession of his senses, and expressed a wish to those around him that the Police Magistrate should be sent for.
William Howe, Esq., of Glenlee, who then filled the situation of Superintendent of Police for Campbelltown and the surrounding districts, was sent for and came immediately on being made aware of the circumstances. To him Hurley disclosed what he had seen, and the suspicion of Fisher having met with foul play, which that sight had impressed on his mind. As soon as Hurley was able to leave his bed, Mr. Howe, accompanied by a few constables, among whom was a native black named Gilbert, went, conducted by Hurley to the place where the apparition had been seen. On closely examining the panel of fencing pointed out, Mr. Howe discovered spots of blood. An active search was commenced to discover further traces of the supposed murder, but nothing more was observed. It was thought advisable to trace the course of the creek, in the direction to which the apparition had pointed, and in which it had disappeared. Some small ponds of water remained in the creek, and these Black Gilbert was directed to explore with his spear; he carefully examined each as he approached it, but the shake of his head denoted his want of success. On approaching a larger pond than any of those he had beforehand searched, the standers by observed his eyes sparkle, as he exclaimed in a tone of triumph, while yet at some distance from the pond, ‘white man’s fat sit down here,’ as soon as he reached the bank of the pond he thrust his spear into the water, and after some search, he pointed to a particular spot in the water, saying ‘white man there.’ The constables were immediately set to work to clear away the water, which was soon effected—and in digging amount the sand the remains of a human being in an advanced stage of decomposition were discovered. It became now obvious to all that Fisher (if the remains which had been found were really his) had met with an untimely end. Suspicion alighted upon Worral who was the only person who had reaped any benefit from Fisher’s death; and it was remembered that he who had first propagated the story of Fisher’s return to England. Many circumstances corroborative of this suspicion flashed on the minds of the neighbours which had until now escaped their notice. Mr. Howe caused Worral to be arrested, and the suspicion being confirmed by a body of circumstantial evidence, he was committed to take his trial before the Supreme Court for the murder. The conviction that retributive justice was now about to overtake him had such an effect on his mind that he confessed his guilt. His reason for so barbarous a proceeding arose from the transaction mentioned in the former part of the narrative. Fisher overjoyed at the success of his scheme by which he had defrauded his creditors, forgot to regain his possession of the deed of conveyance by which he had made over his property to Worral. The thought occurred to Worral that id he could only get Fisher quietly out of the way, he would be able to claim possession of the property in the right of that conveyance. The project had repeatedly occurred to him while Fisher was in jail; and he had resolved even then either to regain the prospect whenever it might be, or to get rid of him entirely. Foiled in his scheme to gain possession of this document by Fisher’s unexpected liberation he formed the diabolical scheme which he ultimately accomplished. Under the mask of friendship he was Fisher’s companion during the day—and night after night he watched Fisher’s motions from the time of his return from jail, but had accidentally been foiled in every attempt he had made, until the one of which the murder was committed. On that night he was as usual prowling about Fisher’s cottage looking out for an opportunity to attain his ends, when Fisher, tempted by the beauty of the evening, left his house to take a walk, followed at some distance by Worral. At the place where the blood was afterwards discovered, Fisher stopped and leant against the fence, apparently wrapped in deep thought. The assassin now had before him the opportunity he had so long waited for, and taking up a broken panel of the fence, tole quietly behind him and with one blow of his weapon stretched him lifeless on the ground; he carried the dead from the scene of the murder to the place where it was afterwards discovered and buried it deep in the sand. A few weeks after he had made his confession he expiated his crime on the scaffold, imploring with his last breath the forgiveness of his Maker.
#
[aka Mary Fortune]
Mary Fortune (1833–1910) was one of the first women detective writers in the world, and the first in Australia. Born Mary Helena Wilson in Belfast, Ireland, she spent her early years in Canada with her father. In 1851, she married Joseph Fortune but migrated to Australia four years later with her son to join her father, who was working in the goldfields. Fortune had a second son in 1856 and would later marry again (to Percy Brett) but that marriage did not last.
Fortune wrote poems, short stories and articles under the pseudonyms ‘Waif Wander’ and ‘W. W.’, which kept her anonymous to the reading public. In 1865, she began contributing to the newly founded The Australian Journal and would continue to do so for the next forty years. In that first year, Fortune teamed up with James Skipp Borlase to write The Detective’s Album, one of the first Australian detective series. Seven of her stories were later published together as The Detective’s Album: Tales of the Australian Police (1871). In total, Fortune published over 500 detective stories in The Australian Journal.
The Australian Journal guarded her privacy and kept even her death from the public (the exact date of which and the location of her grave remains unknown). The Journal, curiously, also paid for her funeral in another person’s grave. It was only through posthumous research in the 1950s by J. K. Moir that her real identity was discovered, and only then through the lucky discovery of a letter signed ‘M. H. Fortune.’
“The White Maniac: A Doctor’s Tale” was originally published in The Australian Journal v 2 (98) on the 13th of July, 1867. The story is arguably the first Australian ‘vampire’ story—arguably, because the antagonist is not representative of what we expect a vampire to be.
#
The White Maniac: A Doctor’s Tale
(1867)
In the year 1858 I had established a flourishing practice in London; a practice which I owed a considerable portion of, not to my ability, I am afraid, but to the fact that I occupied the singular position of a man professional, who was entirely independent of his profession. Doubtless, had I been a poor man, struggling to earn a bare existence for wife and family, I might have been the cleverest physician that ever administered a bolus, yet have remained in my poverty to the end of time. But it was not so, you see. I was the second son of a nobleman, and had Honourable attached to my name; and I practiced the profession solely and entirely because I had become enamoured of it, and because I was disgusted at the useless existence of a fashionable and idle young man, and determined that I, at least, would not add another to their ranks.
And so I had a handsome establishment in a fashionable portion of the city, and my door was besieged with carriages, from one end of the week to the other. Many of the occupants were disappointed, however, for I would not demean myself by taking fees from some vapourish Miss or dissipated Dowager. Gout in vain came rolling to my door, even though it excruciated the leg of a Duke; I undertook none but cases that enlisted my sympathy, and after a time the fact became known and my levees were not so well attended.
One day I was returning on horseback toward the city. I had been paying a visit to a patient in whom I was deeply interested, and for whom I had ordered the quiet and purer air of a suburban residence. I had reached a spot in the neighbourhood of Kensington, where the villas were enclosed in large gardens, and the road was marked for a considerable distance by the brick and stone walls that enclosed several of the gardens belonging to those mansions. On the opposite side of the road stood a small country-looking inn, which I had patronised before, and I pulled up my horse and alighted, for the purpose of having some rest and refreshment after my ride.
As I sat in a front room sipping my wine and water, my thoughts were fully occupied with a variety of personal concerns. I had received a letter from my mother that morning, and the condition of the patient I had recently left was precarious in the extreme.
It was fortunate that I was thought-occupied and not dependent upon outward objects to amuse them, for although the window at which I sat was open, it presented no view whatever, save the bare, blank, high brick wall belonging to a house at the opposite side of the road. That is to say, I presume, it enclosed some residence, for from where I say not even the top of a chimney was visible.
Presently, however, the sound of wheels attracted my eyes from the pattern of the wall-paper at which I had been unconsciously gazing, and I looked out to see a handsome, but very plain carriage drawn up at a small door that pierced the brick wall I have alluded to; and almost at the same moment the door opened and closed again behind two figures in a most singular attire. They were both of the male sex, and one of them was the servant; but it was the dress of these persons that most strangely interested me. They were attired in white from head to heel; coats, vests, trousers, hats, shoes, not to speak of shirts at all, all were white as white could be.
While I stared at this strange spectacle, the gentlemen stepped into the vehicle; but although he did so the coachman made no movement toward driving onward, nor did the attendant leave his post at the carriage door. At the expiration, however, of about a quarter of an hour, the servant closed the door and re-entered through the little gate, closing it, likewise, carefully behind him. Then the driver leisurely made a start, only, however, to stop suddenly again, when the door of the vehicle was burst open and a gentleman jumped out and rapped loudly at the gate.
He turned his face hurriedly around as he did so, hiding, it seemed to me, meanwhile, behind the wall so as not to be seen when it opened. Judge of my astonishment when I recognised in this gentleman the one who had but a few minutes before entered the carriage dressed in white, for he was now in garments of the hue of Erebus. While I wondered at this strange metamorphosis the door in the wall opened, and the gentleman, now attired in black, after giving some hasty instructions to the servant, sprang once more into the carriage and was driven rapidly toward London.
My curiosity was strangely excited; and as I stood at the door before mounting my horse, I asked the landlord who and what were the people who occupied the opposite dwelling.
“Well sir,” he replied, looking curiously at the dead wall over against him, “They’ve been there now a matter of six months, I dare say, and you’ve seen as much of them as I have. I believe the whole crew of them, servants and all, is foreigners, and we, the is the neighbours around, sir, calls them the ‘white mad people.’”
“What! do they always wear that singular dress?”
“Always, sir, saving as soon as ever the old gentleman goes outside and puts black on in the carriage, and as soon as he comes back takes it off again, and leaves it in the carriage.”
“And why in the name of gracious does he not dress himself inside?”
“Oh, that I can’t tell you, sir! only it’s just as you see, always. The driver or coachman never even goes inside the walls, or the horses of any one thing that isn’t white in colour, sir; and if the people aren’t mad after that, what else can it be?”
“It seems very like it, indeed; but do you mean to say that everything inside the garden wall is white? Surely you must be exaggerating a little?”
“Not a bit on it, sir! The coachman, who can’t speak much English, sir, comes here for a drink now and then. He don’t live in the house, you see, and is idle most of his time. Well, he told me himself, one day, that every article in the house was white, from the garret to the drawing-room, and that everything outside it is white I can swear, for I saw it myself, and a stranger sight surely no eye ever saw.”
“How did you manage to get into the enchanted castle, then?”
“I didn’t get in sir, I only saw it outside, and from a place where you can see for yourself too, if you have a mind. When first the people came to the place over there, you see, sir, old Mat the sexton and bell-ringer of the church there, began to talk of the strange goings on he had seen from the belfry; and so may curiosity took me there one day to look for myself. Blest if I ever heard of such a strange sight! no wonder they call them the white mad folk.”
“Well, you’ve roused my curiosity,” I said, as I got on my horse, “and I’ll certainly pay old Mat’s belfry a visit the very next time I pass this way, if I’m not hurried.”
It appeared unaccountable to even myself that these mysterious people should make such a singular impression on me; I thought of little else during the next two days. I attended to my duties in an absent manner, and my mind was ever recurring to the one subject—viz. an attempt to account for the strange employment of one hue only in the household of this foreign gentleman. Of whom did the household consist? Had he any family? and could one account for the eccentricity in any other way save by ascribing it to lunacy, as mine host of the inn had already done. As it happened, the study of brain diseases had been my hobby during my noviciate, and I was peculiarly interested in observing a new symptom of madness, if this was really one.
At length I escaped to pay my country patient his usual visit, and on my return alighted at the inn, and desired the landlord to have my horse put in the stable for a bit.
“I’m going to have a peep at your madhouse,” I said, “do you think I shall find old Mat about?”
“Yes, doctor; I saw him at work in the churchyard not half an hour ago, but at any rate he won’t be farther off than his cottage, and it lies just against the yard wall.”
The church was an old, ivy-wreathed structure, with a square Norman belfry, and a large surrounding of grey and grass-grown old headstones. It was essentially a country church, and a country churchyard; and one wondered to find it so close to the borders of a mighty city, until they remembered that the mighty city had crept into the country, year by year, until it had covered with stone and mortar the lowly site of many a cottage home, and swallowed up many an acre of green meadow and golden corn. Old Mat was sitting in the middle of the graves; one tombstone forming his seat, and he was engaged in scraping the moss from a headstone that seemed inclined to tumble over, the inscription on which was all but obliterated by a growth of green slimy-looking moss.
“Good-day, friend, you are busy,” I said. “One would fancy that stone so old now, that the living had entirely forgotten their loss. But I suppose they have not, or you would not be cleaning it.”
“It’s only a notion of my own, sir; I’m idle, and when I was a lad I had a sort o’ likin’ for this stone, Lord only knows shy. But you see I’ve clean forgotten what name was on it, and I thought I’d like to see.”
“Well, I want to have a look at these ‘white mad folk’ of yours, Mat, will you let me into the belfry? Mr. Tanning tells me you can see something queer up there.”
“By jove you can, sir!” he replied, rising with alacrity, “I often spend an hour watching the mad folk; faith if they had my old church and yard they’d whitewash ‘em, belfry and all!” and the old man led the way into the tower.
Of course my first look on reaching the summit was in the direction of the strange house, and I must confess to an ejaculation of astonishment as I peeped through one of the crevices. The belfry was elevated considerably above the premises in which I was interested, and not at a very great distance, so that grounds and house lay spread beneath me like a map.
I scarcely know how to commence describing it to you, it was something I had never seen or imagined. The mansion itself was a square and handsome building of two stories, built in the Crorinthian style, with pillared portico, and pointed windows. But the style attracted my attention but little, it was the universal white, white everywhere, that drew from me the ejaculation to which I have alluded.
From the extreme top of the chimneys to the basement, roof, windows, everything was pure white; not a shade lurked even inside a window; the windows themselves were painted white, and the curtains were of a white muslin that fell over every one of them. Every yard of the broad space that one might reasonably have expected to see decorated with flowers and grass and shrubberies, was covered with a glaring and sparkling white gravel, the effect of which, even in the hot brilliant sun of a London afternoon, was to dazzle, and blind, and aggravate. And as if this was not enough, the inside of the very brick walls was whitewashed like snow, and at intervals, here and there, were placed a host of white marble statues and urns that only increased the, to me, horrible aspect of the place.
“I don’t wonder thy are mad!” I exclaimed, “I should soon become mad in such a place myself.”
“Like enough, sir,” replied old Mat, stolidly, “but you see it didn’t make they mad, for they did it themselves, so they must ‘a been mad afore.”
An incontrovertible fact, according to the old man’s way of putting it; and as I had no answer for it, I went down the old stone stairs, and having given my guide his donation, left the churchyard as bewildered as I had entered it. Nay, more so, for then I had not seen the extraordinary house that had made so painful an impression upon me.
I was in no humour for a gossip with mine host, but just as I was about to mount my horse, which had been brought round, the same carriage drove round to the mysterious gate, and the same scene was enacted to which I had before been a witness. I drew back until the old gentleman had stepped inside and performed his toilet, and when the carriage drove rapidly toward the city, I rode thoughtfully onward toward home.
I was young, you see, and although steady, and, unlike most young gentlemen of my age and position in society, had a strong vein of romance in my character. That hard study and a sense of its inutility had kept it under, had not rendered it one whit less ready to be at a moment’s call; and, in addition to all this, I had never yet, in the seclusion of my student life, met with an opportunity of falling in love, so that you will see I was in the very best mood for making the most of the adventure which was about to befall me, and which had so tragic a termination.
My thoughts were full of the “White mad folk,” as I reached my own door; and there, to my utter astonishment, I saw drawn up the very carriage of the white house, which had preceded me. Hastily giving my horse to the groom I passed through the hall and was informed by a servant that a gentleman waited in my private consulting-room.
Very rarely indeed had my well-strung nerves been so troublesome as upon that occasion; I was so anxious to see this gentleman, and yet so fearful of exposing the interest I had already conceived in his affairs, that my hand absolutely trembled as I turned the handle of the door of the room in which he was seated. The first glance, however, at the aristocratic old gentleman who rose on my entrance, restored all my self- possession, and I was myself once more. In the calm, sweet face of the perfectly dressed gentleman before me there was no trace of the lunacy that had created that strange abode near Kensington; the principal expression in his face was that of ingrained melancholy, and his deep mourning attire might have suggested to a stranger the reason of that melancholy. He addressed me in perfect English, the entire absence of idiom alone declaring him to be a foreigner.
“I have the pleasure of addressing doctor Elveston?” he said.
I bowed, and placed a chair in which he re-seated himself, while I myself took possession of another.
“And Doctor Elveston is a clever physician and a man of honour?”
“I hope to be worthy of the former title, sir, while my position ought at least to guarantee the latter.”
“Your public character does, sir,” said the old gentleman, emphatically, and it is because I believe that you will preserve the secret of an unfortunate family that I have chosen you to assist me with your advice.”
My heart was beating rapidly by this time. There was a secret then, and I was about to become the possessor of it. Had it anything to do with the mania for white?
“Anything in my power,” I hastened to reply, “you may depend on; my advice, I fear, may be of little worth, but such as it is—”
“I beg your pardon, Doctor,” interrupted he, “it is your medical advice that I allude to, and I require it for a young lady—a relative.”
“My dear sir, that is, of course, an every day affair, my professional advice and services belong to the public, and as the public’s they are of course yours.”
“Oh, my dear young friend, but mine is not an every day affair, and because it is not is the reason that I have applied to you in particular. It is a grievous case, sir, and one which fills many hearts with a bitterness they are obliged to smother from a world whose sneers are poison.”
The old gentleman spoke in tones of deep feeling, and I could not help feeling sorry for him at the bottom of my very heart.
“If you will confide in me, my dear sir,” I said, “believe that I will prove a fiend as faithful and discreet as you could wish.”
He pressed my hand, turned away for a moment to collect his agitated feelings and then he spoke again.
“I shall not attempt to hide my name from you sir, though I have hitherto carefully concealed it. I am the Duke de Rohan, and circumstances, which it is impossible for me to relate to you, have driven me to England to keep watch and ward over my sister’s daughter, the Princess d’Alberville. It is for this young lady I wish your attendance, her health is rapidly failing within the last week.”
“Nothing can be more simple,” I observed, eagerly, “I can go with you at once—this very moment.”
“Dear Doctor, it is unfortunately far from being as simple a matter as you think,” he replied, solemnly, “for my wretched niece is mad.”
“Mad!”
“Alas! yes, frightfully—horribly mad!” and he shuddered as if a cold wind had penetrated his bones.
“Has this unhappy state of mind been of long duration?” I questioned.
“God knows; the first intimation her friends had of it was about two years ago, when it culminated in such a fearful event that horrified them. I cannot explain it to you, however, for the honour of a noble house is deeply concerned; and even the very existence of the unfortunate being I beg of you to keep a secret for ever.”
“You must at any rate tell me what you wish me to do,” I observed, “and give me as much information as you can guide me, or I shall be powerless.”
“The sight of one colour has such an effect on the miserable girl that we have found out, by bitter experience, the only way to avoid a repetition of the most fearful tragedies, is to keep every hue or shade away from her vision; for, although it is only one colour that affects her, any of the otters seems to suggest that one to her mind and produce uncontrollable agitation. In consequence of this she is virtually imprisoned within the grounds of the house I have provided for her, and every object that meets her eye is white, even the ground, and the very roof of the mansion.”
“How very strange!”
“It will be necessary for you, my dear sir,” the Duke continued, “to attire yourself in a suite of white. I have brought one in the carriage for your use, and if you will now accompany me I shall be grateful.”
Of course I was only too glad to avail myself of the unexpected opportunity of getting into the singular household, and becoming acquainted with the lunatic princess; and in a few moments we were being whirled on our way toward Kensington.
On stopping at the gate of the Duke’s residence, I myself became an actor in the scene which had so puzzled me on two previous occasions. My companion produced two suits of white, and proceeded to turn the vehicle into a dressing-room, though not without many apologies for the necessity. I followed his example, and in a few moments we stood inside the gate, and I had an opportunity of more closely surveying the disagreeable enclosure I had seen from the church belfry. And a most disagreeable survey it was; the sun shining brilliantly, rendered the unavoidable contact with the white glare, absolutely painful to the eye; nor was it any escape to stand in the lofty vestibule, save that there the absence of sunshine made the uniformity more bearable.
