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ABSTRACT

Novel: ‘Notes from the Bibbulmun’: 

After  falling  out  with  his  friend  and  landlord,  a  university  student  decides  to  walk  the

Bibbulmun  Track,  a  hiking  trail  developed  in  the  1980s  that  stretches  for  one  thousand

kilometres  from the  hills  outside  Perth  to  Albany.  Instead of  finding an idyllic,  carefree

world, the student, who remains the unnamed primary narrator of the novel, is troubled by

thoughts  about  his  relationships  and  sense  of  self-worth.  Along  the  path  he  meets  a

photographer who is obsessed with the story of the famous civil engineer C. Y. O’Connor

(1843-1902), a woman from Geraldton named Sorcha, a Department of Conservation worker

named Nick, a Japanese tourist named Kento, and a retired stockman named Ken. The novel

finishes  in  Albany with the  protagonist  watching a  dramatised  documentary  of  Eyre and

Wylie’s 1841 journey across the Nullarbor. 

‘Notes from the Bibbulmun’ uses the psychogeography of secular walking tracks to

locate  and  structure  its  narrative.  The  setting  in  contemporary  Western  Australia  was

developed through a phenomenological and experiential approach to creative writing; that is,

through  an  iterative  and  immersive  process  of  walking  the  track  to  instigate  ‘response’

writing. It is premised on the idea that long solitary walks like the Bibbulmun Track elicit

characteristic  forms  of  memory  and  self-talk  in  the  walking  subject.  As  well,  the

particularities of extended hiking tracks trigger, in the sporadic meetings between wayfarers,

compressed moments of confessional sociability. 

The  novel  employs  a  method  of  indirect  narration  that  W.G.  Sebald  termed  the

‘periscopic form’. This mode of writing, which involves nested narrators, is used to capture

the  experience  of  listening  to  strangers  reminisce.  The  rambling  quality  of  such

conversations, often one-sided, associative and digressive, bears a resemblance to the act of

walking itself. In this way, the novel examines the construction of subjectivity by observing

the role and representation of memory lulled into visibility by bodily movement and chance

encounter. 
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Exegesis: Walking with Walser, Bernhard and Sebald 

‘Notes from the Bibbulmun’ continues a tradition of walking literature seen in the German-

language novels of Robert Walser (1878-1956), Thomas Bernhard (1931-1989) and W. G.

Sebald (1944-2001). The exegesis looks closely at three novels in particular: Walser’s  The

Walk (1917; 1920), Bernhard’s Walking (1971) and Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn (1998). It

focuses  on  how these  writers  describe  the  act  of  walking  and,  especially,  the  way  that

walking is related to particular forms of narration in each of these writers.
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Preface

This creative thesis addresses the relationship between walking and writing. It explores this

relationship through a novel, ‘Notes from the Bibbulmun’, which is set on the Bibbulmun

Track, a hiking trail developed in the 1980s that stretches for one thousand kilometres from

the hills outside Perth to Albany. As well, in the exegesis, ‘Walking with Walser, Bernhard

and  Sebald’,  which  follows  the  novel,  the  relationship  between  walking  and  writing  is

explored  in  the  works  of  three  German-language  writers  whose  themes  and  styles  have

influenced my creative practice.

The particular research questions addressed in this thesis are:

1. How does  the psychogeography of secular  walking tracks  locate  and structure

contemporary walking literature?

2. In what  ways does  walking (as an iterative  and immersive  process)  provide  a

phenomenological and experiential approach to creative writing?

3. How do long solitary walks like the Bibbulmun Track elicit characteristic forms of

memory and self-talk in the walking subject?

4. To what extent is the ‘periscopic’ form of indirect narration (involving nested or

concentric narrators) and pioneered by Thomas Bernhard and W.G. Sebald, able

to capture the compressed moments of confessional sociability that transpire when

strangers meet on long solitary walks?
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‘Notes from the Bibbulmun’

Novel



“Without walking, I would be dead, and my profession, 

which I love passionately, would be destroyed.” 

Robert Walser, The Walk.

“Whereas we always thought we could 

make walking and thinking into a single total process, 

even for a fairly long time, 

I now have to say that it is impossible to make walking 

and thinking into one total process for a fairly long period of time.” 

