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AUTHOR’S NOTE

It has been a great journey for me, to roll my swag and go bush through the years of recollection. I went back into those rollicking wagonette and packhorse mustering camps, and relived the friendships of wonderful bush mates along the way. The life we knew never really left us; it was who we became.

I hope that this book will give others less fortunate the opportunity to absorb something of the Australian bush spirit as we knew it. Times have changed, but the bees still buzz in the bloodwood trees and the yellow bellies still bite in the Barcoo River, and most everything is within one’s grasp, if you but try. This is a spiritual country; nurture it and be rewarded.

I would like to thank Teresa Pitt of Lothian Books for encouraging me to put these stories together. I also thank Carene and daughter Tania for preparing the manuscript, and sons Martin and Glenn for your wonderful support. I am grateful to Jean Dunn, my editor, for her kind and dedicated professionalism.

BRIAN TAYLOR


I wouldn’t be a bushman

If I didn’t write some lines

And tell about the yarns we spun

And our hell-raisin’ times;

The nights we spent together

Around the campfire glow

Quoting verse and singing songs

That only bushmen know.

About how we stuck together

When the going was getting rough

And showed those dashing pikers

That we were just as tough.

And how Jim Doolan saved the day

When his mare went crashing down;

He got her to her feet once more

And wheeled the lead around.

I cherish now the memories

Of those cool, still moonlight nights

As I sat for hours by waterholes

That reflected a thousand lights.

The munch of hobbled horses

And the song of the Condamine bells,

The thoughts that used to linger then

No words can quite retell.

Brian Taylor


THE GULF RINGER

A bunch of ringers had ridden across from Bullock Dray Camp to help us bronco brand all the cleanskins, big and small, from the drafting of a ten-day muster in basalt country in North Queensland. The cattle were held handy in a fenced paddock in the bush. The Aboriginal stockmen had been tailing them out during the day to feed and water in the creek. They had settled well this evening, and were as full as ticks and contented. The ringers’ camp was open, save for a fly canvas slung on poles to protect the packs. There were a few new faces, but most knew everybody by now.

Before suppertime it had been a boisterous bogie down at the rock hole in the creek. Saddlecloths had been washed and flogged clean on a flat rock, and then hung on low branches to dry. The horses too had enjoyed a washing down and had been turned out in the horse paddock. Those ridden today would have a couple of days off, then come in fresh for the journey homewards.

The camp itself was about as far away as you can get from anywhere in this country and, as always, was a reflection of the men in it. It was orderly. A large log had been snug up by a bronco horse to the fire, and all the cook’s gear had been stowed away.

The men gathered around the fire after supper. Some squatted on their haunches and riding-boot heels or along a log, while others sat cross-legged on the ground. No one wore spurs into the camp.

There were no ‘odd bods’ here. They were all work-hardened, sun-dried Australian stockmen—‘ringers’. They wore stockman-cut clothes, greased and battered leggings atop R.M. Williams elastic-sided boots. There was a grey sameness about them, save for the odd coloured neckerchief that caught the firelight.

These were Australians of bush tradition and the chivalrous age of yesterday. They never had much, but they had pride in who and what they were. They were all different and yet they complemented the oneness in this cattle camp. So important to this way of life was relying on and having confidence in each other’s ability at all times. Interestingly enough, it was the hats that kind of said it all, about each of them.

Some men held a hand akimbo with a rolly smoke on the thumb and, for those on the drifting side of the fire, a hand held to shield the face from the wisping smoke, and hats at the nod to break the glare of the glowing nest of coals at the butt end of the log. Their facial features were emphasised by the fire’s glow, and the contrasting shadows were haunting.

As was customary, the Aboriginal stockmen had their own little fire, away awhile. Their contentment was always obvious, as they laughed and ‘yackied’ till late, reliving moments of hilarity in the day’s work, retelling bygone stories and always making light of the harder times, as was their custom.

The fire died down and there was only one Dee billy on the side, just ticking over for a brew later on. The cook had lifted a brownie out of a camp oven and it was on its edge, on a clean saddlecloth against his pack bags, cooling for by and by. Nearby was bread, also baked in the camp oven and already cooled for the cutting of tomorrow’s cribs.