My companion led the way up a broad staircase covered with white cloth, and balustraded with carved rails, the effect of which was totally destroyed by their covering of white paint. The very stair-rods were of white enamel, and the corners and landing places served as room for more marble statues, that held enamelled white lamps in their hands, lamps that were shaded by globes of ground glass. At the door of an apartment pertaining, as he informed me, to the Princess d’Alberville, the Duke stopped, and shook my hand, “I leave you to make your own way,” he said, pointing to the door. “She has never showed any symptoms of violence while under the calm influence of white; but, nevertheless, we shall be at hand, the least sound will bring you assistance,” and he turned away.
I opened the door without a word, and entered the room, full of curiosity as to what I should see and hear of this mysterious princess. It was a room of vast and magnificent proportions, and, without having beheld such a scene, one can hardly conceive the strange cold look the utter absence of colour gave it. A Turkey carpet that looked like a woven fall of snow; white satin damask on chair, couch, and ottoman; draped satin and snowy lace around the windows, with rod, rings, and snowy marble, and paper on the walls of purest white; altogether it was a weird-looking room, and I shook with cold as I entered it.
The principal object of my curiosity was seated in a deep chair with her side toward me, and I had an opportunity of examining her leisurely, as she neither moved or took the slightest notice of my entrance; most probably she was quite unaware of it. She was the most lovely being I had ever beheld, a fair and perfect peace of statuary one might have thought, so immobile and abstracted, nay, so entirely expressionless were her beautiful features. Her dress was pure white, her hair of a pale golden hue, and her eyes dark as midnight. Her hands rested idly on her lap, her gaze seemed intent on the high white wall that shot up outside the window near her; and in the whole room there was neither the heavy, white-covered furniture, and the draping curtains. I advanced directly before her and bowed deeply, and then I calmly drew forward a chair and seated myself. As I did so she moved her eyes from the window and rested them on me, but, for all the interest they evinced, I might as well have been the white-washed wall outside. She was once more returning her eyes to the blank window, when I took her hand and laid my fingers on her blue-veined wrist. The action seemed to arouse her, for she looked keenly into my face, and then she laughed softly.
“One may guess you are a physician,” she said, in a musical, low, voice, and with a slightly foreign accent, that was in my opinion a great improvement to our harsh language.
“I am,” I replied, with a smile, “your uncle has sent me to see about your health, which alarms him.”
“Poor man!” she said, with a shade of commiseration clouding her beautiful face, “poor uncle! But I assure you there is nothing the matter with me; nothing but what must be the natural consequence of the life I am leading.”
“Why do you lead one which you know to be injurious then?” I asked, still keeping my fingers on the pulse, that beat as calmly as a sleeping infant’s, and was not increased by a single throb though a stranger sat beside her.
“How can I help it?” she asked, calmly meeting my inquisitorial gaze, “do you think a sane person would choose to be imprisoned thus, and to be surrounded by the colour of death ever? Had mine not been a strong mind I should have been mad long ago.”
“Mad!” I could not help ejaculating, in a puzzled tone.
“Yes, mad,” she replied, “could you live here, month after month, in a hueless atmosphere and with nothing but that to look at,” and she pointed her slender finger toward the white wall, “could you, I ask, and retain your reason?”
“I do not believe I could!” I answered, with sudden vehemence, “then, again I repeat why do it?”
“And again I reply, how can I help it?”
I was silent. I was looking in the eyes of the beautiful being before me for a single trace of the madness I had been told of, but I could not find it. It was a lovely girl, pale and delicate from confinement, and was about twenty years old, perhaps, and the most perfect creature, I have already said, that I had ever beheld; and so we sat looking into each other’s eyes; what mine expressed I cannot say, but her’s were purity, and sweetness itself.
“Who are you?” she asked, suddenly, “tell me something of yourself. It will be at least a change from this white solitude.”
“I am a doctor, as you have guessed; and a rich and fashionable doctor,” I added, smilingly.
“To be either is to be also the other,” she remarked, “you need not have used the repetition.”
“Come,” I thought to myself, “there is little appearance of lunacy in that observation.”
“But you doubtless have a name, what is it?”
“My name is Elveston—Doctor Elveston.”
“Your christian name?”
“No, my christian name is Charles.”
“Charles,” she repeated dreamily.
“I think it is your turn now,” I remarked, “it is but fair that you should make me acquainted with your name, since I have told you mine.”
“Oh! my name is d’Alberville—Blanche d’Alberville. Perhaps it was in consequence of my christian name that my poor uncle decided upon burying me in white,” she added, with a look round the cold room, “poor old man!”
“Why do you pity him so?” I asked, “he seems to me little to require it. He is strong and rich, and the uncle of Blanche,” I added, with a bow; but the compliment seemed to glide off her as if it had been a liquid, and she were made of glassy marble like one of the statues that stood behind her.
“And you are a physician,” she said, looking wonderingly at me, “and have been in the Duke’s company, without discovering it?”
“Discovering what, my dear young lady?”
“That he is mad.”
“Mad!” How often had I already ejaculated that word since I had become interested in this singular household; but his time it must assuredly have expressed the utmost astonishment, for I was never more confounded in my life; and yet alight seemed to be breaking in upon my bewilderment, as I stared in wondering silence at the calm face of the lovely maiden before me.
“Alas, yes!” she replied, sadly, to my look, “my poor uncle is a maniac, but a harmless one to all but me; it is I who suffer all.”
“And why you?” I gasped.
“Because it is his mania to believe me mad,” she replied, “and so he treats me”
“But in the name of justice why should you endure this?” I cried, angrily starting to my feet, “you are in a free land at least, and doors will open!”
“Calm yourself, my friend,” she said, laying her white hand on my arm, and the contact, I confess, thrilled through every nerve of my system, “compose yourself, and see things as they are; what could a young, frail girl like me do out in the world alone? and I have not a living relative but my uncle. Besides, would it be charitable to desert him and leave him to his own madness thus! Poor old man!”
“You are an angel!” I ejaculated, “and I would die for you!”
The reader need not be told that my enthusiastic youth was at last beginning to make its way through the crust of worldly wisdom that had hitherto subdued it.
“It is not necessary that anyone should die for me; I can do that for myself, and no doubt shall ere long, die of the want of colour and air,” she said, with a sad smile.
There is little use following our conversation to the end. I satisfied myself that there was really nothing wrong with her constitution, save the effects of the life she was obliged to lead; and I determined, instead of interfering with her at present, to devote myself to the poor Duke, with a hope that I might be of service to him, and succeed in gaining the liberation of poor Blanche. We parted, I might almost say as lovers, although no words of affection were spoken; but I carried away her image entwined with every fibre of my heart, and in the deep sweetness of her lingering eyes I fancied I read hope and love.
The Duke was waiting impatiently in the corridor as I left the lovely girl, and he led me into another apartment to question me eagerly. What did I think of the princess’s state of health? Had she shown any symptoms of uneasiness during my visit? As the old gentleman asked these questions he watched my countenance keenly; while on my part I observed him with deep interest to discover traces of his unfortunate mental derangement.
“My dear sir, I perceive nothing alarming whatever in the state of your niece; she is simply suffering from confinement and monotony of existence, and wants nothing whatever but fresh air and amusement, and exercise; in short, life.”
“Alas! You know that is impossible; have I not told you that her state precludes everything of the sort?”
“You must excuse me, my friend,” I said, firmly, “I have conversed for a considerable time with the Princess d’Alberville, and I am a medical man accustomed to dealing with, and the observation of, lunacy, and I give you my word of honour there is no weakness whatever in the brain of this fair girl; you are simply killing her, it is my duty to tell you so, killing her under the influence of some, to me, most unaccountable whim.”
The duke wrung his hands in silence, but his excited eye fell under my steady gaze. It was apparently with a strong effort that he composed in himself sufficiently to speak, and when he did his words had a solemnity in their tone that ought to have made a deep impression upon me; but it did not, for the sweetness of the imprisoned Blanche’s voice was still lingering in my ears.
“You are a young man, Doctor Elveston; it is one of the happy provisions of youth, no doubt, to be convinced of its own infallibility. But you must believe that one of my race does not lie, and I swear to you that my niece is the victim of a most fearful insanity, which but to name makes humanity shudder with horror.”
“I do not doubt that you believe such to be the case, my dear sir,” I said, soothingly, for I fancied I saw the fearful light of insanity in his glaring eye at that moment, “but to my vision everything seems different.”
“Well, my young friend, do not decide yet too hastily. Visit us again, but God in mercy grant that you may never see the reality as I have seen it!”
And so I did repeat my visits, and repeat them so often and that without changing my opinion, that the Duke, in spite of his mania began to see that they were no longer necessary. One day on my leaving Blanche he requested a few moments of my time, and drawing me into his study, locked the door. I began to be a little alarmed, and more particularly as he seemed to be in a state of great agitation; but, as it appeared, my alarm of personal violence was entirely without foundation.
He placed a chair for me, and I seated myself with all the calmness I could muster, while I kept my eyes firmly fixed upon his as he addressed me.
“My dear young friend; I hope it is unnecessary for me to say that these are no idle words, for I have truly conceived an ardent appreciation of your character; yet it is absolutely necessary that I should put a stop to your visits to my niece. Good Heavens, what could I say—how could I ever forgive myself if any—any—”
“I beg of you to go no farther, Duke,” I said, interrupting him. “You have only by a short time anticipated what I was about to communicate myself. If your words allude to an attachment between Blanche and myself, your care is now too late. We love each other, and intend, subject to your approval, to be united immediately.”
Had a sudden clap of thunder reverberated in the quiet room the poor man could not have been more affected. He started to his feet, and glared into my eyes with terror.
“Married! he gasped, “Married! Blanche d’Alberville wedded! Oh God!” and then he fell back into his chair as powerless as a child.
“And why should this alarm you?” I asked. “She is youthful and lovely, and as sane, I believe in my should, as I am myself. I am rich, and of a family which may aspire to mate with the best. You are her only relative and guardian, and you say that you esteem me; whence then this great distaste to hear even a mention of your fair ward’s marriage?”
“She is not my ward!” he cried, hoarsely, and it seemed to me angrily, “her father and mother are both in existence, and destroyed for all time by the horror she had brought around them! But, my God, what is the use of speaking—I talk to a madman!” and he turned to his desk and began to write rapidly.
There I sat in bewilderment. I had not now the slightest doubt but that my poor friend was the victim of monomania; his one idea was uppermost, and that idea was that his unfortunate niece was mad. I was fully determined now to carry her away and make her my wife at once, so as to relieve the poor girl from an imprisonment, to which there seemed no other prospect of an end. And my hopes went still farther; who could tell but that the sight of Blanche living and enjoying life as did others of her sex, might have a beneficial effect upon the poor duke’s brain, and help to eradicate his fixed idea.
As I was thus cogitating, the old gentleman rose from his desk and handed me a letter addressed, but unsealed. His manner was now almost unearthly calm, as if he had come to some great determination, to which he had only been driven by the most dreadful necessity.
“My words are wasted, Charles,” he said, “and I cannot tell the truth; but if you ever prized home and name, friends or family, mother or wife, send that letter to its address after you have perused it, and await its reply.”
I took the letter and put it into my pocket, and then I took his hand and pressed it warmly. I was truly sorry for the poor old gentleman, who suffered, no doubt, as much from his fancied trouble as if it were the most terrible of realities.
“I hope you will forgive me for grieving you, my dear sir; believe me it pains me much to see you thus. I will do as you wish about the letter. But oh, how I wish you could see Blanche with my eyes! To me she is the most perfect of women!”
“You have never seen her yet!”—he responded, bitterly, “could you—dare you only once witness but a part of her actions under one influence, you would shudder to your very marrow!”
“To what influence do you allude, dear sir!”
“To that of colour—one colour.”
“And that colour? have you any objection to name it?”
“It is red!” and as the duke answered he turned away abruptly, and left me standing bewildered, but still unbelieving.
I hastened home that day, anxious to peruse the letter given me by the duke, and as soon as I had reached my own study drew it from my pocket and spread it before me. It was addressed to the Prince d’Alberville, Chateau Gris, Melun, France; and the following were its singular contents:
“Dear Brother,
“A terrible necessity for letting another into our fearful secret has arisen. A young gentleman of birth and fortune has, in spite of my assurances that she is insane, determined to wed Blanche. Such a sacrifice cannot be permitted, even were such a thing not morally impossible. You are her parent, it is then your place to inform this unhappy young man of the unspoken curse that rests on our wretched name. I enclose his address. Write to him at once.
“Your afflicted brother,
“De Rohan.”
I folded up this strange epistle and despatched it; and then I devoted nearly an hour to pondering over the strange contradictions of human nature, and more particularly diseased human nature. Of course I carried the key to this poor man’s strangeness in my firm conviction of his insanity, and my entire belief in the martyrdom of Blanche; yet I could not divest myself of an anxiety to receive a reply to this letter, a reply which I was certain would explain the duke’s lunacy, and beg of me to pardon it. That is to say if such a party as the Prince d’Alberville existed at all, and I did not quite lose sight of the fact that Blanche had assured me that, with the exception of her uncle, she had not a living relative.
It seemed a long week to me ere the French reply, that made my hand tremble as I received it, was put into it. I had abstained from visiting my beloved Blanche, under a determination that I would not do so until armed with such a letter as I anticipated receiving; or until I should be able to say, “ample time for a reply to your communication has elapsed; none to come, give me then my betrothed.” Here then at last was the letter, and I shut myself into my own room and opened it; the words are engraven on my memory and will never become less vivid.
“Sir,
“You wish to wed my daughter, the Princess Blanche d’Alberville. Words would vainly try to express the pain with which I expose our disgrace—our horrible secret—to a stranger, but it is to save from a fate worse than death. Blanche d’Alberville is an anthropophagus, already has one of her own family fallen victim to her thirst for human blood. Spare us if you can, and pray for us.
“D’Alberville.”
I sat like one turned to stone and stared at the fearful paper! An anthropophagus! A cannibal! Good heavens, the subject was just now engaging the attention of the medical world in a remarkable degree, in consequence of two frightful and well authenticated cases that had lately occurred in France! All the particulars of these cases, in which I had taken a deep interest, flashed before me, but not for one moment did I credit the frightful story of my beloved. Some detestable plot had been formed against her, for what vile purpose, or what end in view I was ignorant; and I cast the whole subject from my mind with an effort, and went to attend my daily round of duties. During the two or three hours that followed, and under the influence of the human suffering I had witnessed, a revolution took place in my feelings, God only knows by what means induced; but when I returned home, to prepare for my eventful visit to the “white house,” a dreadful doubt had stolen into my heart, and filled it with a fearful determination.
Having ordered my carriage and prepared the white suit, which I was now possessor of, I went directly to the conservatory, and looked around among the brilliant array of blossoms most suitable to my purpose. I chose the flaring scarlet verbena to form my bouquet; a tasteless one it is true, but one decidedly distinctive in colour. I collected quite a large nosegay of this flower, without a single spray of green to relieve its bright hue. Then I went to my carriage, and gave directions to be driven to Kensington.
At the gate of the Duke’s residence I dressed myself in the white suit mechanically, and followed the usual servant into the house, carefully holding my flowers, which I had enveloped in a newspaper. I was received as usual also by the Duke, and in a few seconds we stood, face to face in his study. In answer to his look of fearful inquiry I handed him my French epistle, and stood silently by as he read it tremblingly.
“Well, are you satisfied now?” he asked, looking at me pitifully in the face, “has this dreadful exposure convinced you?”
“No!” I answered, recklessly, “I am neither satisfied nor convinced of anything save that you are either a lunatic yourself, or in collusion with the writer of that abominable letter!” and as I spoke I uncovered my scarlet bouquet and shook out its blossoms. The sight of it made a terrible impression upon my companion; his knees trembled as if he were about to fall, and his face grew whiter than his garments.
“In the name of heaven what are you going to do?” he gasped.
“I am simply going to present my bride with a bouquet,” said, and as I said so I laughed an empty, hollow laugh. I cannot describe my strange state of mind at that moment; I felt as if myself under the influence of some fearful mania.
“By all you hold sacred, Charles Elveston, I charge you to desist! who or what are you that you should set your youth, and ignorance of this woman against my age and bitter experience?”
“Ha, ha!” was my only response, as I made toward the door.
“By heavens, he is mad!” cried the excited nobleman, “young man, I tell you that you carry in your hand a colour which had better be shaken in the eyes of a mad bull than be placed in sight of my miserable niece! Fool! I tell you it will arouse in her an unquenchable thirst for blood, and the blood may be yours!”
“Let it!” I cried, and passed on my way to Blanche.
I was conscious of the Duke’s cries to the servants as I hurried up the broad staircase, and guessed that they were about to follow me; but to describe my feelings is utterly impossible.
I was beginning now to believe that my betrothed was something terrible, and I faced her desperately, as one who had lost everything worth living for, or placed his last stake upon the cast of a die.
I opened the well-known door of the white room, that seemed to me colder, and more death-like than ever; and I saw the figure of Blanche seated in her old way, and in her old seat, looking out of the window. I did not wait to scan her appearance just then, however, for I caught a glimpse of myself in a large mirror opposite, and was fascinated, as it were by the strange sight.
The mirror reflected, in unbroken stillness, the cold whiteness of the large apartment, but it also reflected my face and form, wearing an expression that half awoke me to a consciousness of physical indisposition. There was a wild look in my pallid countenance, and a reckless air in my figure which the very garments seemed to have imbibed, and which was awry; the collar of my shirt was unbuttoned, and I had even neglected to put on my neck-tie; but it was upon the blood-red bouquet that my momentary gaze became riveted.
It was such a contrast; the cold, pure white of all the surroundings, and that circled patch of blood-colour that I held in my hand was so suggestive! “Of what?” I asked myself “am I really mad?” and then I laughed loudly and turned toward Blanche.
Possibly the noise of the opening door had attracted her, for whom I turned she was standing on her feet, directly confronting me. Her eyes were distended with astonishment at my peculiar examination of myself in the mirror, no doubt, but they flashed into madness at the sight of the flowers as I turned. Her face grew scarlet, her hands clenched, and her regards devoured the scarlet bouquet, as I madly held it towards her. At this moment my eye caught a side glimpse of half-a-dozen terrified faces peeping in the doorway, and conspicuous and foremost that of the poor terrified Duke; but my fate must be accomplished, and I still held the bouquet tauntingly toward the transfixed girl. She gave one wild look into my face, and recognised the sarcasm which I felt in my eyes, and then she snatched the flowers from my hand, and scattered them in a thousand pieces at her feet.
How well I remember that picture to-day. The white room—the torn and brilliant flowers—and the mad fury of that lovely being. A laugh echoed again upon my lips, an involuntary laugh it was, for I knew not that I laughed; and then there was a rush, and white teeth were at my throat, tearing flesh, and sinews, and veins; and a horrible sound was in my ears, as if some wild animal was tearing at my body! I dreamt that I was in a jungle of Africa, and that a tiger, with a tawney coat, was devouring my still living flesh, and then I became insensible!
When I opened my eyes faintly, I lay in my own bed, and the form of the Duke was bending over me. One of my medical confreres held my wrist between his fingers, and the room was still and dark.
“How is this, Bernard?” I asked, with difficulty, for my voice seemed lost, and the weakness of death hanging around my tongue, “what has happened?”
“Hush! my dear fellow, you must not speak. You have been nearly worried to death by a maniac, and you have lost a fearful quantity of blood.”
“Oh!” I recollected it all, and turned to the Duke, “and Blanche?”
“She is dead, thank God!” he whispered, calmly.
I shuddered through every nerve and was silent.
It was many long weeks ere I was able to listen to the Duke as he told the fearful tale of the dead girl’s disease. The first intimation her wretched relatives had of the horrible thing was upon the morning of her eighteenth year. They went to her room to congratulate her, and found her lying upon the dead body of her younger sister, who occupied the same chamber; she had literally torn her throat with her teeth, and was sucking the hot blood as she was discovered. No words could describe the horror of the wretched parents. The end we have seen.
I never asked how Blanche had died, I did not wish to know; but I guessed that force had been obliged to be used in dragging her teeth from my throat, and that the necessary force was sufficient to destroy her. I have never since met with a case of anthropophagy, but I fancy I still feel Blanche’s teeth at my throat.