Thomas Bernhard, Walking.

“Simply walking straight ahead cross-country 

was out of the question on account of the heather, 

which was woody and knee-deep, so that I had no choice 

but to keep to the crooked sandy tracks 

and to make mental notes of even the least significant features, 

even the slightest shift in perspective.”

W. G. Sebald, The Rings of Saturn



Kalamunda

Loco, the man said, at Piesse Brook, as he spun his right wrist clockwise, and

his index finger circled his ear. He stood on a lower step and squinted behind

his  spectacles.  Stacked  behind  him,  I  noticed,  were  three  massive  granite

boulders, babushka, and tower-of-pisa-like, which were about to topple and

crush him, save for a thin jarrah tree that propped the top two up. The squinter

talked about a bloke he’d just met at Hewitt’s Hut, the first hut ten k’s from

Kalamunda, who carried about thirty kilos of gear; cameras and tripods, and so

on and so forth, when he chuckled and said he had no clue why anyone would

bother taking photos in the overexposed Australian air. The squinter then took

on an air of expertise as he moved over to my right to take a look at my pack

and he asked me if I was going  all the way, and then asked how heavy my

pack was, an answer I didn’t have, and being answerless I now felt inadequate,

even though I was growing to dislike the squinter and starting to take sides

with the thirty-kilo-pack-guy, despite having never met the crazy cameraman,

for the squinter went on to say that the Bibbulmun track was a waste of time

and  that  there  were  plenty  of  better tracks  overseas,  and even over  east,

although he never did say which tracks were superior, and I never bothered to

ask,  because that would have led to further doubt in myself,  extra doubt I

didn’t have two minutes before I met the squinter. 

To tell the truth I wasn’t totally doubtless in my pre-squinter-man days,

and I shouldn’t go into how Richard double crossed me, or how I emerged

from what I call ‘The Blinco Street Blunder’, except to say I was wronged,

and that wronging brought me to a loose end, a loose end I now know was a

blessing,  a  blessing  I  have  kept  concealed  from everyone  I’ve  met  since,

concealed for my own preservation and sanity, if you will, should they try to

double  cross  me  in  the  same way Richard  did.  Richard  probably thinks  I

wronged him, and that  he came out of the Blinco Street Blunder worse off
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than I did. Richard, in his way, probably thinks I ripped him off in some way.

I never did get around to asking Scotty what Richard thinks, although I  do

know that Richard never ended up at a loose end. Richard is not the kind of

person who has the capacity  to  find himself  at  a  loose end. Richard  can’t

wander and if there is one thing I have learned from walking twenty to fifty

kilometres a day, through thinking on my end-to-end walk on the Bibbulmun

track, it’s that only other walkers know that walking is thinking and thinking is

walking,  and  your  thoughts  are  significant  and  insignificant,  healthy  and

unhealthy, childlike and un-childlike altogether and at once. Walking twenty

to fifty kilometres a day, with a backpack loaded with chocolate, a mattress

and a quilt  will  teach  you walking  in  the  way that  those  who don’t  walk

twenty to  fifty  kilometres  a  day will  never  understand,  can’t  understand.  I

might add that the first week of walking the Bibb track, my thoughts, pathetic

and  insignificant  as  they  are,  were  preoccupied  with  what  had  happened

before walking the track, to the point that I hardly took a step without those

thoughts interrupting where I was, what I was trying to watch, and so on and

so forth. Scotty has since said that was me moving through the space, the bush,

or whatever you call that thin strip of trees along the Darling Scarp, and not

the space moving through me, as I had hoped would happen as soon as I took

my  hand  off  the  NORTHERN  TERMINUS  sign,  and  moved  into  the

unknown, the bush,  the wilderness; and to this day I don’t really know what

Scotty meant about me moving through space, and space moving through me,

the  fact  is  I  was  down two thousand dollars  because  of  Richard,  and this

prevented the first  few weeks of the walk being carefree,  joyous and non-

bitter. Richard said I paid rent in arrears, whereas I was sure I had paid rent in