Doug Campbell was at the fireside in the circle of men. He was little, and he was different. He grew in stature as the need arose, but he could also melt into the landscape at ease. He was of mixed blood, with perhaps a dash of Chinese for good measure. From Normanton, in the Gulf of Carpentaria, anything was possible.

He had been in the bush all his life. He was a bit of a ‘larrikin lamp’, but he had all the bush skills. Amongst cattle, Aboriginals, the best of men and the best horses that they could breed, his ability was exemplary. He was said to have been a head ringer when he was just sixteen years old. No one considered questioning Dougy; his knowledge was legendary.

Dougy was a Gulf ringer. He had the language and the mannerisms of that hard country, strongly influenced by Aboriginal pronunciation, culture and vocabulary. God never put breath into a bigger little scoundrel. Then again, he would not make fun at another ringer’s expense—he earned every mile.

You could pick him in the bunch, as he was the only one who wore the rolled-brim Stetson hat, with a Gulf bash high up the crown. He had a grin on his face even when he wasn’t laughing. He was first to pick up a stick and tap it a few times on the ground and stir the dust and ashes at the edge of the fire. Everyone knew that Dougy would be first among us to talk, and all eyes turned to him, knowing full well that they were about to be entertained.

‘Did I ever tell you about that Chinaman gardener bloke in Normanton, Jim, old mate? You know them old Chows, long skinny fellas, bare feet and great big hats about two axe handles across—well, they used to carry a couple of baskets on a long stick across their shoulders ya know, hawkin’ round the town. They might ’ave about a hundred and fifty pound in ’em. Well, when I was a yunk, I used to get them glass marbles out of them softdrink soda bottles to use in me ging. I used to wait in the long grass, and when they trots along the street, I took good aim and whack ’em in the ankle. Struth, that used to buckle ’em up, and they’d come down—baskets, hats, poles and pawpaws and cantaloupe melons all over the street. The air went blue with Chinese curses. Us mob used to dive in, round up some tucker and bolt.

One of the gang, little sawn-off, sandy-haired, freckle-face bastard, split to the coppers. So we rounded ’im up, had ’im all trussed up to castrate the wimp—we didn’t want any more of ’is breed about, now did we Jim? Well, we got lumbered in the act. Our hides were nearly tanned from the floggin’ we got!’

‘Well, so ya bloody ought’a been’ said Jim, with a serious expression, and he stamped his boot in the dust. The statement demanded a pause of dignity and respect; then everyone burst out laughing. They obviously had no respect for the quitter.

‘Anyway,’ said Dougy, ‘I had no right bein’ in town in the first place—it’s only that they took me there to get edumacated that I got into all this strife. All in all I never had much schoolin’. What happened was, I cut the teacher’s stinker for floggin’ me so much in the schoolyard. No more will she be breedin’ ’er darlin’ little goats by that long ’orned, piss-bearded billy. ‘That’ll teach ’er,’ I said, ‘for paddlin’ my arse with that bloody great waddy.’

The cook stamped his feet into his old blucher boots by way of exclamation, gave the laces a tug, stood up stiffly from his stump and turned to warm his rump by the fire. There was another round of laughter as a breeze lifted quite on cue, and blew sparks into the night from the glowing end of the log.

‘Hang on,’ says Dougy, ‘that’s not all. They gave me an even harder time. So I says, “Yez can all go to buggery”. First up I drained all the water out of the rain tanks at night at the school, set fire to the dunnies and burnt ’em clean down. All that was left next day was a couple of heaps of black, twisted, wrinkly iron. But, oh yeah, I forget to mention, that was the day after I put crickle grease on the seat of the sheilas’ dunny!’

At the conclusion of Dougy’s story there was not a sound. He had been so engrossed in the telling, and looking down along his prompting stick as he tapped it on the ground and stirred the ashes, he hadn’t noticed that we were all rolling around, holding our bellies in agony. There was dust, and boots, pannikins and hats, going everywhere.