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Hunted Down
(1871)
I am by profession a penny novelist and have for some years maintained myself in independence by the exercise of my function.
To some the labour of composition is distasteful, to me it is a delight, and I rejoice when I can escape from the prosaic realities of the world, and tread the passages of my moated-granges, sweep up the staircase of my palace, hang trembling over the horrible abyss, or grasp by the hands the rightful heirs who have been so long kept out of their property.
When I read that Charles Dickens could call up the people of his fancy at will, and had frequently met and conversed with them in seemingly bodily form, I felt a strange thrill of delight. How blissful must be such a power! Would that I could exercise it!
#
I was sitting one evening after dinner with the proof sheets of my latest story before me, when I heard a violent ringing at the door hall. I think I must have been dozing over my own composition, for the sharp peal startled me into that condition of irritable wakefulness which follows upon rudely disturbed slumber. I was about to direct Bridget to deny me to my untimely visitor, when the door was flung open and he entered.
“What can I do for you, sir?” I asked blandly, astonished. He was a tall broad-shouldered man in a rough pea-jacket, and scowled portentously.
“Put me into an honest livelihood,” he answered. It was such a strange demand that I could only stare. “Don’t you understand?” he said, seating himself with rough vehemence, “I want to become a reputable member of society. I want some honest employment.”
“But, my good sir, why do you come to me? Your motive is most excellent, but an honest employment is the last thing at my disposal.”
“That be blowed!” said he, “you could give me a fortune if you liked, you know you could. But I don’t want that. No, I’m fly to that game! You’ll have some blessed elder brother, that nobody knowed of, coming back from New Zealand and succeeding to the ancestral mansion; or you’ll get me pitched out of my gilded chariot at the church door, and marry my wife, that ought to be, to somebody else. I know you. I only want a modest competence, nobody interferes with that.”
“Your language is even more mysterious than your appearance, my friend,” I said.
“Pshaw!’ said he (I never heard a man out of books say “pshaw”—never), “don’t you know me?”
I looked at him steadily, and it seemed that I ought to know him. That hat, that pea-jacket, that knotted scarf around his muscular throat, those brown sinewy hands, those fierce eyes—all were familiar to me. That bundle and that stick—had I not seen them a hundred times in the admirable drawings of Gilbert, Julian Portch, Cousens, Carrington, and Calvert.
“You don’t happen to have any marks about you?” I asked, while a cold sweat broke out upon my brow.
He laughed—that bitter laugh which I had described so often.
“I have a peculiar mole on the back of my neck, the tip of my left ear is shot away, my right side still bears the mark of Pompey’s claws, when he defended his young mistress Alice in the lonely swamp. I have lost the little finger of my right hand, and have three pear-shaped wens, besides the usual allowance of strawberry marks.”
There was no mistaking him. It was my Villain! I knew his bloodthirsty nature, and dreaded the tremendous struggle which experience told me was to follow.
“But why come here?” I urged.
“I’m sick of it,” said my Villain, doggedly. “I ain’t to be badgered any more. It ain’t a respectable business. First I was Jabez Jamrack, then Black Will the Smuggler, then Curlewis Carleyon, then a Poacher, then a Burglar, then an Unjust Steward, and now I’m an Escaped Convict.”
It was true. The unhappy creature before me had figured—in my world-renowned novels—in all those capacities.
“It’s getting a little rough on me,” continued my Villain. “I ain’t a bad sort—at least, I wasn’t when you took me from my peaceful home in the old Kentish valley—and I say I’m getting sick of this line of business. I’ve a conscience, Mr. Clarke, though you don’t give me credit for it, unless it’s ‘seared,’ and I’m not going to be plunged into the black abyss of crime no longer. How many pore young maidens haven’t I carried off? How many unsuspecting barrow-knights haven’t I pushed over the towering cliff? How many policeman haven’t I knocked on the head? How many custom-house officers—cussing and swearing tremenjious the while—haven’t I buried in the foaming billow? How many children haven’t I kidnapped? How many wives haven’t I married, and disposed of afterwards in various ways? My eyes, what a Beauty I’ve been, haven’t I?”
It was true. He had done—by my direction—all these things.
“It ain’t my pussonal appearance,” continued the miserable man, “though what with warts and moles and strawberry marks, that ain’t much to boast of. It ain’t on account of wounds with axes and bullets and such like that I cares. It ain’t because I’m out all nights in all sorts of weathers, mostly thunderous. It ain’t because I’m often drunk, always in debt, and totally disreputable. It ain’t because I’ve murdered a large variety of mothers, and brought the grey ‘airs of a corresponding number of aged fathers with sorrow to the grave. It ain’t because my langwidge is altogether ridiculous, and I leave out more ‘h’s and put in more oaths in my conversation than any natural man did yet. It ain’t that. No!” he cried, waxing wroth, “it’s because I’m always left at the end of the third volume, if I’m alive, without hope of mercy or promise of repentance.”
I shuddered.
“Take some brandy,” I said, and pushed him the decanter. He took it, and filling half a tumbler with neat spirit drained it at a gulp. I knew he would, The Beast—under my direction—invariably took his liquor in that fashion.
“I appeal to you, if that’s fair. Is it right? Is it just, guvernor? Your young curate allays gets the gal he’s after. Your comic servant winds up with the chambermaid. Your aristocratic villain, the Marquis, my master, who poisons his niece, and shoots his aunt with an air-gun, he’s all right. He disports himself in the gilt and splendid sallongs of Parry, he does. He drives four-in-hand down the Bullyvards, and marries the lovely and accomplished Duches of Double-Gloucester. If he does get found out, he blows out his brains in the true style of the hold regeem. He’s never hung in chains, or tuk to Newgate, or starved to death in a deserted drive on the diggings in Bend-i-go.”
“What can you do?” I asked, terrified at the vehemence of this strange man.
“Do!”—again that harsh and grating laugh at which so many hapless maidens have trembled; I wished I had made it a little sweeter—“What can’t I do? Haven’t you left me ‘anging by my ‘ands from a bough, suspended for a whole month over the horful precipice? Haven’t I raised trees with my mighty muscles, and bust open doors with kicks of my ponderous boots? I can do anything. But why waste words? Are we not alone here? No sound but the whistling of the wind in the wide chimney of the moated grange ; no footsteps but that of the midnight mouser as she creeps stealthily to her prey. Ha, ha! Thou art mine, and—”
Ha, ha, indeed! I guessed how it would happen. My experience as a novel-writer told me as much. Just as the enraged ruffian advanced to seize me, Leonard Fairfield, my pious hero, who had been waiting in the passage of the Priory ever since his return from sea, bounded into the room, and caught my assailant by the throat.
“This, Villain, in thy teeth!” he cried [How often had he cried thus?], and pinioned him.
It might be thought that I stayed to lend assistance. Not I! I knew better what was required of me. With a shriek of terror I fled out of the open door, and sped along the lonely road with the speed of a hunted stag.
Black Jack and Meran Hafaz were consulting in the thieves’ kitchen when I entered. I knew the cunning nature of the latter, and felt that the thousand pound note I held between my fingers would purchase the secret of the potion. I showed it to him. He laughed satirically.
“That is some of Flatman the Forger’s work,” he said. “Why did you not kill him in your last chapter?”
Ass that I was, I had allowed the maimed and mangled wretch to live! And this was how he repaid me!
Outside came the hurried tramp of feet. They were on my track.
“Save me, Black Jack,” I exclaimed wildly. “Remember when you were fast locked in Newgate without hope of mercy, I took you out by a subterranean passage never before known to exist, and gave you the hand of the fair Belinda.”
“Ay, but only to recapture me in the next number,” replied Black Jack, with a grin of scorn. “I’ve not forgotten the ducking you gave me at the Lonely Mill. No. Let them tear you limb from limb ; I care not.”
My position was evidently desperate, when a new-comer appeared upon the scene.
By his wavy hair, square-toed wellingtons, massive watch-chain, and handkerchief that hung from the right-hand pocket of his shooting coat, I knew him at once.
He was Sir Aubrey de Briancourt.
“Assist me!” I exclaimed.
The look of scorn he gave me was sufficient to daunt a bolder man, but I knew of a spell by which I could compel him.
“Hist!” I said, in a thrilling whisper. “Proud scion of a lordly house, there is another Sir Aubrey. Refuse to aid me, and young Fairfield shall assume thy name and title. These minions are beyond my power, but remember you are to be continued in our next.”
The threat made pale the cheek even of one whose ancestors had bled on Bosworth, and the baronet waved a white hand towards the back door.
“Take my cabriolet, dog!” he said, with that courtesy which characterises the British aristocrat.
At that instant the rough voice of the Villain was heard at the gate.
I need scarcely remark that I leapt into the cabriolet, and was soon driving with the rapidity of lightning towards Goodman’s Gully.
Fast behind came the echo of hooves. The lightning flashed incessantly, and the negro who held the reins was white with fear.
All at once a man clad in a red shirt jumped from behind a bush and seized the head of the mare.
“Who are you?” I cried.
“The most abused of all,” said he. “I am the Typical Digger! I am the man whom you and the others of your tribe have made to eat bank notes as sandwiches. I have shod my horse with gold, and swilled champagne—which I detest—out of stable buckets. Frank Fowler has maligned me, Orion Horne has sneered at me, Kingsley has mocked me, Howitt has slandered me, Thatcher has made ballads on me. Do’y think a man is never to change his shirt? Why should I always be compelled to appear in this sanguinary garment? Am I to pass my life in finding repeatedly gigantic nuggets, and being perpetually robbed of the same? Am I to be for ever considered such an ass as to give handfuls of gold-dust for a glass of brandy. Must I never shave? Shall the tyranny of the fiction-monger compel me to sleep in boots?”
“Calm yourself, my friend,” I said, “There is not much harm done. I know of some poor fellows whom the fiction-mongers have treated much more rudely.”
At that instant the demoniac howls of my pursuers were borne upon the blast.
“That may be,” roared the digger of Romance, “but I will be avenged on thee. Come!”
The cabriolet disappeared in the distance—there was never a cabriolet yet that did not do so under such circumstances—and my captor led me away.
He paused at the door of the usual bush inn (how well I knew it), and striking three loud blows upon the door (they invariably struck three loud blows), we were admitted into a long apartment. I beheld with astonishment that all the personages whom I had imagined the creatures of my own too fertile brain were there.
“Wretch!” cried the fair Madeline, “why did you not unite me to the Duke? You know you only changed your mind at the last moment.”
“Monster,” said the lovely Violet, “you made me pass three nights of horror in the Red Farm, when one stroke of your pen would have freed me.”
“Miserable man,” cried Jabez Jamrack, “the blood of the Earl be upon your head. You knew that I had no intention of killing his lordship until the base lack of ‘sensation’ for your last chapter impelled me to the bloody deed!”
“Christian dog!” roared Mordecai the Jew, “I was born with charitable impulses, and should have lent in peace the humble shilling upon the ragged coat of honest poverty, had not your felon soul plunged me into crime to gratify the tastes of a blood-and-thunder loving public.”
“And I,” remarked Henry Mortimer, with that cynical smile that I had so often depicted, curling his proud lip, “did I wish to throw my elder brother down a well in order to succeed to his name and heritage? No! I loved him fondly, madly, as you took pains to state in your earlier chapters. I should have loved him still, had not Cora the Gipsy wound her spells about my heart. Who brought her to me? Did I of my own accord, I, a proud scion of Britain’s aristocracy, demean myself to such a love? No minion, ‘twas thy brain contrived the meeting, thy hand that hurried my elder brother into the abyss, and stamped the brain of Cain upon my brow.”
“Away with him!” hissed Lady Millicent, the Poisoner. “I knew not of the deadly power of strychnine until he told me. A lovely child, I roamed the lordly gardens of my father’s princely mansion, and chased the butterfly from flower to flower. ‘Twas he that set on the smugglers to seize me, and under his vile tuition I acquired in ten short chapters all the hideous knowledge of the Borgias! Away with him!”
“‘Twas he dishonoured my bills,” cried Lord Augustus Plantaganet.
“‘Twas he that let me linger in consumption for forty pages folio!” cried Coralie de Belleisle, the planter’s daughter.
“Twas he that blighted my voluptuous contours with an entirely unnecessary railway accident!” wept the lovely Geraldine.
“Away with him!”
“Mercy!” I cried, gazing in terror on their well-known lineaments. “Mercy!”
“Mercy!” cried the Lost Heiress, Isabelle Beaumanior, “when for two long hours you deliberated whether my sainted mother or the poacher’s wife should give me birth! Mercy for thee! Oh, no, no, no!”
It was terrible to hear my own impassioned language thus turned against me.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” cried I in despair, “consider the exigencies of fiction!”
“Fiction be blowed!” roared the digger. “This way, boys,” A deserted drive was before me-how many luckless wretches had not I thrown down it?—and I made one supreme effort.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” I shouted, “consider dramatic unity! You could not all be happy!”
“Dramatic unity be d—!” snarled Jabez Jamrack, “this is the last thing you thought of!”
I trembled over the abyss.
“Hold!” said the rough voice of my Villain, who had now approached. “Make me respectable and you shall live!”
“I can’t,” I said faintly. “It is impossible. You are too great a ruffian.”
“Let go!” cried the digger, and I already felt myself launched into the chasm, when a loud ringing sounded in my ears, and I heard the voice of Leonard Fairfield. The noble fellow had sprung the alarm-bell!
“Fiends!” he shouted with all the force of his lungs—ha! ha! ‘twas I that gave them to him!—”Thou art baffled! Back, Demon! Thy limbs shall feed the ravens, and the magpie perch upon they fleshless skull! What ho! Without there!”
“Why seek to dispel my ennui with this espieglerie, mon ami,” said the soft tones of the Count in his native tongue. “Sacré let the pauvre petit escape, my dejeuner á la fourchette awaits. The coup d’oeil is superb, the tout ensemble all that could be desired. Voila!”
The digger swung me over the yawning grave. All the buttons in my waistcoat gave way, and for an instant my life hung literally by a thread.
“Will you make me respectable?” said the Villain.
“Never.”
The button cracked. I was going, going—gone, when the alarm-bell sounded, the door was burst open, and Bridget entered.
“It is the boy from the printers’ for the proofs,” said she.
“Tell him to wait,” said I; and, wiping the sweat from my intellectual brow, I seized my pen, and in ten lines had got my Villain comfortably in irons at Norfolk Island.
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The Devil of the Marsh
(1893)
It was nigh upon dusk when I drew close to the Great Marsh, and already the white vapours were about, riding across the sunken levels like ghosts in a churchyard. Though I had set forth in a mood of wild delight, I had sobered in the lonely ride across the moor and was now uneasily alert. As my horse jerked down the grassy slopes that fell away to the jaws of the swamp I could see thin streams of mist rise slowly, hover like wraiths above the long rushes, and then, turning gradually more material, go blowing heavily away across the flat. The appearance of the place at this desolate hour, so remote from human society and so darkly significant of evil presences, struck me with a certain wonder that she should have chosen this spot for our meeting. She was a familiar of the moors, where I had invariably encountered her; but it was like her arrogant caprice to test my devotion by some such dreary assignation. The wide and horrid prospect depressed me beyond reason, but the fact of her neighbourhood drew me on, and my spirits mounted at the thought that at last she was to put me in possession of herself. Tethering my horse upon the verge of the swamp, I soon discovered the path that crossed it, and entering struck out boldly for the heart. The track could have been little used, for the reeds, which stood high above the level of my eyes upon either side, straggled everywhere across in low arches, through which I dodged, and broke my way with some inconvenience and much impatience. A full half hour I was solitary in that wilderness, and when at last a sound other than my own footsteps broke the silence the dusk had fallen.
I was moving very slowly at the time, with a mind half disposed to turn from the melancholy expedition, which it seemed to me now must surely be a cruel jest she had played upon me. While some such reluctance held me, I was suddenly arrested by a hoarse croaking which broke out upon my left, sounding somewhere from the reeds in the black mire. A little further it came again from close at hand, and when I had passed on a few more steps in wonder and perplexity, I heard it for the third time. I stopped and listened, but the marsh was as a grave, and so taking the noise for the signal of some raucous frog, I resumed my way. But in a little the croaking was repeated, and coming quickly to a stand I pushed the reeds aside and peered into the darkness. I could see nothing, but at the immediate moment of my pause I thought I detected the sound of some body trailing through the rushes. My distaste for the adventure grew with this suspicion, and had it not been for my delirious infatuation I had assuredly turned back and ridden home. The ghastly sound pursued me at intervals along the track, until at last, irritated beyond endurance by the sense of this persistent and invisible company, I broke into a sort of run. This, it seemed, the creature (whatever it was) could not achieve, for I heard no more of it, and continued my way in peace. My path at length ran out from among the reeds upon the smooth flat of which she had spoken, and here my heart quickened, and the gloom of the dreadful place lifted. The flat lay in the very centre of the marsh, and here and there in it a gaunt bush or withered tree rose like a spectre against the white mists. At the further end I fancied some kind of building loomed up; but the fog which had been gathering ever since my entrance upon the passage sailed down upon me at that moment and the prospect went out with suddenness. As I stood waiting for the clouds to pass, a voice cried to me out of its centre, and I saw her next second with bands of mist swirling about her body, come rushing to me from the darkness. She put her long arms about me, and, drawing her close, I looked into her deep eyes. Far down in them, it seemed to me, I could discern a mystic laughter dancing in the wells of light, and I had that ecstatic sense of nearness to some spirit of fire which was wont to possess me at her contact.
“At last,” she said, “at last, my beloved!” I caressed her.
“Why,” said I, tingling at the nerves, “why have you put this dolorous journey between us? And what mad freak is your presence in this swamp?” She uttered her silver laugh, and nestled to me again.
“I am the creature of this place,” she answered. “This is my home. I have sworn you should behold me in my native sin ere you ravished me away.”
“Come, then,” said I; “I have seen; let there be an end of this. I know you, what you are. This marsh chokes up my heart. God forbid you should spend more of your days here. Come.”
“You are in haste,” she cried. “There is yet much to learn. Look, my friend,” she said, “you who know me, what I am. This is my prison, and I have inherited its properties. Have you no fear?”
For answer I pulled her to me, and her warm lips drove out the horrid humours of the night; but the swift passage of a flickering mockery over her eyes struck me as a flash of lightning, and I grew chill again.
“I have the marsh in my blood,” she whispered: “the marsh and the fog of it. Think ere you vow to me, for I am the cloud in a starry night.”
A lithe and lovely creature, palpable of warm flesh, she lifted her magic face to mine and besought me plaintively with these words. The dews of the nightfall hung on her lashes, and seemed to plead with me for her forlorn and solitary plight.
“Behold!” I cried, “witch or devil of the marsh, you shall come with me! I have known you on the moors, a roving apparition of beauty; nothing more I know, nothing more I ask. I care not what this dismal haunt means; not what these strange and mystic eyes. You have powers and senses above me; your sphere and habits are as mysterious and incomprehensible as your beauty. But that,” I said, “is mine, and the world that is mine shall be yours also.”
She moved her head nearer to me with an antic gesture, and her gleaming eyes glanced up at me with a sudden flash, the similitude (great heavens!) of a hooded snake. Starting, I fell away, but at that moment she turned her face and set it fast towards the fog that came rolling in thick volumes over the flat. Noiselessly the great cloud crept down upon us, and all dazed and troubled I watched her watching it in silence. It was as if she awaited some omen of horror, and I too trembled in the fear of its coming.
Then suddenly out of the night issued the hoarse and hideous croaking I had heard upon my passage. I reached out my arm to take her hand, but in an instant the mists broke over us, and I was groping in the vacancy. Something like panic took hold of me, and, beating through the blind obscurity, I rushed over the flat, calling upon her. In a little the swirl went by, and I perceived her upon the margin of the swamp, her arm raised as in imperious command. I ran to her, but stopped, amazed and shaken by a fearful sight. Low by the dripping reeds crouched a small squat thing, in the likeness of a monstrous frog, coughing and choking in its throat. As I stared, the creature rose upon its legs and disclosed a horrid human resemblance. Its face was white and thin, with long black hair; its body gnarled and twisted as with the ague of a thousand years. Shaking, it whined in a breathless voice, pointing a skeleton finger at the woman by my side.