advance. You paid your rent in arrears, Richard said, when I went to drive off

with the last of my belongings, in his ute. His ute that I had to ask him three

times if I could borrow, and after each time he went to his room to get his

keys, or I thought he was going to get the ute keys. Instead I was parked on the

couch waiting for the keys and then an hour later I’d have to ask him if he
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wanted one of my awesome coffees to butter him up, so I could ask if I could

borrow his  boogie  coloured ute  for  the  umpteenth  time,  borrow his  ute  to

move out of his house, and because I was borrowing his ute, I felt compelled

to agree with him about whether or not I had paid rent in arrears as opposed to

paying rent in advance, at least until I had put my belongings in storage at my

cousin Moley’s house, for Richard was as likely to say I couldn’t borrow his

ute if I didn’t agree with him that I paid rent in arrears. These thoughts, and

others like them preoccupied me as I saw a gumtree with a large chunk of bark

missing, and the letters LU 315 hacked into the wood. 

You shouldn’t unhinge Richard any more than he is already unhinged, I

thought, as I stopped to do up a shoelace. I had to stop to do up my shoelace

about five times that day, and in the end I got so tired of bending over with my

heavy pack on to do up my shoelaces, I ended up double knotting them, but I

reckon I thought that Richard is so thoroughly unhinged more times than I had

to do up my shoelaces on that first day of walking twenty kilometres on the

Bibb  track.  Speaking  of  unhinged,  just  because  you’re  halfway  through  a

prescription of lithium, doesn’t mean you can label someone else’s writing and

attitude as entirely  negative, just because now you’re  sorted and the weeks

when the black dog would hound you into submission, and make you cry and

sob, and then you’d drink yourself stupid to ignore yourself; just because you

feel like  those  dog days  are  behind you,  and you  feel  like  they  belong to

someone  else,  and  those  stuck  people,  those  depressed  and  stuck  people

should take lithium and prostiq or prozac or whatever the doctors give away

like lollies, doesn’t mean someone who used to suffer the same things as you

used to should simply do what you did to make yourself better, and then be

better. Track marker on a pine pole. There was a time when Richard took a

kind of solace in my poetry, I thought, as a 747 cruised overhead and the trail

started to go up a granite breakaway. Richard would read my poetry and say if

that poem worked or if that poem didn’t, I thought, as my right shoulder strap

started to hurt. Richard and I would go to The Rose Hotel once a month to
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listen to various people, including myself, read their poetry to one another and

afterwards  we would get  smashed with Scotty who wrote about greed and

waste  and  dystopian  images  of  ecological  collapse.  Now my big  toe  was

killing me and I wanted to stop thinking about Richard and how he pissed me

off and how he came out ahead in his relationships, as he had done in every

relationship I’d seen him in. Even his girlfriends, of which there were many,

would complain to me how he’d always, by some miraculous mis-calculation,

lose his bank card or have to slip to the toilet when it was round-buying time. 

This walk, the one I was doing, was meant to be Richard and I, and Scotty, and

all three of us were meant to walk from Kalamunda to Albany together, but as

usual, I’m the one who ends up carrying through with Richard’s ideas, and

finishing off what Richard started. He said he was going to pay me to paint the

exterior  of  his  house on  Blinco Street.  We were going to  paint  his house

together, and I wake up one freezing day after a big night of drinking and he’s

running into and out of the house slamming doors and clanging scaffolding

tubes  inside  and  outside  of  the  house  because  he’d  decided  that  he was

painting the inside of the house  as well, to increase the value of it when he

decides  to  sell  it  at  the peak of  the  housing boom, and his  dog Gerald  is

following him in and out of the house and he’s starting up the sander to strip

back the old paint and dust is flying all over my record collection and I go out

there to see what the noise is about and my head is pounding and he’s sanding

away and I’m looking up at him and moving my record collection into the

kitchen when he gives me this  look like  I’m a bludger.  He’d been on the

Laverton mine for four weeks before this and he arrives the night before when

I was out, that’s right, he said he was coming to The Norfolk to watch the

footy and talk shit and organise when we were going out on The Bibb and he

was a no show, I remember now, Scotty and I were talking about The Bibb; I

was  excited  Googling  gear  and Scotty  wasn’t  so  sure  but  he  would  go  if

Richard would go because Scotty did what Richard told him to. 