When there was a measure of composure—some ringers still play-acting Doug’s renditions—the cook pulled his sweat rag from his belt, gave his face a wipe, then put the billy nearer the coals to make a drink of tea. ‘Bugger you Campbell!’ says the cook, ‘Let’s ’ave a drink a tea, and pull a wedge out of this brownie.’

A scud of rain had gone past almost unnoticed and the stars were coming out again. A new moon was creeping up through the trees, throwing a ghostly light all about. It had become quite late, and having given the cook’s brownie cake the thumbs up, we sat huddled in silence, looking at the fire, each with our own thoughts and cradling our pannikins of tea. The dew was settling now. I could feel the cold dampness across my shoulders, and it was about time to slope off to our swags.

Dougy was still anchored to the fire, and he and Jim were having one of those bushman conversations whereby they’d offer each other a glance and a nod now and again—with never a word spoken. Just as a couple of ringers got up and dusted the seat of their pants, a dingo howled in the distant darkness. ‘’E’s nowhere near the cattle or thereabouts,’ said Carmody.

Then Dougy made a statement. You could see it coming. He had been brooding on it for a while. ‘I gotta confessin’ to make.’ The ringers sat down to the squat again; they were not going to miss the finale. ‘You heard about that quiet pet stag bullock and the stumpy tailed dog that disappeared from the station? … Well, that was me!’ There was a concerned silence and then someone said, ‘Well go on Dougy. Strike a light, fill us in.’

‘Well now—all them stiff-necked bastards from the big house gone over to the neighbours for a couple of days playin’ tennis or somethin’ and I was left takin’ care of the place. That great bludgin’, loose-pizzled, slack-arsed, wrong-eyed bloody thing is walkin’ all about the place, behavin’ like a blubbin’ poddy sook, ’cause he misses the missus and is all alone, and he fair gets on my works. On and on he goes, bawlin’ ’is eyes out. That’s not all. That stumpy tail, ankle-bitin’ terrier is followin’ ’im everywhere ’e goes and yappin’, non-stop, I tell you, and ’e won’t shut up. Well, the pair of ’em, with all that noise goin’ on, I was goin’ around the twist. I decides to do somethin’ about it, and put us all out of our misery.’

The enormity of his story has long been left in the bush, but the hilarity of his rendition would stay forever. At the conclusion there was silence, shock. The night seemed to stand still and the fire crackled. Then each of the listeners rocked back as one off their heels, lay flat on the ground, and laughed and laughed in the dusty fireside. Someone repeated Dougy’s closing statement: ‘That’ll teach you pair of bastards to annoy me on a Sunday!’ Then the camp erupted again, and the rollicking laughter continued until we were exhausted.

Dougy lifted his head to look at the fire, seemingly unamused, then a full grin came over his face, and probably for the first time he allowed himself to see the funny side of what he had done all those years ago.

Next morning I woke early—the moon was still fairly high an hour before first light. I joined Jim and Dougy at the fire and had a quick drink of tea before mustering the fifty or so horses into the temporary pole yards we’d built near the camp. The ringers had nearly finished breakfast as the daylight brightened; the smoke from the fire drifted in the chill air, and hugged the dew-heavy grass across the flat.

The ringers had cut their cribs; a good slab of corned beef and a hunk of damper, with a little sugar and tea for their quart pots, would do for dinner camp. ‘May as well get going. It’s too cold to roll a smoke.’ This was the business end of being a stockman, and everyone took his responsibility seriously.

Dougy was first to spot cattle in the rugged country. He just had a second sense about where to find them. We all dismounted, relieved ourselves, tightened the girths, and were ready for anything. He detailed the men out in groups to scout, and nominated the direction all the mustered cattle would be going in. When the first mob hit the clearing, Doug was in the lead with Jim backing him up. He pulled the lead around and blocked them up with one hand in the air, sitting his horse like a statue. ‘Whoa bullocks, whoa bullocks, whoa’—he talked those cattle into submission. Then he put another man in the lead and they all walked away, following him, as though they were going to church.
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