“Your eyes were my guide,” it quavered. “Do you think that after all these years I have no knowledge of your eyes? Lo, is there aught of evil in you I am not instructed in? This is the Hell you designed for me, and now you would leave me to a greater.”
The wretch paused, and panting leaned upon a bush, while she stood silent, mocking him with her eyes, and soothing my terror with her soft touch.
“Hear!” he cried, turning to me, “hear the tale of this woman that you may know her as she is. She is the Presence of the marshes. Woman or Devil I know not, but only that the accursed marsh has crept into her soul and she herself has become its Evil Spirit; she herself, that lives and grows young and beautiful by it, has its full power to blight and chill and slay. I, who was once as you are, have this knowledge. What bones lie deep in this black swamp who can say but she? She has drained of health, she has drained of mind and of soul; what is between her and her desire that she should not drain also of life? She has made me a devil in her Hell, and now she would leave me to my solitary pain, and go search for another victim. But she shall not!” he screamed through his chattering teeth; “she shall not! My Hell is also hers! She shall not!”
Her smiling untroubled eyes left his face and turned to me: she put out her arms, swaying towards me, and so fervid and so great a light glowed in her face that, as one distraught of superhuman means, I took her into my embrace. And then the madness seized me.
“Woman or devil,” I said, “I will go with you! Of what account this pitiful past? Blight me even as that wretch, so be only you are with me.”
She laughed, and, disengaging herself, leaned, half-clinging to me, towards the coughing creature by the mire.
“Come,” I cried, catching her by the waist. “Come!” She laughed again a silver-ringing laugh. She moved with me slowly across the flat to where the track started for the portals of the marsh. She laughed and clung to me.
But at the edge of the track I was startled by a shrill, hoarse screaming; and behold, from my very feet, that loathsome creature rose up and wound his long black arms about her shrieking and crying in his pain. Stooping I pushed him from her skirts, and with one sweep of my arm drew her across the pathway; as her face passed mine her eyes were wide and smiling. Then of a sudden the still mist enveloped us once more; but ere it descended I had a glimpse of that contorted figure trembling on the margin, the white face drawn and full of desolate pain. At the sight an icy shiver ran through me. And then through the yellow gloom the shadow of her darted past me to the further side. I heard the hoarse cough, the dim noise of a struggle, a swishing sound, a thin cry, and then the sucking of the slime over something in the rushes. I leapt forward: and once again the fog thinned, and I beheld her, woman or devil, standing upon the verge, and peering with smiling eyes into the foul and sickly bog. With a sharp cry wrung from my nerveless soul, I turned and fled down the narrow way from that accursed spot; and as I ran the thickening fog closed round me, and I heard far off and lessening still the silver sound of her mocking laughter.
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The Red Cap Spectre of the Robertson:
A Tale of the Gilbert Diggings
(1896)
“Well, Larry. Did you find the mokes?”
“Faith, and I did, and I won’t forget it for many a day.”
“Why, what’s wrong?”
“Just let me rest a little, and I’ll be after telling yez,” said the speaker, Larry Hogan, to his mates, Donald MacNab and Jack Stubbs.
The three men were mates and were working in some old abandoned gullies on one of the tributaries of the lower Robertson, and had been several years prospecting, fossicking, and occasionally taking out a crushing.
Donald, the biggest man of the three, as well as the oldest, being over fifty years of age, hale and hearty. Donald had been ‘old Donald’ long before his age merited the appellation. Tall and ungainly, with a shyness that no amount of knocking about could wear off. Donald had to be known some time to be appreciated, but those who did know him were ready to swear that Donald was a white man from the soles of his greenhide-patched bluchers to the basil crown sewn into his ancient felt.
Jack Stubbs, or “Cockney Jack,” as he was called, was the opposite of Donald, was angular, and certainly, could Jack have divided it, had cheek enough for two, being never at a loss for something to say and always ready to say it. Cockney Jack was brimful of yarns and reminiscences, comic, pathetic and tragic; in fact, had a strict account of Jack’s narrated adventures been kept, he would have required to have been over three hundred years old, instead of the thirty he pleased guilty to; but a bush audience is not too exacting in this respect when the yarns are worth listening to.
Larry, though as old as Jack, had been longer at home than Jack, which gave that worthy the excuse to call him a new chum in their arguments.
At the time of the introduction to this story, and as it often happens in out-lying gullies, one of the party had a look to see the horses were right, while the others slung the billy and prepared tea. This agreement will account for the greeting that passed between Jack and Larry at the commencement of the story.
“Whin I knocked off, I struck across for the burnt feed, and there sure enough I saw our two horses as continted as could be, but whin I looked for that clothes rack of Jack’s, it was no where to be seen. “Up to yer ould tricks again,” says I, “bad cess to yer for a mongrel of a haste.”
“Shows more breeding than that animated panel of fence of yours,” interjected Jack.
“Well,” continued Larry, “I started over the ranges at the best pace, whin just as I happened to look ahead, I saw a naygur walking along the ridge wid a saddle on his head. He was walking right away, but just across the way I was going, as if he was making fur the creek. ‘Maybe he’ll ‘ave seen the horses,’ sez I; so I struck out to meet him. I just tuk me eyes off him for a minutes, and when I looked up agen he was out ov sight. ‘Over the ridge’ sez I, and in a jiffy I was on the crown, and there fornenst me was Jack’s moke, but devil a skerrick of the naygur could I see, and I could see fur a half-mile every way, and not cover enough to hide a rat, let alone a man in white pants and a blue shirt.”
“Come out ov that,” sez I; “I can see yer plain enough; bekase I didn’t want the crayther to think that he had circumvented me, but the devil a sign of him could I see. Thin, not to let him bate me, I hunted around till I was certain there wasn’t enough room fur him to hide above ground, whin it came to me all at wanst that there was some pishrogue on me, and I may niver if I didn’t turn as wake as water gruel. So whin I came to meself a bit, I put the mokes together and came home.”
“Well, you must be a new chum, to let a nigger best you like that, and carrying a saddle too. It was some carrier’s boy horse hunting. They will pass along the old western creek road tomorrow, I’ll bet,” said Jack.
“The devil a fear of it being a naygur,” retorted Larry, “it was no mortal.”
“Weel, weel,” said Donald, “if it was no a leeving body, it maun a been an hallucination.”
“I’ll be sworn it was no living man, nor a Lucy Nation aither,” stoutly maintained Larry.
“I canna think it a case of second sight.”
“Nor I aither,” said Larry; “bekase the second time I saw him he was clane out ov sight.”
“Oh, come in to tea,” cried Jack, “it was an old man kangaroo he saw hopping along the ridge. How do you know it was a blackfellow anyhow.”
“Shure didn’t I tell you that he was right forninst me, and didn’t I see the saddle wid a little swag or valise strapped to it; he had one hand up holding the saddle steady, and his shirt being unbuttoned, it hung down so that I could see him arm, besides the ground was burnt as bare as yer hand, and I saw the black feet and legs ov him; it was a sheogie or I’m no Christian.”
“I say, Larry,” said Jack. “You must ‘ave been dreaming that you were back in Ireland amongst the ghosts and fairies.”
“Begorra, and its in Ireland you’ll find em; every respectable family has a fairy or banshee, but they would’nt demean themselves waiting upon scallawags ov sassenachs like yourself.”
Much more discussion followed during the meal and in the interval between that and bedtime, relative to ghosts, fairies and spirits, malignant or good-natured, and the improbability of any of the genus wandering about the ridges on the Robertson, but for all their reasoning Larry went to sleep in the full belief that it was no mortal man he saw.
Next morning the sun rose bright enough to chase all thoughts of ghosts and goblins from the most gloomy mind.
The three mates started for work. They were fossicking in gullies that had been worked and abandoned years before; breaking up a bit of old bottom here and there, or trying for a little solid ground in the banks or points. They had to carry whatever washdirt they got some distance down to the creek to wash it and even there water was getting scarce.
Larry and Jack were working in a gully a little higher up the creek than the one Donald was trying; intending that all should set into the one that gave the best prospects, but up to this, as Jack said, “they had been so blarsted poor, there was no choice to pick from.”
“Do you think we shall see yer ghost to-day, Harry,” queried Jack, as they were walking up the creek.
“Mebbe we shall, and mebbe we shant,” was Larry’s non-committal answer.
“I hope he’ll leave us his saddle. I don’t see what a ghost can want with one,” rejoined Jack.
“He was walking in this direction when I sae him,” said Larry gravely.
They had by this time reached the gully and started work; conversation ceased till re-opened by Jack exclaiming; “Well, I’m d—d if there isn’t a stirrup-iron; it’s been here twenty years if a day. See, the rust has eaten right through it and there was six inches of gravel over it.”
“Many a thrue word is spoken in jest,” said Larry.
“Well, never mind, old man. I’ve got a bag of stuff from under that stirrup-iron, and I’m going to hump it down to see whether it had brought us any luck.” Shouldering the bag, Jack started for the water. After washing the stuff, he was returning to the gully when he met Larry, looking white as a sheet.
“Did you see anything?” said Larry.
“Just the color,” replied his mate, thinking that he referred to the stuff he had taken down. “Why,” (noticing Larry’s scared look) “you look as if you had seen a ghost.”
“Divil a word av a lie in that. I worked away after you left, thinking on nothing good or bad, and whin I just looked up to straighten me back, who should I see but his nibs, walking down the gully; the voice wint from me clane, or I’d are given a whistle to have put you on your guard. The bend of the gully hid him from me sight, and thin, whin I pulled meself together, I came down to see if you had seen him.”
“Well, that beats all I ever heard,” said Jack, “why you must ‘ave nigger on the brain, or be going luny.”
“Luny or not, I’m off out of this tomorrow. I’ve seen him twice, the third and last time means mischief.”
“Mischief yer granny; I’d never let a shadow, black or white, drive me out,” said Jack. “Next time he shows up throw a gibber at him.”
“I’d sooner you do that nor me,” said Larry shaking his head, “you’d sup sorrow if yer did.”
They worked on without further incident till dinner time, when Larry related the second appearance of the nigger to Donald.
“He had his back to me, by good luck,” said Larry, “for it manes misfortune whin you meet thim face to face. He was dressed just the same as yesterday, with the saddle on his head, his moleskins were clane, only for the marks behind like one would have that had been riding all day. Shure he must have passed close by me down the gully, and I niver heard a fut fall.”
Donald took Jack’s view of the matter that Larry must be labouring under the delusion, but nothing would shake Larry’s faith in the spectre.
“Shure, me grandfather by me mother’s side saw a little hump-backed man twice whin he was passing an ould churchyard; ‘by this and by that,’ said me grandfather, ‘I’ll niver go that road agin after sunset.’ But the ould bhoy had been to a fair an’ was going home pretty full, an’ forgot himself and tuk this short cut again, and met the little hum-backed man face to face, and died a year afther. He was gone eighty, rest his soul.”
“And about time, I should think,” said Jack, “an infant like that. It is strange the nigger doesn’t show up to Donald or myself.”
“I ken several places in tha heclands were ghaists were reported to walk but canna say that I ever saw ane myself,” said Donald, “and I didna think to hear of ane here, but I maun say that I think it verra strange that Larry should see the same blackbay twice; its no whisky that’s to blame this tame.”
“Be me soul, thin it’s not, but a drop av the cratur would do me the world av good.”
The afternoon proved a smoker; the few lumpy wool packed looking clouds only intensified the heat, concentrating the sun’s rays upon the bane rocky gullies till even the flies fled for shelter.
“By jove,” cried Jack, “it’s melting the marrow in my bones; your ghost will want an umbrella if he walks this afternoon, Larry.”
“Never a bit ov difference it ud make to him, he’d go through fire or wather an niver turn a hair,” said Larry, speaking as one well acquainted with the idiosyncrasies of the ghostly fraternity, “it’s meself that knows that same.” They made several journeys down to the creek with bags of stuff to wash, without seeing anything worse “than a starvation prospect,” as Jack said. When the lengthened shadows of the scraggy box and ironbark that dotted the ridges, gave notice that it was nearly time to knock off for the day, Jack remarked as he shouldered a bag of dirt: “this is my last load for to-day; when I git this washed it will be a fair thing; are you ready.”
“All right, me bhoy, I’ll be afther you in a jiffy.” Just as Jack had panned off his last dish, Larry came down to the water hole.
“Any betther luck this toime, Jack.”
“Not a happorth; it won’t run many plums to our duff this Christmas, Larry my boy, unless Donald drops on a speck or two; I’m off to sling the billy; bring old Donald along with you as you come home.”
He moved off down the creek, leaving Larry washing the contents of the bag he had carried down. On his way down the creek Jack came upon Donald, who had also brought down some stuff to wash.
“Well, Donald old man, what luck?”
“Puir, verra puir. I dinna think it would give mair than tucker the distance one has to carry it! Did you come off any better.”
“Not much, I’m sorry to say.”
“Weel, it canna be helped. Did Larry see any mair of the ghaist?”
As if for an answer, an unearthly yell resounded from up the creek.
“Guid save us, what’s up; has the callant done daft.”
“I left him OK not mor’n five minutes ago; perhaps he’s bit by a snake. Come on, let’s go an see.”
Donald and Jack started up the creek, and met Larry coming down.
“What’s gaun wrong wi ye, mon!” queried Donald.
“I thought a snake had bit yer,” said Jack.
“Be gorra, it was worse nor a snake, it was the ould serpent himself. Divil one ov me will stay here another day for the best farm in the Seven Countries, bad cess to me that I stopped as long as I did.”
“Weel, but Larry mon, what was it ye saw?”
“What, but the same devil ov a naygur. I was just straightnen meself up after washing the last dish, whin who should I see walking along the bank right over me, but the naygur; bhoys, but I’d fell only for leaning against a boulder, as he walked along right under the big slip; I was spachless, and as limp as a wet rag; the craythur walked tired like. Musha God help us, thinks I to meself, is he going to sit down here.”
“Was he carrying the saddle on his head this time,” asked Jack.
“Faith, an he was’nt, he was carrying it on his arm. Well, bhoys, he walked along slowly till he got under the highest part of the slip, and then he turned slowly round. Larry Hogan thinks I, yer a dead man, so you are. His eyes looked loike coals ov fire at the bottom ov a deep hole, and there was a piece av a broken spear sticking out ov his breast, and his white pants were all red with blood in front, and be the same token. He had a red cap on his head, which I didn’t see the first and second time I saw him. By raison ov the saddle being over it. But it was the look ov his eyes that froze the blood in me. He was just making his mouth up to spake, whin glory be to God, I thought ov making the sign ov the cross; “between us and evil” sez I, and thin it faded away and samed to go in the ground right under the slip, and then I found me voice to give the pillilu you heard.”
“Weel, weel, it’s the strangest tale I ever heard. I didn’t mean to say that ye did’na see it, but it maun be some delusion or freak of imagination that ye are suffering from. You see, it doesna haunt ye when ye are in company wi Jack or myself.”
“And be jabbers, I won’t stop for it to come in company. I’m off to Green Hills before another sun sets. Shure they are picking up gold like praties there.”
“We’d better make tracks to camp or it will be dark; come on boys we’ll have a good look for the ghost or his tracks to-morrow.”
Arriving at the camp, they found a stranger sitting on his swag, who after the greeting was over, informed them that he was on his way from the old Gilbert township to Green Hills. “I took the old bridle track that crosses the creek a bit lower down, it’s a short cut. I saw your hut and thought I’d camp with you for company. Working up in the old gullies; I worked there when they were first opened; poor enough then, I can tell you, and the niggers bad; couldn’t trust your horse out of your sight, but the varmants would put a spear in him.”
“Never minf your quart old man, this family teapots of ours will brew enough for all hands,” said Jack.
“Yes, come over here to our summer palace,” cried Larry, as he brought the damper and beef to the sheet of bark that did duty for a table under the bough shed in front of the huts. “Shure, we’re like the quality taking tay in the arbour.”
And the stranger was helped with the free-hearted, if rough and ready hospitality so generally offered by the pioneer and genuine digger. The stranger was full of stories, experiences of the Gilbert and Etheridge fields from their opening; so with Jack to chip in now and then, the conversation flowed pretty freely, till the storm that had been brewing all the evening burst with even more than the usual tropical fury.
Larry and Jack turned in and were soon asleep. “You maun make your doss down here between the bunks on the floor,” said Donald, as he spread out a lot of old bags and dunnage that collects in a camp, “it’s dry, and better than outside; my sakes, what a flood,” cried Donald as he caught sight of the yellow torrent rushing by many feet above any flood he had seen in the creek before, and carrying uprooted trees along like straws.
“Yes, this is better than camping on Dead Man’s Creek under a blanket,” said the stranger, as he rolled out his swag and fixed his spare clothing for a pillow. “It was lucky for me I came on, I thought of stopping; I was near done up, for the afternoon was a terror.”
“Ay, it was verra hot, na doubt; but I didna kin there was any creek o’ that name about here.”
“It’s the name we gave the next creek to this after Pat Courlett was killed there.”
“I eanna say that I’ve min o’, an’ I travelled about here the last fifteen years.”
“No! That’s likely enough, it was in the latter end of ‘69. Pat Courlett had a store and a pub on the Cloncurry and a place on the Gilbert. He was a go-ahead sort of chap, bought and sold everything; this time he had collected a lot of gold; there were no banks then up here, or money either, you paid gold for everything, and the only other medium of exchange was the shin plaster I.O.U.’s the storekeepers or butchers would give you as change. Well, as I was saying, Pat had a lot of gold and was going down to Normanton to ship it South; 600ozs it was said. He left the Gilbert all right. He was travelling alone except for a blackboy; he passed the Robertson crossing, telling some men that were camped there he intended to camp on Dead Man’s (of course, it wasn’t Dead Man’s then) as the grass was better there.
“Next day some of the men started for Western Creek, it was a new rush then; they found Pat Courlett dead with two spears through him, his saddle horse was dead and had been speared. They had a pack horse, and that was found along the road with the pack on, and two hundred ounces of gold in it. The horse the nigger rode was found in the ranges with a headstall bridle on, with the reins broke off; of course, it was supposed that the niggers were planted at the time Courlett and the boy rode up, and they were just taking off their saddles when the black devils let drive a shower of spears, killing Courlett and his horse; the pack horse, it is thought, bolted along the road, and the niggers did not care to follow. The mystery always was, ‘what had become of the blackboy?’ He was never seen afterwards nor his saddle either, and it is certain the balance of the gold fully 400ozs, was strapped on his saddle.
“Of course there was a big roll up, the boys turned out, for we were all armed in a kind of way.
“We had some Cape boys with us and after a deal of nosing around they picked up what they said was the blackboy’s track, and told us that he had been speared as there were drops of blood along the trail; it beat me how they could tell one nigger’s track from another, but they showed a few shreds of blue shirt, and it was proved that the boy had a blue shirt on when he left the Gilbert.”
“Do you say he had a blue shirt on!” exclaimed Donald.
“Yes. There was nothing wonderful in that; he was a storekeeper’s boy, remember. Our trackers were certain they would find him the next day, but that night a storm came and swept away all sings of the tracks, the boys hunted around for days, but at last had to give it up; nigger, gold and saddle were never seen afterwards.”
“Do ye no thin that the blackboy might a cleared away with the gold,” said Donald.
“Not the slightest chance, the boy had been with Courlett for years, and could have down nothing with the gold if he had cleared; besides, where could he go to? The boy would not have left Pat for anything. It was supposed the boy had just taken the saddle off when the spears were thrown, and that his horse broke away from him in the shindy, and that the boy followed in the hopes of catching him.”
“But was it no strange that he carried away the saddle and he in danger of his life, an’ wounded, too.”