If it was just Scotty and I, I’d spend the whole night trying to prop him
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up and to get him to think for himself and to quit his job, which he hated, and

which made him fat because he was sitting at a computer rotting away fifty

hours a week. Scotty was always the one who had money and didn’t mind

buying round after round and getting the carton of Coopers green from the

Freo Doctor bottlo on the way home. That night I convinced Scotty we should

go back to his place instead of mine because I knew Richard was going to be

back that night, and I lied, well, I omitted to say to Scotty that Richard was

back in town and I knew Richard, as stubborn as a red wine stain, wouldn’t

text us. He only ever texted when he wanted something from me. No hellos or

goodbyes or anything, always: I’ll be back on Friday, pick me up from the

airport  at  three,  or,  make sure you’re home on Wednesday the plumber  is

coming to put a line out to the outside shower. I stood on top of the granite

outcrop and tried to get a sense of the way the track worked along the valley to

Mundaring Weir. In range of phone reception, I was tempted to get my phone

out to read some of Richard’s old text messages to confirm what a prick he

was to me. Down two grand, making me store all of my stuff at my cousin

Moley’s instead of in my old room, even though he had no intention of renting

my room and he couldn’t sell the house because no one was willing to pay

what he wanted for it. Camel farm. Two dudes strapping mountain bikes to a

car  rack.  Think  about  buying  a  drink  from  the  vending  machine  on  the

verandah.

Must have been at least two dozen times I picked Richard up or dropped

him off  at  the  airport  and  he  was  meant  to  drop  me  off  at  the  Northern

Terminus, at least, assuming I’m right and Richard’s wrong,  he said he was

going to drop me off at the Northern Terminus and then he changed his tune

the day before I set off on the Bibb track and told me the night before when he

and Scotty and I were off our faces that he never said he was going to drop me

off  at  the  Northern  Terminus.  What  pissed  me  off  was  not  that  Richard

changed his mind, he always changed his mind to ensure he never ended up at

a loose end, I was more pissed off with myself for not keeping my shield up,
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for falling prey to thinking that he would go out of his way for me as much as I

had gone out my way for him. I’d built up in my mind this scenario where

we’d all drive together from Freo to Kalamunda and then we’d be standing at

the Northern Terminus and Richard and Scotty would give me a hug and say

goodbye and they’d be happy for me and even be sucked in to saying they’d

meet me somewhere along the track, maybe in Dwellingup or Collie or maybe

at the Mumballup Tavern to have a few pints together. To get these thoughts

out of my head, I closed my eyes and shook my head like someone who had

taken a bite of a lemon. Those motherfuckers probably weren’t even jealous of

me walking the Bibb. They probably sat at The Federal watching the Dockers

lose and chatting as if I weren’t there, as if I didn’t exist, as if we weren’t even

friends, never were friends. Yes, we never were friends I thought to myself as

I heard motorbike engine noise from Mundaring Weir Road.

Nope. I’d picked up Richard from the airport at least two or three dozen

times, every time he’d be wearing his hi-viz mining costume that he’d wear

around the house and to the pub, as if his costume made him more workman-

like. When I’d reached Asher Road the motorbike had gone and my ears rang

with tinnitus. I’d driven to the airport so many times I had found the perfect

spot to park Richard’s ute, a spot less than thirty seconds from bay K, where

he always waited, a spot where no security or airport staff ever asked me to

move and I could wind the windows down and have a nap or listen to J. J.

Cale, and watch the planes land and the taxi drivers line up and share food and

cigs and so on and so forth. Nope. Richard couldn’t even drive me to the train

station, let alone the Northern Terminus. He was still  finishing his house off

the day he was meant to drive me to the Northern Terminus,  which meant

demounting the scaffolding he borrowed from Fran’s husband;  I’d ended up

painting the inside and outside of his house because I got sick of living in a

construction site and he was too tight to pay a professional to do the work for

him, even though he was earning two or three grand a week and I was on

Austudy, trying to finish my degree. I worked out that the money he saved
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from not buying beer  and professionals to  fix his  house Richard ended up

spending on America’s Cup Memorabilia. He had a whole room devoted to

the  stuff  and  he  bragged  about  the  time  he  ran  into  Alan  Bond  at  Capri