“Well, not so very strange when you come to think over it. You see when Pat left the Gilbert, he said ‘Now Paddy’—that was the boy’s name—’you stick to that fellow gold, and don’t leave it or give it up to anyone till we get to Normanton.’ And it’s likely Paddy had his boss’s injunctions in his mind when the scrimmage started, and besides as he was armed with a revolver, he might have beat the niggers off for the time, and come to grief when he was after his horse. This is very likely, for that he would have stuck to Pat while there was any fighting going on, all who knew him felt certain.
“I remember it as well as if it were yesterday when they passed me the other side of the Robertson, Paddy was as proud as punch with his white pants, blue shirt and red cap.”
“A red cap! did ye say, mon,” cried Donald.
“Yes, a red cap. You see, Pat was fond of the boy and used to give him whatever he thought would please him.”
Donald was about to tell the stranger Larry’s strange experiences, but checked himself for the time, and an increasing drowsiness soon put an end to the conversation.
The morning broke bright and cloudless, everything looked freshened up by the last night’s down-pour, the burnt stumps of grass were already tipped with diminutive points of green and the dry leaf littered creek bed of yesterday was a clear running stream to-day.
Breakfast being despatched, the stranger shouldered his swag, and bade his entertainers good-bye, remarking, “I hope they had some of this rain at Green Hills, so that their might be a chance for a slug.”
“And we ought to be able to do a bit of specking in the gullies,” said Jack to Larry, as soon as the stranger was out of ear-shot.
“Divil a one of me up stop if you made me as rich as Tyson,” said Larry. “Shure, won’t it be better for us to go to Green Hills like the old codger just gone?”
“Weel, there’s no harm in just walking up the gullies,” said Donald, “Besides, we maun carry doon our tools.”
Beyond a few scaly specs their walk up the gullies was unproductive. And as Larry was determined not to work in the haunted locality, the trio decided to carry down the tools preparatory for a start to Green Hills. In passing by the big slip where Larry had such a fright the evening before, they stopped for a smoke, and to remark the change the flood had wrought in the creek.
In former times the creek had undermined the hill, which sloped steeply from it’s bed, causing a big landslip which filled up the old channel, leaving a tumbled mass of rock and earth where the creek formerly ran, and a low cliff at the back, from which the mass fell.
The last night’s torrent had swept the fallen mass clean away, leaving a bare, and steeply slowing bank right up to the cliff, and a clear shallow stream ran in the old channel which had been blocked for years.
“My certie, but there was a bit of ground sluicing done last night,” said Donald, as he gazed at the altered creek bed.
“Yes,” said Jack, “it swept Larry’s nigger clean away if he remained where he saw him last; don’t you think so, old man?”
“It’s straight forninst where he wint out ov sight.”
“It was verra strange, indeed,” said Donald, who since the narrative given him by their guest, was not disposed to treat Larry’s vision with the flippancy which Jack indulged in; and he related to them the yarn told him by the stranger.
“Oh, come! I say old man, is this a make up?” said Jack.
“Be me sowl, and it’s not,” said Larry.
“I wish I was as sure of finding weight o’ silver as that the tale was true; the body wasna tellin’ lies, I’m certain!”
“And do you mean to tell me that you never heard that yarn before about the saddle and the nigger with the red cap, Larry.”
“Sorra a one of me, or I wouldn’t have waited for him the second toime.”
“Well, that beats all I ever heard,” said the converted doubter, “hang me if I thought there was a ghost in the country.”
“I’ll just step across the creek and see what like those leaders are, that are cropping out of the bank,” said Donald.
His two mates followed him as he scrambled up the steep slope lately bared by the flood.
The quartz proved of the most hungry description, and they were about to scramble down again, when Larry’s attention was attracted by the difference in the stuff in a small patch in the face of the bank.
“Bedad, it looks like an old drive filled up; lend me the pick, Donald me bhoy, till I take a welt at it.”
Donald, who stepped down two or three feet below, where Larry was standing, could just keep his footing upon the narrow ledge by clinging to the face of the rock. The shallow stream upon it’s sandy bottom was running a few feet below him. So a fall would have been no serious matter. He passed Larry up the pick and Larry drove it into the strata, the different appearance of which had attracted his attention.
“Begorra, an’ it looks like an old drive,” said Larry, breaking another piece of the wall away, and then tearing down a kind of screen formed by layers of leaves and other light debris, that had been blown or floated in becaked together by the muddy water which had invaded the cave in big floods or long rains.
The instant he tore away this natural screen, and the sun’s rays shot daylight into the cave, he gave a terrific yell, and missing his footing rolled down upon Donald; sweeping him from his narrow foothold, the two tumbled upon Jack, and then all three rolled in a heap into the creek, a pile of legs and arms, like a scrimmage at a football match.
“Guid God almighty, mon, what came over ye,” cried Donald, who, from his position in the scrum, was the first to gain his feet.
“Poof,” cried Larry, ejecting the sand and water he had taken in, “it’s himself that’s up there.”
“Who’s up there?” asked Jack, shaking the water from himself like a Newfoundland dog. “You two fellows made a fine cushion of me, I haven’t a dry rag left on me.”
“It’s the naygur I tell ye, devil a word of a lie in it. He’s up there with his red cap on as natural as life,” said Larry, looking as if he expected the apparition to come out of the cave.
“Are you sure that ye was no frightened at a shadow?” asked Donald.
“Faith, an you’d better go and see for yourself,” said Larry; “it’s meself that’s satisfied.”
“Weel, I’ll just take a keek, it canna hurt a body,” said Donald, lifting the pick and climbing up the bank, followed by Jack. Larry standing below expecting to see the spectre charge the intruders, and hurl them down the bank.
They reached the mouth of the cave unchallenged, and Donald started to widen the entrance.
“Has he gone,” shouted Larry.
“I canna say that he’s gone, but he’s no likely to trouble anyone the noo. Come and see for yourself,” said Donald, as he cleared away the entrance to the cave, assisted by Jack.
Larry seeing his mates still alive, and as far as he could see unharmed, scrambled up to the mouth of the cave.
“Bedad, he’s there yet,” said Larry, as he looked in, “but he’s undressed himself since I saw him last. Where’s his red cap?”
Reclining against the sloping side of the cave was the frame of a human being, a black to all appearance; the flesh had seemed to have melted away, leaving the black skin sticking to the bones of the face and ribs. The skull still kept its place on the vertebral column, and the arms hung from the shoulders; the hair clung to the skull like a mat, and a few dark brown shreds of woollen cloth clung to the hairs; and sticking to the thighs and shanks were the shreds of what had once been clothing. It was a grusome sight, and no wonder the first glance of the grinning skull scared the wits out of Larry.
“What’s this,” said Jack, pulling a dark-looking splinter that was protruding from between the ribs of the skeleton.
“It’s the point of a spear, sure enough,” said Donald.
“Didn’t I tell yees that I saw a spear in him yesterday,” cried Larry.
“Ye certainly did, an it’s maist extraordinary,” said Donald.
“Hullo, what’s this,” exclaimed Jack, who in raking with the pick amongst the debris in a corner of the cave, struck something light and springy. “Why, hang me if it is not an old saddle, or all that is left of one. Here’s the perished leather clinging to the trees, and there’s the remains of an old valise, with the lower side of it rotted away. No gold though, worse luck. If this is the nigger that was with Courlett, he should have the gold with him as well as the saddle.”
“Faith and he had it last night, I’ll swear,” said Larry. “Didn’t I see it wid me two eyes?”
“Well, it’s not here now,” said Jack despondently. Then raking carelessly amongst the rubbish, he gave a shout, “By gum, I’ve struck it.”
Just under the spot where the old saddle had been lying, was a little glittering pile, as bright as when it was washed from the gullies of the old Gilbert, and except for a handful or two of dirt, was just as clear as when it was put in the bags long since rotted away.
And a glorious sight it looked to the three ragged fossickers who, but ten minutes before, had reckoned to scrape the flour bag for their Christmas dinner.
“Hurra, boys, we’ve got a rise at last. You’re right Larry, we won’t stop another day here. Come on, let’s git down to the camp, there is over thirty pound weight, if there is an ounce.”
“Hould on, what are you going to do with him,” said Larry, jerking his thumb towards the cave.
“Do with him,” said Jack, “why, let him lie there of course. You don’t want to carry him with you, I hope.”
“Bedad and I don’t, but we’ll have no luck if we don’t give him a decent buryin’. Shure, didn’t I hear me father telling ov a man that found a crock full of yellow goold afther dreaming about it, in the Rath of Coolgarrow, and he just lifted it up widout as much as by your leave, or God bless us, and whin he got the crock home it was full of black mould. Just leave the goold down till we bury the naygur clean and dacent.”
“Oh bother,” cried Jack, “just break down a bit of stuff at the mouth of the cave and throw it in on him.”
“No, we’ll bury him down there on the grassy bank, where he’ll sleep asey,” said Larry.
“I’ll no say but yer right,” said Donald. “Since we’er heirs to sae much siller, this bit o’ work winna hurt us.”
So Larry carried his point, though Jack grumbled a bit about so much trouble over a dead nigger.
“There rest his soul,” said Larry piously. And so the mysterious disappearance of Courlett’s blackboy was cleared up at last.
Wounded no doubt, when his master was killed, he had followed his runaway horse over the ridges, till exhausted he had crept into the little cave to be better able to defend himself, should he be attacked, as a rusty revolver found beside him proved; and there in his place of refuge, he had bled to death, or suffered the more lingering fate of starvation, when the land slip closed him in.
“I’m not sure, but the lawful course would be to hand this siller to the curator,” said Donald thoughtfully, as they were drying the gold over the camp fire.
“Divil a fear ov it, me bhoy,” said Larry. “Shure an’ if it was meant for the curator wouldn’t the ghost ave gone to him instead of coming after me. Shure he wanted us to bury him, and the first whisky we git, we’ll drink his health and long life with for the Christmas present that he gave us.”
#
The Scottish-born artist James Hume Nisbet (1849–1923) moved to Australia when he was 16 and travelled across the country extensively for seven years before returning to Scotland. He made two more extended trips to Australia in 1886 and in 1895. Nisbet was often outspoken on social issues and savage on racial prejudice and inequality, and he deplored the European treatment of Aborigines. His willingness to write about such issues made him an unpopular figure in Australia during the 1890s.
Nisbet published several volumes of poetry, books on art, collections of short stories, travel books, and more than twenty-five novels. He also continued to paint and illustrated several of his own books. Many of his novels drew heavily on his Australian experience, and he often included prefaces to explain his point of view or to defend himself from potential critics.
Twelve of his stories, including the popular and well-anthologised “The Haunted Station”, were collected in The Haunted Station and Other Stories (FV White: London), published in 1894. His second collection, Stories Weird and Wonderful (FV White: London), was published in 1900 and contained two classical vampire stories, “The Vampire Maid” and “The Old Portrait”, the latter being one of the earliest Australian vampire stories and considered a classic of the genre.
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The Old Portrait
(1900)
Old-fashioned frames are a hobby of mine. I am always on the prowl amongst the framers and dealers in curiosities for something quaint and unique in picture frames. I don’t care much for what is inside them, for being a painter it is my fancy to get the frames first and then paint a picture which I think suits their probable history and design. In this way I get some curious and I think also some original ideas.
One day in December, about a week before Christmas, I picked up a fine but dilapidated specimen of wood-carving in a shop near Soho. The gilding had been worn nearly away, and three of the corners broken off; yet as there was one of the corners still left, I hoped to be able to repair the others from it. As for the canvas inside this frame, it was so smothered with dirt and time stains that I cold only distinguish it had been a very badly painted likeness of some sort, of some commonplace person, daubed un by a poor pot-boiling painter to fill the secondhand frame which his patron may have pocked up cheaply as I had done after him; but as the frame was alright I took the spoiled canvas along with it, thinking it might come in handy.
For the next few days my hands were full of work of one kind and another, so that it was only on Christmas Eve that I found myself at liberty to examine my purchase which had been lying with its face to the wall since I had brought it to my studio.
Having nothing to do on this night, and not in the mood to go out, I got my picture and frame from the corner, and laying them upon the table, with a sponge, basin of water, and some soap, I began to wash so that I might see them the better. They were in a terrible mess, and I think I used the best part of a packet of soap-powder and had to change the water about a dozen times before the pattern began to show up on the frame, and the portrait within it asserted its awful crudeness, vile drawing, and intense vulgarity. It was the bloated, piggish visage of a publican clearly, with a plentiful supply of jewellery displayed, as is usual with such masterpieces, where the features are not considered of so much importance as a strict fidelity in the depicting of such articles as watch-guard and seals, finger rings, and breast pins; there were all there, as natural and hard as reality.
The frame delighted me, and the picture satisfied me that I had not cheated the dealer with my price, and I was looking at the monstrosity as the gaslight beat full upon it, and wondering how the owner could be pleased with himself as thus depicted, when something about the background attracted my attention—a slight marking underneath the thin coating as if the portrait had been painted over some other subject.
It was not much certainly, yet enough to make me rush over to my cupboard, where I kept my spirits of wine and turpentine, with which, and a plentiful supply of rags, I began to demolish the publican ruthlessly in the vague hope that I might find something worth looking at underneath.
A slow process that was, as well as a delicate one, so that it was close upon midnight before the gold cable rings and vermilion visage disappeared and another picture loomed up before me; then giving it the final wash over, I wiped it dry, and set it in a good light on my easel, while I filled and lit my pipe, and then sat down to look at it.
What had I liberated from that vile prison of crude paint? For I did not require to set it up to know that this bungler of the brush had covered and defiled a word as far beyond his comprehension as the clouds are from the caterpillar.
The bust and head of a young woman of uncertain age, merged within a gloom of rich accessories painted as only a master hand can paint who is above asserting his knowledge, and who had learnt to cover his technique. It was as perfect and natural in its sombre yet quiet dignity as if it had come from the brush of Moroni.
A face and neck perfectly colourless in their pallid whiteness, with the shadows so artfully managed that they could not be seen, and for this quality would have delighted the strong-minded Queen Bees.
At first as I looked I saw in the centre of a vague darkness a dim patch of grey gloom that drifted into the shadow. Then the greyness appeared to grow lighter as I sat from it, and leaned back in my chair until the features stole out softly, and became clear and definite, while the figure stood out from the background as if tangible, although, having washed it, I knew that it had been smoothly painted.
An intent pace, with delicate nose, well-shaped, although bloodless, lips, and eyes like dark caverns without a spark of light in them. The hair loosely about the head and oval cheeks, massive, silky-textured, jet black, and lustreless, which hid the upper portion of her brow, with the ears, and fell in straight indefinite waves over the left breast, leaving the right portion of the transparent neck exposed.
The dress and background were symphonies of ebony, yet full of subtle colouring and masterly feeling; a dress of rich brocaded velvet with a background that represented vast receding space, wondrously suggestive and awe-inspiring.
I noticed that the pallid lips were parted slightly, and showed a glimpse of the upper front teeth, which added to the intent expression of the face. A short upper tip, which, curled upward, with the underlip full and sensuous, or rather, if colour had been in it, would have been so.
It was an eerie looking face that I had resurrected on this midnight hour of Christmas Eve; in its passive pallidity it looked as if the blood had been drained from the body, and that I was gazing upon an open-eyes corpse.
The frame, also, I noticed for the first time, in its details appeared to have been designed with the intention of carrying out the idea of life in death; what had before looked like scroll-work of flowers and fruit were loathsome snake-like worms twined amongst charnel-house bones which they half covered in a decorative fashion; a hideous design in spite of the exquisite workmanship, that made me shudder and wish that I had left the cleaning to be done by daylight.
I am not at all of a nervous temperament, and would have laughed had anyone told me that I was afraid, and yet, as I sat here alone, with that portrait opposite to me in this solitary studio, away from all human contact; from none of the other studios were tenanted on this night, and the janitor had gone on his holiday; I wished that I had spent my evening in a more congenial manner, for in spite of a good fire in the stove and the brilliant gas, that intent pace and those haunting eyes were exercising a strange influence upon me.
I heard the clocks from the different steeples chime out the last hour of the day, one after the other, like echoes taking p the refrain and dying away in the distance, and still I sat spellbound, looking at that weird picture with my neglected pipe in my hand, and a strange lassitude creeping over me.
It was the eyes that fixed me now with the unfathomable depths and absorbing intensity. They gave out no light, but seemed to draw my soul into them, and with it my life and strength as I lay inert before them, until overpowered I lost consciousness and dreamt.
I thought that the frame was still on the easel with the canvas, but the woman had stepped from them and was approaching me with a floating motion, leaving behind her a vault filled with coffins, some of them shut down whilst others lay or stood upright and open, showing the grizzly contents in their decaying and stained cerements.
I could only see her head and shoulders with the sombre drapery of the upper portion and the inky wealth of hair hanging round.
She was with me now, that pallid face touching my face and those cold bloodless lips glued to mine with a close lingering kiss, while the soft black hair covered me like a cloud and thrilled me through and through with a delicious thrill that, whilst it made me grow faint, intoxicated me with delight.
As I breathed she seemed to absorb it quickly into herself, giving me back nothing, getting stronger as I was becoming weaker, while the warmth of my contact passed into her and made her palpitate with vitality.
And all at once the horror of approaching death seized upon me, and with a frantic effort I flung her from me and started up from my chair dazed and for a moment uncertain where I was, then consciousness returned and I looked round wildly.
The gas was still blazing brightly, while the fire burned ruddy in the stove. By the timepiece on the mantel I could see that it was half-past twelve.
The picture and frame were still on the easel, only as I looked at them the portrait had changed, a hectic flush was on the cheeks while the eyes glittered with life and the sensuous lips were red and ripe-looking with a drop of blood still upon the nether one. In a frenzy of horror I seized my scraping knife and slashed out the vampire picture, then tearing the mutilated fragments out I crammed them into my stove and watched them fizzle with savage delight.
I have that frame still, but I have not yet had the courage to paint a suitable subject for it.
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Henry Lawson (1867–1922) was born in a tent on the Grenfell goldfields, New South Wales, and became regarded as one of the Australia’s finest practitioners of the short story. He was born into a poor family, had a very basic education, and at the age of nine, became partially deaf and remained so for the rest of his life. He moved to Sydney with his mother in 1883 after his parents separated, and in 1896, he married Bertha Bredt. They had two children, but it was an unhappy relationship and ended in divorce in 1903. In his later years, Lawson became a well-known figure in Sydney as a drunk and beggar. He spent time in institutions for his drinking and in gaol for failing to support his ex-wife and their two children. Lawson died of a cerebral haemorrhage at the age of fifty-five.
In 1894, Lawson published his most critically acclaimed works, regarded now as landmarks in Australian literature; a collection of short stories called While the Billy Boils, and an anthology of poetry, In the Days When the World was Wide, both published by Angus and Robertson. Joe Wilson and His Mates, a second collection of his short stories, was published in 1901 and became another Australian classic. However, Lawson’s earlier success was never matched. But despite his personal turmoil, Henry Lawson was included in the Bulletin’s list of ‘100 Most Influential Australians’ in 2006.
“The Ghostly Door” was first published in Joe Wilson and his Mates (Scotland, William Blackwood) in 1901.
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The Ghostly Door
[Told by one of Dave’s mates]
(1901)
Dave and I were tramping on a lonely Bush track in New Zealand, making for a sawmill where we expected to get work, and we were caught in one of those three-days’ gales, with rain and hail in it and cold enough to cut off a man’s legs. Camping out was not to be thought of, so we just tramped on in silence, with the stinging pain coming between our shoulder-blades—from cold, weariness, and the weight of our swags—and our boots, full of water, going splosh, splosh, splosh along the track. We were settled to it—to drag on like wet, weary, muddy working bullocks till we came to somewhere—when, just before darkness settled down, we saw the loom of a humpy of some sort on the slope of a tussock hill, back from the road, and we made for it, without holding a consultation.