Restaurant one evening. Richard and his mum, he’ll  never forget, he’d say

after four or five beers, especially if someone new was sitting near us at The

Federal, or if we hung around after the poetry reading at The Rose. Alan Bond

was sitting at the next table the night The Dockers made their way into their

first preliminary final and South Terrace had turned into a party, and everyone

wore purple and white and danced and drank and were merry and the cops had

to block the streets off after someone fell out of a car outside Hungry Jacks

and broke their  arm.  Richard’s  chair  was  touching Alan’s  chair,  was  how

Richard story usually started. My mum had to point out to me that the back of

my chair touched the back of Alan’s chair, Richard would say, sometimes out

of the blue, even if we talked about something completely different. I’d heard

his rendition a million times even though how long or short he chatted with

Alan changed every  time.  At  first  I  couldn’t  handle  Richard  repeating  the

story, but after a while Richard’s Alan Bond story became a joke. 

One night he was chatting up some birds from Pinjarra when he said

Alan asked the waitresses at Capri to put his and his mum’s table together with

Alan’s table. Before Richard discovered that his chair touched Alan’s chair,

Alan  was  dining  alone.  After  that  Richard  showed  Alan  photos  of  his

America’s Cup Memorabilia shrine and then Richard’s mum, uncouth as they

come, asked the waitress to put their tables together. In one story it’s Alan

who asked for the tables to be joined, and in another story it’s Richard’s mum

who asks  for  their  tables  to  be  joined.  For  the  millionth  time  I  imagined

Richard and Alan sitting together, with the white paper table cloth and the

black  vinyl  chairs  and  the  salt  and  pepper  shakers  with  the  additional

miniature pepper grinder and the glass bottle filled with tap water, Alan and

Richard and his mum slurping complimentary soup and eating from the small

wicker baskets lined with a cotton handkerchief and five slices of bread and a
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small  dish  upon which  sat  a  sliver  of  butter.  What  Alan  and Richard  and

Richard’s mum talked about I could never exactly glean from Richard, and his

story never really held up to cross-examination, and to this day Richard still

maintains that he forgot to get a photo of himself and Alan and his mum to put

on  the  wall  with  the  rest  of  his  signed  posters  and  scale  models  of  the

Australia II, with the controversial winged keel that dangled from the hull. 

Richard repeats the Alan Bond story to every girl he tries to pick up or to

anyone who happens to come to his house and happens to ask him about his

America’s  Cup  memorabilia.  My mum asked  Alan  if  he  had  any  regrets,

Richard always says, and I’ll never forget what Alan said until the day I die,

never forget Alan and my night. I reckon Alan had a thing for my mum, says

Richard. Alan said that even though he got done for fraud and ended up in

Woorooloo for twelve months he didn’t regret anything because no one could

take away what he’d achieved; winning the America’s Cup and building The

Bond  Empire  and  so  on  and  so  forth,  and  that  if  he  ever  lived  to  regret

anything then that would be the day you could throw him off a jetty, Alan

said, said Richard to anyone who asked about his memorabilia or to any girl

who would listen, I remembered as I found a log to sit on and lit my little gas

stove to make a cup of coffee. That’s when Richard always went on to talk

about his mum, who, as simple as a seagull,  as Richard would always say,

asked Alan  which jetty he wanted to be thrown off.  This was the moment

when  Richard  and  Alan  looked  one-another  in  the  eye,  and  laughed  at

Richard’s mother’s expense for not getting the fact that Alan meant throw me

off a jetty as a figure of speech, not literally throw his body off a jetty into the

murky waters of the Canning River. Richard’s proudest moment was at his

mother’s expense. Alan, according to Richard reached across the table and put

his hand on Richard’s mum’s hand and told her that he didn’t mean any jetty

in particular,  to which Richard’s mother went red with embarrassment  and

then he and Alan and Richard’s mum laughed and laughed about the jetty in

the Capri restaurant and they ate roast chicken spaghetti and knocked off two
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bottles of wine on the night the Dockers made the prelim, and across the road

outside Timezone a Japanese busker had a crowd of about thirty Dockers fans

dancing and singing along to his tunes thrown from his tiny Marshall amp. 

Never did I realise how much Richard and I were un-alike than on the

first day of walking The Bibb, after I had taken the 502 to Freo station, a train

to Perth, a train to Midland, and then the 297 to Kalamunda, a journey of over

two hours where I was half excited and half anxious about what lay ahead—

sitting there in my hiking clothes,  feeling like a  dork,  with my toothbrush

visible  in  the  front  mesh  pocket.  The  chimera  of  long  walks,  I’ve  since

discovered,  is that they promise adventure,  and what you find, mostly, is a

long boring list  of boredom, and hours upon hours and days upon days of

endless chit-chat inside your own head and only when you’ve given up trying

to prop up the idea of finding adventure and  given in to boredom does the

track come up behind you with a good wallop of fun and adventure, to the

point where what you thought you valued before no longer holds the same

value anymore. 

There were a coupla glimpses of Mundaring Weir from the lookouts, and I

could make out two crazy guys who climbed their way across the front of the

dam wall, half way up, about fifty metres, like two mountain goats they used

the small grooves in the wall.
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The walk, on gravel and dirt tracks, was in jarrah forests, between shade and

the warm sun. Part of me was excited to see the water inside the dam wall. As

I walked on the sealed road toward the weir, a touring motorbike came down

the hill blasting  Highway to Hell  from the speakers, the sound of the music

meeting my ears again a few minutes later as the bike worked up the other side

of Helena Valley. From the large iron gate I could see the white dome-shaped

control building and beside that a figure next to a tripod, a photographer, no

doubt, someone who might be willing to take my photo standing on the wall in

my  hiking  gear.  I  took  out  my  camera,  which  was  also  my  phone,  and

approached the guy, who spoke before I could ask him to take my photo, and

in the open air I could smell his breath. 

Masterpiece isn’t she? Not as big as Hoover Dam,  but  the inspiration,

none the less, said the photographer, Hoover came here when the wall was

being built, ooooh, back in the early 1900’s, side-stepping around the tripod.

Had a dream last night, he said, looking into his viewfinder with his outer eye

closed, about the weir and the water pipes and Charles, and I had to come up

here to get, to get some fresh air,  you know how it is, me boy. There’ll be

people who’ll tell you, who’ll tell you he died in the days preceding the water

pipes  being  turned  on  and  hundreds  of  thousands  of  gallons  travelled  to

Kalgoorlie, but they’re wrong, they, killed him. They killed C. Y. O’Connor,

the stinky breath man said, as his camera made a beep noise. The empire was

squeaky clean,  you couldn’t  fault  the  empire,  no,  it  was  the  convicts  who

usurped the entire  enterprise  …  everyone  was an alcoholic  back then…the

rule, in those days, me boy, was that a jury had to sight the body. Now there

were two key witnesses, Charles Henry Hoskins, an engineer and well known

friend of O’Connor, the photographer said, and O’Connor’s legal adviser Mr

Moss.  Both  gave  graphic  accounts  of  O’Connor’s  erratic  and  agitated

behaviour, fuelled further by alcohol, in response to what had been said about

him during  his  absences  in  South  Australia.  Hoskin told the court  that  on
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Friday the 7th, only three days before his death, he had found O’Connor in an

extremely  agitated  state,  holding  a  marked  copy  of  the  Sunday  Times

newspaper, published on February 9th. Hoskin said the underlined words were

deliberately chosen to wound as well  as insult  and defame O’Connor. The

underlined words  were that The Shire President from New Zealand, as they

called Charles, had flourished on palm grease. Of all things, palm grease, the

photographer said, holding my phone, which was also my camera. Charles had

underlined  the  passages  that  said  the  papers  said  We  cannot  escape  the

conclusion  that  O’Connor  is  a  palm  greased  humbug,  and  a  crocodile

imposter,  and  one  guilty  of  reckless  extravagance  with  public  funds.  The

newspaper also accused him of bribery,  salting away public money for his

own  benefit,  and  mismanagement.  The  stinky  breath  man  said  that  most

people think O’Connor took his own life, that he and only he were responsible

for his death and that Charles might have pulled the trigger, but they were the

ones who drove him mad, the convict  media drove him to his  death,  they

hounded him, as he worked on his masterpiece, as he worked tirelessly on his

masterpieces  he  was being undermined  by these  amateurs,  these  men who

were not fit enough to be the grease that oiled his palm, so to speak, said the

photographer. 