It was a two-roomed hut built of waste timber from a sawmill, and was either a deserted settler’s home or a hut attached to an abandoned sawmill round there somewhere. The windows were boarded up. We dumped our swags under the little verandah and banged at the door, to make sure; then Dave pulled a couple of boards off a window and looked in: there was light enough to see that the place was empty. Dave pulled off some more boards, put his arm in through a broken pane, clicked the catch back, and then pushed up the window and got in. I handed in the swags to him. The room was very draughty; the wind came in through the broken window and the cracks between the slabs, so we tried the partitioned-off room—the bedroom—and that was better. It had been lined with chaff-bags, and there were two stretchers left by some timber-getters or other Bush contractors who’d camped there last; and there were a box and a couple of three-legged stools.
We carried the remnant of the wood-heap inside, made a fire, and put the billy on. We unrolled our swags and spread the blankets on the stretchers; and then we stripped and hung our clothes about the fire to dry. There was plenty in our tucker-bags, so we had a good feed. I hadn’t shaved for days, and Dave had a coarse red beard with a twist in it like an ill-used fibre brush—a beard that got redder the longer it grew; he had a hooked nose, and his hair stood straight up (I never saw a man so easy-going about the expression and so scared about the head), and he was very tall, with long, thin, hairy legs. We must have looked a weird pair as we sat there, naked, on the low three-legged stools, with the billy and the tucker on the box between us, and ate our bread and meat with clasp-knives.
“I shouldn’t wonder,” says Dave, “but this is the “whare” where the murder was that we heard about along the road. I suppose if any one was to come along now and look in he’d get scared.” Then after a while he looked down at the flooring-boards close to my feet, and scratched his ear, and said, “That looks very much like a blood-stain under your stool, doesn’t it, Jim?”
I shifted my feet and presently moved the stool farther away from the fire—it was too hot.
I wouldn’t have liked to camp there by myself, but I don’t think Dave would have minded—he’d knocked round too much in the Australian Bush to mind anything much, or to be surprised at anything; besides, he was more than half murdered once by a man who said afterwards that he’d mistook him for some one else: he must have been a very short-sighted murderer.
Presently we put tobacco, matches, and bits of candle we had, on the two stools by the heads of our bunks, turned in, and filled up and smoked comfortably, dropping in a lazy word now and again about nothing in particular. Once I happened to look across at Dave, and saw him sitting up a bit and watching the door. The door opened very slowly, wide, and a black cat walked in, looked first at me, then at Dave, and walked out again; and the door closed behind it.
Dave scratched his ear. “That’s rum,” he said. “I could have sworn I fastened that door. They must have left the cat behind.”
“It looks like it,” I said. “Neither of us has been on the boose lately.”
He got out of bed and up on his long hairy spindle-shanks.
The door had the ordinary, common black oblong lock with a brass knob. Dave tried the latch and found it fast; he turned the knob, opened the door, and called, “Puss-puss-puss!” but the cat wouldn’t come. He shut the door, tried the knob to see that the catch had caught, and got into bed again.
He’d scarcely settled down when the door opened slowly, the black cat walked in, stared hard at Dave, and suddenly turned and darted out as the door closed smartly.
I looked at Dave and he looked at me—hard; then he scratched the back of his head. I never saw a man look so puzzled in the face and scared about the head.
He got out of bed very cautiously, took a stick of firewood in his hand, sneaked up to the door, and snatched it open. There was no one there. Dave took the candle and went into the next room, but couldn’t see the cat. He came back and sat down by the fire and meowed, and presently the cat answered him and came in from somewhere—she’d been outside the window, I suppose; he kept on meowing and she sidled up and rubbed against his hairy shin. Dave could generally bring a cat that way. He had a weakness for cats. I’d seen him kick a dog, and hammer a horse—brutally, I thought—but I never saw him hurt a cat or let any one else do it. Dave was good to cats: if a cat had a family where Dave was round, he’d see her all right and comfortable, and only drown a fair surplus. He said once to me, “I can understand a man kicking a dog, or hammering a horse when it plays up, but I can’t understand a man hurting a cat.”
He gave this cat something to eat. Then he went and held the light close to the lock of the door, but could see nothing wrong with it. He found a key on the mantel-shelf and locked the door. He got into bed again, and the cat jumped up and curled down at the foot and started her old drum going, like shot in a sieve. Dave bent down and patted her, to tell her he’d meant no harm when he stretched out his legs, and then he settled down again.
We had some books of the ‘Deadwood Dick’ school. Dave was reading The Grisly Ghost of the Haunted Gulch, and I had The Dismembered Hand, or The Disembowelled Corpse, or some such names. They were first-class preparation for a ghost.
I was reading away, and getting drowsy, when I noticed a movement and saw Dave’s frightened head rising, with the terrified shadow of it on the wall. He was staring at the door, over his book, with both eyes. And that door was opening again—slowly—and Dave had locked it! I never felt anything so creepy: the foot of my bunk was behind the door, and I drew up my feet as it came open; it opened wide, and stood so. We waited, for five minutes it seemed, hearing each other breathe, watching for the door to close; then Dave got out, very gingerly, and up on one end, and went to the door like a cat on wet bricks.
“You shot the bolt outside the catch,” I said, as he caught hold of the door—like one grabs a craw-fish.
“I’ll swear I didn’t,” said Dave. But he’d already turned the key a couple of times, so he couldn’t be sure. He shut and locked the door again. “Now, get out and see for yourself,” he said.
I got out, and tried the door a couple of times and found it all right. Then we both tried, and agreed that it was locked.
I got back into bed, and Dave was about half in when a thought struck him. He got the heaviest piece of firewood and stood it against the door.
“What are you doing that for?” I asked.
“If there’s a broken-down burglar camped round here, and trying any of his funny business, we’ll hear him if he tries to come in while we’re asleep,” says Dave. Then he got back into bed. We composed our nerves with the Haunted Gulch and The Disembowelled Corpse, and after a while I heard Dave snore, and was just dropping off when the stick fell from the door against my big toe and then to the ground with tremendous clatter. I snatched up my feet and sat up with a jerk, and so did Dave—the cat went over the partition. That door opened, only a little way this time, paused, and shut suddenly. Dave got out, grabbed a stick, skipped to the door, and clutched at the knob as if it were a nettle, and the door wouldn’t come!—it was fast and locked! Then Dave’s face began to look as frightened as his hair. He lit his candle at the fire, and asked me to come with him; he unlocked the door and we went into the other room, Dave shading his candle very carefully and feeling his way slow with his feet. The room was empty; we tried the outer door and found it locked.
“It muster gone by the winder,” whispered Dave. I noticed that he said ‘it’ instead of ‘he’. I saw that he himself was shook up, and it only needed that to scare me bad.
We went back to the bedroom, had a drink of cold tea, and lit our pipes. Then Dave took the waterproof cover off his bunk, spread it on the floor, laid his blankets on top of it, his spare clothes, &c., on top of them, and started to roll up his swag.
“What are you going to do, Dave?” I asked.
“I’m going to take the track,” says Dave, “and camp somewhere farther on. You can stay here, if you like, and come on in the morning.”
I started to roll up my swag at once. We dressed and fastened on the tucker-bags, took up the billies, and got outside without making any noise. We held our backs pretty hollow till we got down on to the road.
“That comes of camping in a deserted house,” said Dave, when we were safe on the track. No Australian Bushman cares to camp in an abandoned homestead, or even near it—probably because a deserted home looks ghostlier in the Australian Bush than anywhere else in the world.
It was blowing hard, but not raining so much.
We went on along the track for a couple of miles and camped on the sheltered side of a round tussock hill, in a hole where there had been a landslip. We used all our candle-ends to get a fire alight, but once we got it started we knocked the wet bark off manuka sticks and logs and piled them on, and soon had a roaring fire. When the ground got a little drier we rigged a bit of shelter from the showers with some sticks and the oil-cloth swag-covers; then we made some coffee and got through the night pretty comfortably. In the morning Dave said, “I’m going back to that house.”
“What for?” I said.
“I’m going to find out what’s the matter with that crimson door. If I don’t I’ll never be able to sleep easy within a mile of a door so long as I live.”
So we went back. It was still blowing. The thing was simple enough by daylight—after a little watching and experimenting. The house was built of odds and ends and badly fitted. It ‘gave’ in the wind in almost any direction—not much, not more than an inch or so, but just enough to throw the door-frame out of plumb and out of square in such a way as to bring the latch and bolt of the lock clear of the catch (the door-frame was of scraps joined). Then the door swung open according to the hang of it; and when the gust was over the house gave back, and the door swung to—the frame easing just a little in another direction. I suppose it would take Edison to invent a thing like that, that came about by accident. The different strengths and directions of the gusts of wind must have accounted for the variations of the door’s movements—and maybe the draught of our big fire had helped.
Dave scratched his head a good bit.
“I never lived in a house yet,” he said, as we came away—“I never lived in a house yet without there was something wrong with it. Gimme a good tent.”
#
Born in Scone, New South Wales, Barbara Baynton (1857–1929) came from a poverty-stricken family but found success with her collection of gothic stories, Bush Studies (Duckworth, London), published in 1902. She left home at eighteen and married Alex Frater in 1880, but divorced him in 1889 after discovering he was having an affair with her niece. Baynton married for a second time in 1890 to Thomas Baynton, a retired Sydney doctor, and enjoyed a happy marriage until his death in 1904. In 1902, Baynton went to London to find a publisher for what would become Bush Studies, and lived between Sydney and London after the death of Thomas Baynton. In 1921, she married for a third time to Baron Headley.
While Henry Lawson (and other writers of their time) admitted to the harshness of the ‘bush’ (a colloquialism for the Australian outback) but wrote about characters with the ability to overcome such difficulties, Baynton’s stories did not present the same romanticism. Instead, her gothic tales displayed a grim realism of the terrible suffering of women in an inhospitable country. “The Chosen Vessel” (1902), first published in Bush Studies, is a morbid tale of what happens to a woman in the bush when her husband goes away for work for a week, leaving her alone with their young baby.
#
The Chosen Vessel
(1902)
She laid the stick and her baby on the grass while she untied the rope that tethered the calf. The length of the rope separated them. The cow was near the calf, and both were lying down. Feed along the creek was plentiful, and every day she found a fresh place to tether it, since tether it she must, for if she did not, it would stray with the cow out on the plain. She had plenty of time to go after it, but then there was baby; and if the cow turned on her out on the plain, and she with baby—she had been a town girl and was afraid of the cow, but she did not want the cow to know it. She used to run at first when it bellowed its protest against the penning up of its calf. This satisfied the cow, also the calf, but the woman’s husband was angry, and called her—the noun was cur. It was he who forced her to run and meet the advancing cow, brandishing a stick, and uttering threatening words till the enemy turned and ran. “That’s the way!” the man said, laughing at her white face. In many things he was worse than the cow, and she wondered if the same rule would apply to the man, but she was not one to provoke skirmishes even with the cow.
It was early for the calf to go “to bed”—nearly an hour earlier than usual; but she had felt so restless all day. Partly because it was Monday, and the end of the week that would bring her and baby the companionship of its father, was so far off. He was a shearer, and had gone to his shed before daylight that morning. Fifteen miles as the crow flies separated them.
There was a track in front of the house, for it had once been a wine shanty, and a few travellers passed along at intervals. She was not afraid of horsemen; but swagmen, going to, or worse, coming from the dismal, drunken little township, a day’s journey beyond, terrified her. One had called at the house today, and asked for tucker.
Ah! that was why she had penned up the calf so early! She feared more from the look of his eyes, and the gleam of his teeth, as he watched her newly awakened baby beat its impatient fists upon her covered breasts, than from the knife that was sheathed in the belt at his waist.
She had given him bread and meat. Her husband, she told him, was sick. She always said that when she was alone, and a swagman came, and she had gone in from the kitchen to the bedroom, and asked questions and replied to them in the best man’s voice she could assume Then he had asked to go into the kitchen to boil his billy, but she gave him tea, and he drank it on the wood-heap. He had walked round and round the house, and there were cracks in some places, and after the last time he had asked for tobacco. She had none to give him, and he had grinned, because there was a broken clay pipe near the wood-heap where he stood, and if there were a man inside, there ought to have been tobacco. Then he asked for money, but women in the bush never have money.
At last he had gone, and she, watching through the cracks, saw him when about a quarter of a mile away, turn and look back at the house. He had stood so for some moments with a pretence of fixing his swag, and then, apparently satisfied, moved to the left towards the creek. The creek made a bow round the house, and when he came to it she lost sight of him. Hours after, watching intently for signs of smoke, she saw the man’s dog chasing some sheep that had gone to the creek for water, and saw it slink back suddenly, as if the man had called it.
More than once she thought of taking her baby and going to her husband. But in the past, when she had dared to speak of the dangers to which her loneliness exposed her, he had taunted and sneered at her. She need not flatter herself, he had coarsely told her, that anybody would want to run away with her.
Long before nightfall she placed food on the kitchen table, and beside it laid the big brooch that had been her mother’s. It was the only thing of value that she had. And she left the kitchen door wide open.
The doors inside she securely fastened. Beside the bolt in the back one she drove in the steel and scissors; against it she piled the table and the stools. Underneath the lock of the front door she forced the handle of the spade, and the blade between the cracks in the flooring boards. Then the prop-stick, cut into lengths, held the top, as the spade held the middle. The windows were little more than portholes; she had nothing to fear through them.
She ate a few mouthfuls of food and drank a cup of milk. But she lighted no fire, and when night came, no candle, but crept with her baby to bed.
What woke her? The wonder was that she had slept—she had not meant to. But she was young, very young. Perhaps the shrinking of the galvanized roof—yet hardly, since that was so usual. Something had set her heart beating wildly; but she lay quite still, only she put her arm over her baby. Then she had both round it, and she prayed, “Little baby, little baby, don’t wake!”
The moon’s rays shone on the front of the house, and she saw one of the open cracks, quite close to where she lay, darken with a shadow. Then a protesting growl reached her; and she could fancy she heard the man turn hastily. She plainly heard the thud of something striking the dog’s ribs, and the long flying strides of the animal as it howled and ran. Still watching, she saw the shadow darken every crack along the wall. She knew by the sounds that the man was trying every standpoint that might help him to see in; but how much he saw she could not tell. She thought of many things she might do to deceive him into the idea that she was not alone. But the sound of her voice would wake baby, and she dreaded that as though it were the only danger that threatened her. So she prayed, “Little baby, don’t wake, don’t cry!”
Stealthily the man crept about. She knew he had his boots off, because of the vibration that his feet caused as he walked along the veranda to gauge the width of the little window in her room, and the resistance of the front door.
Then he went to the other end, and the uncertainty of what he was doing became unendurable. She had felt safer, far safer, while he was close, and she could watch and listen. She felt she must watch, but the great fear of wakening baby again assailed her. She suddenly recalled that one of the slabs on that side of the house had shrunk in length as well as in width, and had once fallen out. It was held in position only by a wedge of wood underneath. What if he should discover that! The uncertainty increased her terror. She prayed as she gently raised herself with her little one in her arms, held tightly to her breast.
She thought of the knife, and shielded her child’s body with her hands and arms. Even its little feet she covered with its white gown, and baby never murmured—it liked to be held so. Noiselessly she crossed to the other side, and stood where she could see and hear, but not be seen. He was trying every slab, and was very near to that with the wedge under it. Then she saw him find it; and heard the sound of the knife as bit by bit he began to cut away the wooden support.
She waited motionless, with her baby pressed tightly to her, though she knew that in another few minutes this man with the cruel eyes, lascivious mouth, and gleaming knife would enter. One side of the slab tilted; he had only to cut away the remaining little end, when the slab, unless he held it, would fall outside.
She heard his jerked breathing as it kept time with the cuts of the knife, and the brush of his clothes as he rubbed the wall in his movements, for she was so still and quiet, that she did not even tremble. She knew when he ceased, and wondered why. She stood well concealed; she knew he could not see her, and that he would not fear if he did, yet she heard him move cautiously away. Perhaps he expected the slab to fall. Still his motive puzzled her, and she moved even closer, and bent her body the better to listen. Ah! what sound was that? “Listen! Listen!” she bade her heart—her heart that had kept so still, but now bounded with tumultuous throbs that dulled her ears. Nearer and nearer came the sounds, till the welcome thud of a horse’s hoof rang out clearly.
“Oh, God! Oh, God! Oh, God!” she cried, for they were very close before she could make sure. She turned to the door, and with her baby in her arms tore frantically at its bolts and bars.
Out she darted at last, and running madly along, saw the horseman beyond her in the distance. She called to him in Christ’s name, in her babe’s name, still flying like the wind with the speed that deadly peril gives. But the distance grew greater and greater between them, and when she reached the creek her prayers turned to wild shrieks, for there crouched the man she feared, with outstretched arms that caught her as she fell. She knew he was offering terms if she ceased to struggle and cry for help, though louder and louder did she cry for it, but it was only when the man’s hand gripped her throat, that the cry of “Murder” came from her lips. And when she ceased, the startled curlews took up the awful sound, and flew shrieking over the horseman’s head.
#
“By God!” said the boundary rider, “it’s been a dingo right enough! Eight killed up here, and there’s more down in the creek—a ewe and a lamb, I’ll bet; and the lamb’s alive!” And he shut out the sky with his hand, and watched the crows that were circling round and round, nearing the earth one moment, and the next shooting skywards. By that he knew the lamb must be alive; even a dingo will spare a lamb sometimes.
Yes, the lamb was alive, and after the manner of lambs of its kind did not know its mother when the light came. It had sucked the still warm breasts, and laid its little head on her bosom, and slept till the morn. Then, when it looked at the swollen disfigured face, it wept and would have crept away, but for the hand that still clutched its little gown. Sleep was nodding its golden head and swaying its small body, and the crows were close, so close, to the mother’s wide-open eyes, when the boundary rider galloped down.
“Jesus Christ!” he said, covering his eyes. He told afterwards how the little child held out its arms to him, and how he was forced to cut its gown that the dead hand held.
#
It was election time, and as usual the priest had selected a candidate. His choice was so obviously in the interests of the squatter, that Peter Hennessey’s reason, for once in his life, had over-ridden superstition, and he had dared promise his vote to another. Yet he was uneasy, and every time he woke in the night (and it was often) he heard the murmur of his mother’s voice. It came through the partition, or under the door. If through the partition, he knew she was praying in her bed; but when the sounds came under the door, she was on her knees before the little altar in the corner that enshrined the statue of the Blessed Virgin and Child.
“Mary, Mother of Christ! save my son! Save him!” prayed she in the dairy as she strained and set the evening’s milking “Sweet Mary! for the love of Christ, save him!” The grief in her old face made the morning meal so bitter, that to avoid her he came late to his dinner. It made him so cowardly, that he could not say goodbye to her, and when night fell on the eve of the election day, he rode off secretly.
He had thirty miles to ride to the township to record his vote. He cantered briskly along the great stretch of plain that had nothing but stunted cottonbush to play shadow to the full moon, which glorified a sky of earliest spring. The bruised incense of the flowering clover rose up to him, and the glory of the night appealed vaguely to his imagination, but he was preoccupied with his present act of revolt.
Vividly he saw his mother’s agony when she would find him gone. At that moment, he felt sure, she was praying.
“Mary! Mother of Christ!” He repeated the invocation, half unconsciously. And suddenly, out of the stillness, came Christ’s name to him—called loudly in despairing accents.
“For Christ’s sake! Christ’s sake! Christ’s sake!” called the voice. Good Catholic that he had been, he crossed himself before he dared to look back. Gliding across a ghostly patch of pipe-clay, he saw a white-robed figure with a babe clasped to her bosom.
All the superstitious awe of his race and religion swayed his brain. The moonlight on the gleaming clay was a “heavenly light” to him, and he knew the white figure not for flesh and blood, but for the Virgin and Child of his mother’s prayers. Then, good Catholic that once more he was, he put spurs to his horse’s sides and galloped madly away.
His mother’s prayers were answered.
Hennessey was the first to record his vote—for the priest’s candidate. Then he sought the priest at home, but found that he was out rallying the voters. Still, under the influence of his blessed vision, Hennessey would not go near the public-houses, but wandered about the outskirts of the town for hours, keeping apart from the townspeople, and fasting as penance. He was subdued and mildly ecstatic, feeling as a repentant chastened child, who awaits only the kiss of peace.