The convicts ruined this country, me boy, the meddlers and the free-hold

men  with  nothing  better  to  do  than  guttersnipe  and usurp  and undermine.

Same  thing  happened  to  me,  the  photographer  said,  when  I  was  Chief

Commissioner of the Fire Department. I was signed to a five-year contract and

then the convicts of the Fire Department fired me, from out of left field I go to

work one day and I’ve lost my job. All those egoists and narcissists are sitting

in the board room and I walk in and they stop talking, and I ask what were you

talking about and they said they were talking about the Yarloop fires, but I

knew damn well they were talking about me, so I asked them, I said, you’re

talking about me,  aren’t ya? You bastards do nothing, you hang out in the

hallways in your tailored suits getting stomach ulcers while guys like Charles
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and I are driven to an early death, said the photographer… But anyway, me

boy, he said, changing the subject abruptly, I find the Australian light difficult

to work with, too much exposure and the picture is toast; there’s no moisture

in the air, he said. You want me to take your photo, he said, how do I work

this thing? I walked within the threshold of his stinky breath and unlocked the

home screen for him and then opened the camera app and told him to point the

viewer and then press the red circle.  

He straightened his back, turned to me and then he told me to stand over

on the railing which meant the background of the photo was to be the bush,

instead of along the top of the weir wall. I told him I’d rather stand this way

with the length of the weir wall behind me, instead of with the valley and the

bush and railing behind me, but he ignored what I said and asked What’s the

first question any gold prospector would ask you before he, or she, would be

interested in taking a look at your claim? Distracted, as I contemplated why he

added the she, after he, as it was obvious to me he added the she because he

felt  obliged,  not because he  actually thought about using both sexes in his

question, and I treated his question about what gold prospectors needed as a

rhetorical question, I was distracted, and he took up his light meter with his

left hand and raised his right index finger and said,  Water! that’s what every

gold prospector needs, before closing his outer eye and taking a photo of me

with my phone. You’d die before you’d get your gold out, me boy, mark my

words,  you  can  borrow  money  or  gold,  but  you  can’t  eat  gold,  said  the

photographer, and ’tho Charles died over a hundred and ten years ago when

the  Great  British  Empire  was  at  its  zenith,  and  there  were  colonies  and

outposts  scattered  across  the  globe,  O’Connor’s  legacy  is  still  a  point  of

conjecture,  his  engineering  feats  a  symptom  of  his  heroic  honour,  the

photographer said, you can imagine those far off days, me boy, before the First

World War; Perth was still in nappies and the colony a tiny settlement in this

harsh and vexatious land, he banged on, taking his hanky from his pocket and

wiping his eyes. 
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There was a cormorant in the clear dam water, and the day dragged on

and I was anxious to keep a move on to reach Ball Creek hut before dark. My

calves  were  killing  me.  Yet, the  way  C.  Y.  O’Connor  died  remains

controversial,  the photographer  said.  Monday the 10th of March 1902 was

meant to be a day of triumph for O’Connor as he was to travel forthwith to

Chidlow  to  witness  a  pressure  test  of  a  section  of  the  pipeline  under  the

direction  of  Charles  Hodgson,  engineer  in  charge  of  constructing  the

Kalgoorlie  Water  Scheme.  Instead,  the  photographer  said,  Charles  wrote  a

note and rode his horse south from his house in Fremantle to Woodman Point,

entered the water and shot himself. The next day, the same day the United

States Court of Appeals ruled that Thomas Edison did  not invent the movie

camera, and an Earthquake flattened the Ottoman City of Tochangri, the union

jack was hoisted to half-mast on every government building in Australia, and

within hours word spread that the next day, the 11th of March, every public

office would be closed and the Fremantle Harbour and Port works would be

suspended to allow officers and workers to attend O’Connor’s funeral,  and

everyone  in  Mundaring  who  worked  on  the  water  scheme  would  be

transported to East Perth to attend the funeral, said the photographer. Sir John

Forrest,  he  said,  as  he  kept  pushing  his  frameless  glasses  back,  Western