And at last, as he stood in the graveyard crossing himself with reverent awe, he heard in the gathering twilight the roar of many voices crying the name of the victor at the election. It was well with the priest.
Again Hennessey sought him. He sat at home, the house-keeper said, and led him into the dimly-lighted study. His seat was immediately opposite a large picture, and as the housekeeper turned up the lamp, once more the face of the Madonna and Child looked down on him, but this time silently, peacefully. The half-parted lips of the Virgin were smiling with compassionate tenderness; her eyes seemed to beam with the forgiveness of an earthly mother for her erring but beloved child.
He fell on his knees in adoration. Transfixed, the wondering priest stood, for, mingled with the adoration, “My Lord and my God!” was the exaltation, “And hast Thou chosen me?”
“What is it, Peter?” said the priest.
“Father,” he answered reverently, and with loosened tongue he poured forth the story of his vision.
“Great God!” shouted the priest, “and you did not stop to save her! Have you not heard?”
#
Many miles further down the creek a man kept throwing an old cap into a waterhole the dog would bring it out and lay it on the opposite side to where the man stood, but would not allow the man to catch him, though it was only to wash the blood of the sheep from his mouth and throat, for the sight of blood made the man tremble.
#
Ernest Favenc (1845–1908) is mostly remembered for his exploration of Australia, with his first major work, The History of Australian Exploration from 1788 to 1888, being published in 1888. The book was very successful and still remains a useful resource.
Born in Surrey, England, Favenc came to Australia in 1863, where he took on various jobs in North Queensland. In 1878-1879, he led an expedition into unexplored country to assess the viability of a railway link from Brisbane to Darwin. His reports were published in The Queenslander and were met with favour. In 1880, he married Bessie Matthews and they moved to Sydney, although he undertook further expeditions into the Gulf of Carpentaria and north-west of Western Australia.
Along with contributing fiction and poetry to the Sydney Mail, the Bulletin, the Queensland Punch and the Australasian, Favenc also published romances, children’s stories, and a collections of short stories called The Last of Six: Tales of the Austral Tropics (Sydney, 1893). The collection includes the ghost stories “Spirit Led” and “The Track of the Dead,” as well as “A Haunt of the Jinkarras,” in which two explorers in Central Australia discover a strange race of human-like beings living beneath the ground.
“The Land of the Unseen” was first published in Phil May’s Annual (Winter) 14, in 1902. It is the grim tale of two men who have discovered the means of seeing the invisible frightening beings that live all around us.
#
The Land of the Unseen
(1902)
When I first knew George Redman he was an ordinary pleasure-seeking man of the world, with an independent income, which afforded him the means and opportunity to indulge in occasional fads.
Photography was one of them for a time, but of course it was neglected when the novelty had worn off, and something else, “biking” probably, took its place.
For a week or two he dropped out of his usual haunts, and he was often seen in familiar intercourse with an aged man, who was reported to be either an anarchist or a lunatic.
Lunatic or not, he was a man with a striking face and wonderful eyes. The eyes of a visionary or an enthusiast, but certainly not of one deficient of reason.
Gradually Redman withdrew himself more and more from his old friends, and not having seen him for some time, I ventured to call at his rooms one night.
He was at home, and did not seem quite pleased at my coming. However, as we had always been close friends, I did not take any notice of it, and accepted his half-hearted invitation to stay.
His old friend was there, and was introduced to me as Mr. Whitleaf. For a time our conversation turned on subjects to which the old man paid little or no attention, but kept me under a steady fire from his eyes, which made me feel most uncomfortable.
His gaze did not seem so much concentrated on me as on something near me, giving me the uncanny feeling that he was looking at something that I could not see. I was relieved when he changed his gaze, and spoke a few words to Redman in a tongue strange to me.
Whatever he said, Redman seemed greatly relieved, and his manner towards me altered at once, he became quite cordial, and like his old self.
“Did I tell you I am going in for photography again?” he asked.
“No; you know I have not seen much of you lately.”
“Well, it is a new phase of photography that I am studying,-or rather, what I hope will prove a new phase.”
“Some further advance on the X-rays business?”
“Quite the opposite. The X-rays have developed a wondrous future, but what I hope to arrive at is something far different and far higher.”
I noticed that Redman was beginning to get excited, and the old man interposed.
“I will tell your friend,” he said, in a clear and singularly fascinating voice, “what is the goal we aim at.
“Listen! I have known for long that the air around us is full of invisible and impalpable beings. Beings I must call them, for want of a better word, but what they are cannot be explained by that word, for they are not-and yet they are.
“They exist—but yet have no existence; they are terrible in their power-and yet they have no power, for they, too, are swayed by an overmastering will. We are their slaves their masters.
“In this room they are mustering in force, even as we sit here; I cannot see them, but I feel their presence, and know by sure tokens that those that have accompanied you into this room are not inimical to us, therefore I told Redman that we might speak before you.
“Listen again! You may search the universe with the most powerful telescope that the genius of man has invented; you can track down the uttermost bounds of infinity almost, the last wandering sun; and the plate of the camera when exposed will give others, and still others, in illimitable spheres beyond those the human eyes can see.
“Why is this? Why should the wonderful power of the camera be able to do what the trained eyes of men cannot? Why can it see through the living flesh and record on its surface the bone it sees beneath?
“Because it has power beyond our feeble strength, because it can search out the stars hidden in immeasurable distance, and make them visible to us. And it, too, when we have found the right method to use it, will seize these unseen forms that surround us and reveal them in actual shape.
“They are around us now in countless numbers, but we move through them unknowingly and unwittingly; and yet they, too, are fraught with all the powers of good and evil that sway the human heart.
“That is the work we are engaged in now, and if we succeed, we bridge, at one step, the gulf between the known and the unknown, the seen and the unseen, that has existed since matter was formed from chaos.”
In his excitement the old man had arisen from his chair, and with burning eyes and eager hands emphasised his speech, as though he actually saw the formless beings he spoke of hovering in the seemingly empty air.
“It is true, Cameron,” said Redman, after a pause. “I have been studying the matter closely, and am now assured of the existence of these invisible companions crowding the space that surrounds us. Why am I assured? Because we have attained a partial success. Dimly and indistinctly; constant experiments with the camera have given us some results.
“I will show you them to-morrow. Why should it not be? The bones of the body are no longer hidden from view. The stars shining in the immensity of space, so distant that a telescope fails to find them, reveal themselves on the plate.
“So will these invisible beings in time, and I tell you I dread the day of our triumph.”
“Why so?”
“Why so? The Gorgon’s head that turned the rash onlooker into stone will be as nothing to what the man is doomed to witness who first solves the dread secret.
“Do not suppose these forms will be human; they will be the embodiment of the good and evil passions of those that have passed before; what awful shape they will take I cannot guess—something so fearful that the first glance may blast the eyesight of the man who looks. But, on the other hand, they may be beneficent and blessed.”
“But surely you are not reviving the old jugglery of ghost photographs?”
“Pshaw! We are searchers for the hidden secret, honest and straightforward, not shuffling charlatans, gulling a foolish public. But come to-morrow and see what we have done. Don’t talk of this outside.”
I rose and took my leave, for it was nearly midnight, and as I walked the almost deserted streets I seemed to be haunted and followed by a ghostly company of phantoms. Horrible, because I could not guess their shape; awful on account of their impalpability.
They thronged around me, and shed their unholy influences on my sleepless pillow for the remainder of the night. I had taken the first rash step into the forbidden, and was suffering the penalty.
The next morning I went to Redman, according to my promise. He took me to his gallery, which had been enlarged and improved since I saw it last, and in it we found old Whitleaf working amongst some chemicals.
“I promised to show you how far we had got,” said Redman, opening a locked drawer.
“Look at this.”
It was a large photograph of the interior of an empty room that he had put into my hand, but at first I could see no more than that. He smiled slightly at my openly-shown disappointment, and, taking it from me, placed it on frame, and bade me look through a magnifying glass fixed above.
Then I saw.
I saw, and I did not see. The room stood out in bold perspective. It was empty, and it was not empty.
Shadows obscured the light from the windows where no shadows should have been. There were eyes, of that I am certain; such eyes—eyes that could kill with a glance if one only saw them plainly and clearly.
The room was full of beings without shape, without form, but stamping their invisible presence by a way that was felt and not seen.
As I looked, entranced, I prayed that I should not see them, for the mere thought of the possibility brought cold terror to my heart and the limpness of death to my limbs.
“Look not on what is forbidden,” was the mandate I seemed to hear, as by an effort I turned away, shuddering, and caught my friend’s arm.
“Oh, they are here!” I gasped—“the awful ones. Seek no further. Man must not see their shape.”
“They are there,” repeated the deep voice of Whitleaf. “Ay, and they are here.”
I covered my eyes with my hands and tried to forget, while every nerve and fibre shrank with dumb terror.
“Look again,” said Redman.
I could not refuse, though my whole being revolted at the ordeal. I looked.
He had changed the photograph, and now I gazed on the sea, calm, motionless, and lifeless. And as I looked there gradually grew on me a monstrous horror.
It was not in sea or sky, but it was there. A momentary resemblance of evil-evil made palpable, such evil as man could not conceive, could not execute.
The maniac homicide would have recoiled, shuddering, from the mere suggestion of it, and died, shrieking with terror at its presence.
And the awful thing was still not there in form and substance, only in its dreadful influence.
I withdrew my eyes and sat down on a chair.
“Can such things be about us?” I asked.
“Do you not know that they are?”
“But why seek to make them visible when the vision would bring madness?”
“There may be more beyond-there is more beyond,” said Redman. “Look at this.” He changed the picture.
I hesitated.
“Nay, it will restore your courage.”
Once more I gazed through the glass. It was a bedroom, and on the bed lay a corpse composed for burial.
Slowly there stole over me a wonderful feeling of peace, of everlasting happiness.
I strained my gaze to find out what caused it; it seemed to me that if I once succeeded in seeing that benign presence I should sorrow no more, but joy eternal would be mine. All my former fear and horror vanished.
“They are gods in good and evil,” I said as I looked up. “Will you ever rest till you see them?” I went on, forgetting all I had said before.
“Never!” said both men together.
I became now as infatuated with their prospects of success as my friends were, though I could do little to help them, and circumstances called me away for six months.
When I returned I hastened to see Redman, having learned from his letters that a discovery was shortly expected. I found Redman and Whitleaf waiting together, and learned that I had just arrived in time to witness the success or failure of a trial they were then making.
The plate was even then exposed in the gallery. Both men, I could see, were in a condition of strongly suppressed excitement, and when at last the time expired Whitleaf proceeded to the gallery alone, under some pre-arranged agreement.
Redman paced up and down, repeatedly looking at his watch.
“He must have seen by this time,” he said at last, and as he spoke a cry thrilled through the house and pierced our ears—a cry for help, a cry of terror and horror, indescribable overpowering horror, so great that you felt your heart stand still, paralysed and aghast.
We rushed to the gallery.
Whitleaf lay on the floor, with stony eyes and bloodstained mouth. He was dead—dead, with wide-open eyes that spoke still in silent testimony of the death he had died—killed by the shock of seeing what man should never see.
With a shuddering hand Redman closed the eyes that had seen more than mortality is allowed. There was black blood on his lips and white beard, and seemingly it had welled from his mouth.
The plate had fallen from his failing grasp, and lay on the floor, broken, pulverised, and ground to powder—by whom?
Redman said little; he seemed stunned and bewildered at the terrible power that had shown itself.
There was a medical examination into the cause of Whitleaf’s death, and the doctor certified it was caused by sudden stoppage of the heart’s action.
I had a chance to go away again, and gladly accepted it. I was cured for a time of any desire to pry into such fearful mysteries as Redman’s pursuit seemed to lead to.
As for him, blank disappointment had fallen on him. I know what his thoughts were: what use was it to make absolute this fresh discovery of science when the success of the experiment meant the death of the investigator?
And yet I could see he had an irresistible longing to look on the sight that had blasted Whitleaf’s eyes for ever. I urged him to seek travel and change.
I did not see him again for more than six months, and then his mood had greatly altered for the better.
The gloomy effect of the catastrophe of Whitleaf’s death had disappeared in a great measure, if not entirely; and, above all, he had fallen in love with a young girl who, both in mind and body, seemed in every way fitted for him, and worthy of the utmost affection.
Yet this fair young girl, who was devoted to my friend, was the means of plunging him back into the blackness of madness
One day I met him with his fiancée and he mother, going to lunch at his rooms, and he invited me to accompany them. During the meal his prospective mother-in-law asked him if he continued his photographic pursuits.
He answered “No,” and the old lady prompted by the devil, proposed that he should take a likeness of her daughter, and to my surprise Redman consented.
The gallery had been locked up since the fatal day of Whitleaf’s death, and Redman led the way there, and unlocked it. Dust lay thick everywhere, and the place was close and unpleasant, and I, for one, felt the evil impression of it.
Redman placed Miss Torrance in position, got his apparatus ready, and took her likeness in two or three different attitudes, then leaving the plates in the dark room to develop at another time, we left the room, I, glad indeed to get away from the place.
Next morning I went to call upon Redman and to my surprise and grief found him sitting on a lounge, haggard, wild-eyed, desperate, and half-mad. He looked like a man after a long drinking bout, on the eve of delirium.
“Good Heavens, Redman! What’s the matter?” I asked.
He turned his awful eyes on to me, and spoke—”I have seen them, and live.”
With the words came back to me the old thrill of cold horror, and I looked at him without answering.
He spoke again with an effort—”I developed those portraits I took of Miss Torrance, and there was one,” here his voice dropped, “that must have been on one of the plates that Whitleaf and I prepared. They were there!”
He stopped, and leaned back with the beads of perspiration standing on his forehead.
Presently he arose, and asked me to come with him to the gallery, “Not to see that,” he added; “it is utterly destroyed.”
We entered the gallery, and he brought me the negatives. I held them up to the light, and looked at them. They were all happily caught, one in particular in which she was seated leaning back with a smile on her face. So might a young mother have smiled at a child at her knee. He selected that one.
“It was almost in the same position as this,” he said; “and when I looked on it but for an instant, I saw the horror there. Seated in her lap it seemed to be—that awful thing of loathsome evil! And she smiling down on it. It was but an instant I saw it, and then it was snatched from my hand, and ground into powder there.” He pointed to a place where some fragments lay.
“Snatched from your hand?” I repeated in amaze.
“Yes; I know no more. When I came to myself I was on the floor of this place, with the moon shining through the glass overhead. Fancy, in one moment all my happiness cast to the winds.
“Can I marry that girl knowing that she sat there smiling and innocent, and in her lap a being of hell, a vile monster that could slay humanity with its basilisk glance if it were permitted?
“Oh! the raging torment I passed that night in—for that one glance has cut me off from my fellows for ever. Would that I had died like my poor friend!”
“What was it like?”
“Like! How describe what human language is not capable of describing? How describe what is so far removed from humanity, so utterly beyond and apart from it that no words of mine can make you apprehend it? One thing only I saw, that there were eyes in the monster—eyes that were darts of death.
“Ask me nothing more. This marriage once broken off, I shall leave this.”
The marriage was broken off. Redman’s strange, sudden, and unaccountable change of manner led to not unjust suspicions of insanity, and Miss Torrance never knew the frightful secret.
He, poor fellow, wandered through the world a haunted man.
I met him a year afterwards. He was worn down with grief, and I doubt not his brain was disordered.
Morbidly his imagination dwelt continuously on the unseen horrors by which mankind are surrounded, and unconsciously walking amongst.
He shuddered at the mention of photography, and kept himself almost entirely shut up.
At last a change took place. It seemed as though he had mustered up a despairing courage to meet and fight his unseen foes.
He resumed his photography, and avowed to me his intention of following his discovery to the bitter end—giving his life to it.
There was a large public gathering shortly coming on, and he told me that he would try his next experiments there. He asked me to call on him the day after the function had taken place.
It was in the morning that I went, and found the servants relieved to see me.
Redman was locked in his photographic gallery, and about half an hour before they had heard a loud fall in there, but no cry; and since then all their knockings and callings had received no attention.
Suspecting the worst, I hurried to the gallery door, and at once forced it open. Redman was, as I expected to find him, dead on the ground.
He had been writing at the table, when a heavy iron rod, one of the supports of the glass skylights, had fallen, with no apparent cause, on his head, killing him instantly.
The photograph was in minute splinters and powder on the floor; but the writing on the table was addressed to me, and I immediately took possession of it. It ran as follows:
“I took the photograph on the prepared plate, and developed it this morning. So strung were my nerves from the constant contemplation of this subject that I contemplated the negative without more than a momentary spasm of terror.
“Would you believe it, that the large crowd was scarce to be seen; blotted out and hidden by the unseen creatures, now made visible. I had not more than time to take in the details, when it was again snatched from my hand and crushed to atoms. This I anticipated.
“I had noticed the plate well in that brief glance I caught, and saw what I had seen before, that the eyes I told you of were directed against me from all quarters, and I gather from that that these beings are only secure in their invisibility, and fear their discovery.
“Are they the source of all evil, restrained and limited in their action by the occasional presence among them of a Supreme Power, omnipotent and beneficent? It may be so, and they shrink from being observed.
“Would it end in their leaving for another planet world if they should become visible like men?
“I have seen them and live; and lest anything should happen to me, I will leave you, Rupert Cameron, directions to prepare the plate, so that my secret will not be lost.
“In the first place, you ...”
Here the bar had descended, and a splash of blood on the white paper was all that was left.
The terrible and fatal secret had not descended to me.
#
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A Strange Goldfield
(1904)
Of course nine out of every ten intelligent persons will refuse to believe that there could be a grain of truth in the story I am now going to tell you. The tenth may have some small faith in my veracity, but what I think of his intelligence I am going to keep to myself.
In a certain portion of a certain Australian Colony two miners, when out prospecting in what was then, as now, one of the dreariest parts of the Island Continent, chanced upon a rich find.
They applied to Government for the usual reward, and in less than a month three thousand people were settled on the Field. What privations they had to go through to get there, and the miseries they had to endure when they did reach their journey’s end, have only a remote bearing on this story, but they would make a big book.
I should explain that between Railhead and the Field was a stretch of country some three hundred miles in extent. It was badly watered, vilely grassed, and execrably timbered. What was even worse, a considerable portion of it was made up of red sand, and everybody who has been compelled to travel over that knows what it means. Yet these enthusiastic seekers after wealth pushed on, some on horseback, some in bullock waggons, but the majority travelled on foot; the graves, and the skeletons of cattle belonging to those who had preceded them punctuating the route, and telling them what they might expect as they advanced.
That the Field did not prove a success is now a matter of history, but that same history, if you read between the lines, gives one some notion of what the life must have been like while it lasted. The water supply was entirely insufficient, provisions were bad and ruinously expensive; the men themselves were, as a rule, the roughest of the rough, while the less said about the majority of the women the better. Then typhoid stepped in and stalked like the Destroying Angel through the camp. Its inhabitants went down like sheep in a drought, and for the most part rose no more. Where there had been a lust of gold there was now panic, terror—every man feared that he might be the next to be attacked, and it was only the knowledge of those terrible three hundred miles that separated them from civilisation that kept many of them on the Field. The most thickly populated part was now the cemetery. Drink was the only solace, and under its influence such scenes were enacted as I dare not describe. As they heard of fresh deaths, men shook their fists at Heaven, and cursed the day when they first saw pick or shovel. Some, bolder than the rest, cleared out just as they stood; a few eventually reached civilisation, others perished in the desert. At last the Field was declared abandoned, and the dead were left to take their last long sleep, undisturbed by the clank of windlass or the blow of pick.
It would take too long to tell all the different reasons that combined to draw me out into that ‘most distressful country’. Let it suffice that our party consisted of a young Englishman named Spicer, a wily old Australian bushman named Matthews, and myself. We were better off than the unfortunate miners, inasmuch as we were travelling with camels, and our outfits were as perfect as money and experience could make them. The man who travels in any other fashion in that country is neither more nor less than a madman. For a month past we had been having a fairly rough time of it, and were then on our way south, where we had reason to believe rain had fallen, and, in consequence, grass was plentiful. It was towards evening when we came out of a gully in the ranges and had our first view of the deserted camp. We had no idea of its existence, and for this reason we pulled up our animals and stared at it in complete surprise. Then we pushed on again, wondering what on earth place we had chanced upon.
“This is all right,” said Spicer, with a chuckle. “We’re in luck. Grog shanties and stores, a bath, and perhaps girls.”
I shook my head.
“I can’t make it out,” I said. “What’s it doing out here?”
Matthews was looking at it under his hand, and, as I knew that he had been out in this direction on a previous occasion, I asked his opinion.
“It beats me,” he replied; “but if you ask me what I think I should say it’s Gurunya, the Field that was deserted some four or five years back.”
“Look here,” cried Spicer, who was riding a bit on our left, “what are all these things—graves, as I’m a living man. Here, let’s get out of this. There are hundreds of them and before I know where I am old Polyphemus here will be on his nose.”
What he said was correct—the ground over which we were riding was literally bestrewn with graves, some of which had rough, tumbledown head boards, others being destitute of all adornment. We turned away and moved on over safer ground in the direction of the Field itself.
Such a pitiful sight I never want to see again. The tents and huts, in numerous cases, were still standing, while the claims gaped at us on every side like new-made graves. A bullock dray, weather-worn but still in excellent condition, stood in the main street outside a grog shanty whose sign-board, strange incongruity, bore the name of ‘The Killarney Hotel’. Nothing would suit Spicer but that he must dismount and go in to explore. He was not long away, and when he returned it was with a face as white as a sheet of paper.
“You never saw such a place,” he almost whispered. “All I want to do is to get out of it. There’s a skeleton on the floor in the back room with an empty rum bottle alongside it.”
He mounted, and, when his beast was on its feet once more, we went on our way. Not one of us was sorry when we had left the last claim behind us.
Half a mile or so from the Field the country begins to rise again. There is also a curious cliff away to the left, and, as it looked like being a likely place to find water, we resolved to camp there. We were within a hundred yards or so of this cliff when an exclamation from Spicer attracted my attention.
“Look!” he cried. “What’s that?”
I followed the direction in which he was pointing, and, to my surprise, saw the figure of a man running as if for his life among the rocks. I have said the figure of a man, but, as a matter of fact, had there been baboons in the Australian bush, I should have been inclined to have taken him for one.
“This is a day of surprises,” I said. “Who can the fellow be? And what makes him act like that?”
We still continued to watch him as he proceeded on his erratic course along the base of the cliff—then he suddenly disappeared.
“Let’s get on to camp,” I said, “and then we’ll go after him and endeavour to settle matters a bit.”
Having selected a place we offsaddled and prepared our camp. By this time it was nearly dark, and it was very evident that, if we wanted to discover the man we had seen, it would be wise not to postpone the search too long. We accordingly strolled off in the direction he had taken, keeping a sharp look-out for any sign of him. Our search, however, was not successful. The fellow had disappeared without leaving a trace of his whereabouts behind him, and yet we were all certain that we had seen him. At length we returned to our camp for supper, completely mystified. As we ate our meal we discussed the problem and vowed that, on the morrow, we would renew the search. Then the full moon rose over the cliff, and the plain immediately became well-nigh as bright as day. I had lit my pipe and was stretching myself out upon my blankets when something induced me to look across at a big rock, some half-dozen paces from the fire. Peering round it, and evidently taking an absorbing interest in our doings, was the most extraordinary figure I have ever beheld. Shouting something to my companions, I sprang to my feet and dashed across at him. He saw me and fled. Old as he apparently was, he could run like a jack-rabbit, and, though I have the reputation of being fairly quick on my feet, I found that I had all my work cut out to catch him. Indeed, I am rather doubtful as to whether I should have done so at all had he not tripped and measured his length on the ground. Before he could get up I was on him.
“I’ve got you at last, my friend,” I said. “Now you just come along back to the camp, and let us have a look at you.”
In reply he snarled like a dog and I believe would have bitten me had I not held him off. My word, he was a creature, more animal than man, and the reek of him was worse than that of our camels. From what I could tell he must have been about sixty years of age—was below the middle height, had white eyebrows, white hair and a white beard. He was dressed partly in rags and partly in skins, and went barefooted like a black fellow. While I was overhauling him the others came up—whereupon we escorted him back to the camp.
“What wouldn’t Barnum give for him?” said Spicer. “You’re a beauty, my friend, and no mistake. What’s your name?”
The fellow only grunted in reply—then, seeing the pipes in our mouths, a curious change came over him, and he muttered something that resembled “Give me.”
“Wants a smoke,” interrupted Matthew’s. “Poor beggar’s been without for a long time, I reckon. Well, I’ve got an old pipe, so he can have a draw.”
He procured one from his pack saddle, filled it and handed it to the man, who snatched it greedily and began to puff away at it.
“How long have you been out here?” I asked, when he had squatted himself down alongside the fire.
“Don’t know,” he answered, this time plainly enough.
“Can’t you get back?” continued Matthews, who knew the nature of the country on the other side.
“Don’t want to,” was the other’s laconic reply. “Stay here.”
I heard Spicer mutter, “Mad—mad as a March hare.”
We then tried to get out of him where he hailed from, but he had either forgotten or did not understand. Next we inquired how he managed to live. To this he answered readily enough, “Carnies.”
Now the carny is a lizard of the iguana type, and eaten raw would be by no means an appetizing dish. Then came the question that gives me my reason for telling this story. It was Spicer who put it.
“You must have a lonely time of it out here,” said the latter. “How do you manage for company?”
“There is the Field,” he said, “as sociable a Field as you’d find.”
“But the Field’s deserted, man,” I put in. “And has been for years.”
The old fellow shook his head.
“As sociable a Field as ever you saw,” he repeated. “There’s Sailor Dick and ‘Frisco, Dick Johnson, Cockney Jim, and half a hundred of them. They’re taking it out powerful rich on the Golden South, so I heard when I was down at “The Killarney”, a while back.”
It was plain to us all that the old man was, as Spicer had said, as mad as a hatter. For some minutes he rambled on about the Field, talking rationally enough, I must confess that is to say, it would have seemed rational enough if we hadn’t known the true facts of the case. At last he got on to his feet, saving. “Well, I must be going—they’ll be expecting me. It’s my shift on with Cockney Jim.”
“But you don’t work at night,” growled Matthews, from the other side of the fire.
“We work always,” the other replied. “If you don’t believe me, come and see for yourselves.”
“I wouldn’t go back to that place for anything,” said Spicer.
But I must confess that my curiosity had been aroused, and I determined to go, if only to see what this strange creature did when he got there. Matthews decided to accompany me, and, not wishing to be left alone, Spicer at length agreed to do the same. Without looking round, the old fellow led the way across the plain towards the Field. Of all the nocturnal excursions I have made in my life, that was certainly the most uncanny. Not once did our guide turn his head, but pushed on at a pace that gave us some trouble to keep up with him. It was only when we came to the first claim that he paused.
“Listen,” he said, “and you can hear the camp at work. Then you’ll believe me.”
We did listen, and as I live we could distinctly hear the rattling of sluice-boxes and cradles, the groaning of windlasses—in fact, the noise you hear on a goldfield at the busiest hour of the day.
We moved a little closer, and, believe me or not, I swear to you I could see, or thought I could see, the shadowy forms of men moving about in that ghostly moonlight. Meanwhile the wind sighed across the plain, flapping what remained of the old tents and giving an additional touch of horror to the general desolation. I could hear Spicer’s teeth chattering behind me, and, for my own part, I felt as if my blood were turning to ice.
“That’s the claim, the Golden South, away to the right there,” said the old man, “and if you will come along with me, I’ll introduce you to my mates.”
But this was an honour we declined, and without hesitation. I wouldn’t have gone any further among those tents for the wealth of all the Indies.
“I’ve had enough of this,” said Spicer, and I can tell you I hardly recognised his voice. “Let’s get back to camp.”
By this time our guide had left us, and was making his way in the direction he had indicated.
We could plainly hear him addressing imaginary people as he marched along. As for ourselves, we turned about and hurried back to our camp as fast as we could go.
Once there, the grog bottle was produced, and never did three men stand more in need of stimulants. Then we set to work to find some explanation of what we had seen, or had fancied we saw. But it was impossible. The wind might have rattled the old windlasses, but it could not be held accountable for those shadowy grey forms that had moved about among the claims.
“I give it up,” said Spicer, at last. “I know that I never want to see it again. What’s more, I vote that we clear out of here to-morrow morning.”
We all agreed, and then retired to our blankets, but for my part I do not mind confessing I scarcely slept a wink all night. The thought that that hideous old man might be hanging about the camp would alone be sufficient for that.
Next morning, as soon as it was light, we breakfasted, but, before we broke camp, Matthews and I set off along the cliff in an attempt to discover our acquaintance of the previous evening.
Though, however, we searched high and low for upwards of an hour, no success rewarded us. By mutual consent we resolved not to look for him on the Field. When we returned to Spicer we placed such tobacco and stores as we could spare under the shadow of the big rock, where the Mystery Man would be likely to see them, then mounted our camels and resumed our journey, heartily glad to be on our way once more.
Gurunya Goldfield is a place I never desire to visit again. I don’t like its population.
#
A Ngarrindjeri man, David Unaipon (1872–1967) was born at the Point McLeay Mission, South Australia, and was renowned as a man of intelligence and faith. He was a preacher, inventor, and the first Indigenous Australian writer to be published. His portrait appears on the Australian fifty dollar bill.
Unaipon attended the Point McLeay Mission School until 1885 and displayed a thirst for knowledge in philosophy, science, and music. He read voraciously, and in 1909, patented a modified handpiece for sheep-shearing. Known as the Australian Leonardo, he patented nine other inventions (including designs for a helicopter based on the boomerang), but could not find the financial backing to develop them. Unaipon spoke regularly at schools and learned societies and was a regular at Royal Commissions into the treatment of Aborigines. Despite his reputation, Unaipon was often refused accommodation due to his race. He was awarded a Coronation Medal in 1953 and honoured in 1988 by the establishment of the annual David Unaipon Award for unpublished Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander writers.
Unaipon was commissioned in the 1920s by the University of Adelaide to collect traditional Aboriginal stories. However, the publisher Angus and Robertson sold—without permission—the copyright of the stories to William Ramsay Smith, who edited and published them in a compilation called Myths and Legends of the Australian Aboriginals (1930) without any acknowledgement to Unaipon. In the 2001, this crime was righted through the publication of Unaipon’s original manuscript as Legendary Tales of the Australian Aborigines (Melbourne University Press, 2001) under his name. “Yara Ma Tha Who” is taken from his original collection and tells the legend of an Aboriginal version of the vampire.
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Yara Ma Tha Who
(1923?)
There were many strange beings who lived a long while ago, many, many years, before Captain Cook found a landing at Kurnell. Some took the form of the mythological Bunyip, the Tuckoonie, and the Thuyoaniperrie (a queer little red man). Now, this little man of ours was an exceptionally funny fellow. He stood about four feet and he had such a big head for such a small body; in fact, the biggest parts of this little man were his mouth, throat, and belly, with no teeth in his jaw, and he would just simply swallow his food. And the strangest part of all was that this little fellow would swallow an ordinary man you see in the streets of our towns or cities. His head and mouth was something like a snake’s head and he would open his mouth just as you see the snake do.
These little people or beings did not hunt their food or make spears, Nulla nulla, or boomerangs like their bigger brother man. But they were in possession of a queer hand; at the points of their fingers were cup-shapes, like the suckers of the octopus, and so were the tips of their toes. And they lived mostly in thick bough trees and preferred the Wild Fig-tree. Now, during the summer months, men, women, and children often would come and seek shelter from the burning rays of the sun, or in winter they would be protected by the thick boughs from rain and hail. So that is where these little men (Yara ma tha who) chose to live, because it would save them the trouble of going about hunting for food.
Now, when a little boy would be by himself, he fell an easy prey to the Yara ma tha who and everybody dreaded this queer chap and would often go and seek shelter in caves or under ledges of rock on the mountain-side. Now, this Yara ma tha who had a strange way after he captured a person. He would pounce upon him like a cat does upon a mouse; only in this case, the Yara ma tha who is smaller than his prey, but when he springs and captures his victim he places his hands and feet upon the body, which sucks the blood from the victim and leaves him helpless upon the ground.
I may say that he does not try to suck all the blood from the body but leaves sufficient to keep him alive while he walks round to raise an appetite, which causes him to return, and he will first lie upon the ground facing the victim and crawl like a goanna and open his mouth wide and suck the food down head-first, then he will rise and stand on his little leg and dance and dance around until the person is well inside his belly. Then he goes away to a river or pool of water and drinks and drinks, and then goes to some valley near by and lies down to sleep. And when he wakes he will do just what the whale did to Jonah—spew him out.
The person would still be alive, lying upon the ground, quietly feigning death. The Yara ma stands beside him, and then walks away a few yards (say, about five paces and suddenly turns round, walks back and probes the victim in the side with a stick to see whether he is alive. If the person shows no sign of life the Yara ma walks about ten paces, turns suddenly, and goes to the side of the victim and this time tickles him under the neck or arm. If the person again shows no sign of life, he repeats this but goes further (say about fifty yards) and comes back and tickles the person; and then lastly he goes away and sits behind a bush, watching the victim.
Now, every child is taught that should they be captured, to offer no resistance, because they have a better chance of escape to allow themselves to be swallowed and the Yara ma to spew them out, as it was the custom of all Yara ma to do from time immemorial. Should the Yara ma fall to do this, then the Spirit of the Wild Fig-tree would slay him by entering Into his head through the ear and cause such mumbling noise ending with intense silence, and the Yara ma spirit would leave the rude body and become cold fungus that grows upon the trees which shed a dull glow at night.
The Yara ma, after spewing the person out and going through his performance, seeks a bush and lies down to rest, sleeping soundly. And the victim seeks his opportunity and runs away. And should the Yara ma hear the sound of running feet, he would rise very suddenly and give chase, shouting all the while: “Yara ma, Yara ma, whch way hast thou gone, which way hast thou gone, my victim, my victim?”
One advantage that the victim has is that the Yara ma is not able to run very fast; he has the gait or wobbling style in walking like the Cockatoo.
Failing to again capture his prey he would go away where there were rock-holes or waterholes and drink up all the water there. This he would do to deprive the people of their water supply. Then they would go in search of the wild apple-tree and strip the bark, and sometimes the water would come forth from a cavity between the bark and trunk of the tree. Now this would give the Yara ma another opportunity to capture a person because he was more able to attack his prey from a tree thick in boughs than attempting to do so upon the ground.
Supposing the same person was caught and swallowed again, or should it happen three times, the first time he was swallowed he would become shorter in stature, the second time shorter still, until the last time he would become and resemble the Yara ma, only in this first stage of transformation the victim’s skin would become very smooth, with visible signs of hair on the body and head. They would remain thus for a short time and then long hair would begin to cover the body very thickly indeed. And in this way the people were gradually changing from ordinary human beings into the little mythical beings that roam about among the dense forest along the coast of the Pacific Ocean.
This is one of the stories told to bad children: that if they do not behave themselves the Yara ma tha who will come and take them and make them to become one of their own.
#
[aka Arthur Bertram Chandler]
Born in Hampshire, England, Arthur Bertram Chandler (1912–1984) was a multi-award winning author of science fiction and fantasy. He arrived in Australia in 1956, became an Australian citizen, and was a merchant marine officer until his retirement in 1975, commanding various ships in the Australian (and New Zealand) navies. Chandler started writing science fiction and fantasy after the Second World War and received international acclaim for his more than 40 novels and 200 works of short fiction. Although he is most well-known for his long-running John Grimes science fiction novels, some of his short stories are regarded as the best science fiction stories of his time, especially “Giant Killer” (1945) and “The Cage” (1957).
Chandler won Ditmar Award (Australian Science Fiction Achievenment Award) for his short story “The Bitter Pill” (1971) and for his novels False Fatherland (1969), The Bitter Pill (1975), and The Big Black Mark (1976), and he also won the prestigious Seiun Award, Japan’s premier Science Fiction award, in 1976 for his short story “Wet Paint.” In 1991, the annual A. Bertram Chandler Award was set up by The Australian Science Fiction Foundation in recognition of Chandler’s outstanding contributions to science fiction.
Chandler, who also wrote under the pseudonyms George Whitley, Andrew Dunstan, and numerous others, wrote a number of horror stories, although they generally had a science fiction background to them. Werewolves could be found in “Frontier of the Dark”, published in 1952, and vampires in “And Not in Peace”, which was originally published in Famous Fantastic Mysteries vol.8 no. 2 in 1946.
#
And Not in Peace
(1946)
The bell, as usual, was out of order, and nobody answered my knocking. Then, faint but distinct from behind the glass panelled door, I heard what could have been taken for the sound of a light machine gun being loosed off in a murderous frenzy. Madge was in. There was no mistaking her heavy hand on the keyboard of her ancient portable. I always expected the darn thing to start spitting tracer at me.
Further hammering at the door was obviously useless. It was unlocked, any-how. So I walked in.
I found Madge in the little room in which she did her work. It was in its inevitable state of picturesque untidiness—books and papers everywhere and the air blue with cigarette smoke. A combination of tightly shut windows and glowing electric fire had produced a Grade A fug.
“Oy!” I shouted. “Oy!”
The galloping typewriter slowed, gave one or two widely spaced, half-hearted crashes, then stopped.
“Oh, it’s you,” remarked Madge. She pushed a stray lock of tawny blond hair away from her eyes, stretched and yawned. “You would come just now, Peter. The latest masterpiece is going fine. It’s one of those things that write themselves. I just had to get it started, and my characters ape doing the rest. It’s their story.”
“Very labour saving. Tell me, does that kind of thing happen often?”
“More often than you’d think. Sometimes they take complete charge, and the story turns out altogether different from what you had intended. Of course, in a case like that it’s unwise to interfere. Let Nature take its course.”
“But there must be some reason,” I persisted.
“Of course. Just elementary psychology. God alone knows how many hidden personalities you may have buried below the one that you display to the world. And it so happens that, sometimes, you hit on one of these when you create a character. Dragged into the Light it expands, develops. And then you can congratulate yourself on having breathed the breath of life into what would, otherwise, have been a very mediocre piece of fiction.”
“Sounds plausible. I’ve heard it before, I think. Yes. I was shipmates with a second mate once, a bloke called Whitley. He used to write; you may have read his stuff in one or two of the Yankee magazines.
Two of his stories he never sold-they were far too technical. All about a really super navigator doing some remarkably ingenious-and fantastic-pieces of navigation. But he claimed that he, himself, became almost in the same class as his own pet character after he’d written the damn things. I wouldn’t say that myself-he was far too careless, but he was certainly a shade better than merely competent.”
We lit our cigarettes.
Then—“First time I’ve heard that theory,” said Madge. She laughed, a little uneasily. “I see that I’ll have to watch my step. From now on, none of my heroines will rush into marriage.”
“I wish ...”
“You would. I’m sorry, Peter. I like you a lot, but you just fail, somehow, to ignite that certain spark. Perhaps, some day, you may. There’s nobody else, if that’s any comfort to you. But I must get back to work.”
“I thought that, perhaps, we could have dinner somewhere and do a show.”
“Sorry, but I must finish this. We’ll scrounge up something edible here and then pop across to the Magdala for a few beers. O.K.?”
“I suppose so. What is the ruddy thing, anyhow?”
“A vampire story.”
“A fool there was,” I quoted.
“A fool there was and he made his prayer,
“(Even as you and I)
“To a rag and a bone and a hank of hair
“But the fool he called her his lady fair,
“(We called her the woman who did not care)”
“No, you mug. Not that kind of vampire.”
“Oh. But you’re behind the times, my dear. Bram Stoker did it years ago.”
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