Australia’s first premier, was in Canberra and he sent a telegram delivering

this message, and I quote,  the photographer said: it  is indeed sad, that just

when  two  great  works,  the  Fremantle  Harbour  and  the  Coolgardie  Water

Scheme which will forever remain as monuments to his memory, are about to

be completed, he should so unexpectedly be removed from the scene of his

great and unceasing labours. I mourn with the people of Western Australia the

loss of one who has left  behind a high and honourable record of splendid

public service, quoted the photographer, who was now choking and weeping

and who pulled  a  cotton  hanky from his  pants  pocket  and blew his  nose,

apologised and said it’s awful, truly awful, as we stood on the weir wall and I

knew this also was not the right time to ask him to give my phone back. He
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coughed a little cough and a boogie ejected from his nostril and landed on his

chin.

Gathering himself, the photographer said that over a hundred and fifty

workers headed a cortège estimated to be in surplus of one thousand people

and one hundred carriages and thousands of men, women and children lined

the streets.  The West Australian,  one of the newspapers responsible for his

suicide, in my opinion, the photographer said, pushing his glasses back once

more and scratching his forearm, described his death as nothing less than a

national  loss  and  the  state  of  Western  Australia  will  never  know  a  more

conscientious public servant than O’Connor proved himself to be. The West, in

an op-ed the day after his funeral, had the gall to point the finger and criticise

those irresponsible writers and members of parliament who had made hostile

and slanderous comments about Charles, accusing him of money laundering

and  charlatanism.  Soon after  his  death  his  son  Roderick  discovered  at  his

North Fremantle home a note among O’Connor’s papers lying on his desk that

stated  who  was  who  and  what  was  what  and  who  had  made  threats  on

O’Connor’s  life.  Those  papers,  as  far  as  I  have  been  able  to  deduce,  the

photographer  said,  have  disappeared.  This  country  has  a  way of  silencing

whistleblowers,  me boy,  said the photographer.  A famed,  so-called  suicide

note was published in  The West with the intention of laying to rest Charles’

state of mind; a brain wracked by worry, symptoms of insanity to support the

story of suicide,  but, the photographer lifted his finger, since this note was

found by Roderick,  in amongst  other letters  written while  he was away in

South Australia, defending himself against malicious attacks by members of

parliament, the note that is presented as his suicide note may not be the suicide

note of a sane person, the photographer said, and then he put my phone on the

railing  above the water,  of all  the places  he could have put my phone, he

decided to place it on the chipped steel railing which was only slightly wider

than my phone and about forty metres above the level of the water. 

A gust of wind burst up the valley, goosebumps pricked up on my arms
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and a shiver shook through me and I needed to get a move on as I would now

reach Ball Creek Hut in the dark with the sun off to the west and my pace

slowed by fatigue with the heavy weight of nine days’ worth of food and a

litre or so of water. From the opposite side of the dam two women approached.

As  they  drew  near  the  photographer  started  talking  to  them  saying

Masterpiece, isn’t she? I used that as an opportunity to get out of there, clear

of the stinky breath man, clear from the crying photographer, I grabbed my

phone  from the  railing  and  I  walked,  and  as  I  walked  there  were  people

drinking beers outside the hotel, and I was tempted to join them but I went on,

following the silver pipes for about fifteen minutes before heading into the

forest and craning back toward the lake up some steps through a maze of other

tracks  before I  hit  the Hills  Forest  Discovery Centre.  Richard and how he

pissed me off re-entered my thoughts. This was another chance to fill up my

water bottles but I was in a hurry and I should have checked the map and dug

out my headlamp, the hut being at least another hour’s walk, but I pressed on

and was sure I could recall everything that happened and the details of the

landscape as I walked, yet my memory draws many blanks now suffice to say

one way or another I misplaced the track and instead of backtracking to where

I saw the last marker, which was before the Discovery Centre, I kept going, at

one point under some power lines and then beside what seemed like a landing

strip and then exiting the clearing and following a gravel track south, so said

my compass, leading me to believe I should intersect the track at some point

and I saw an old concrete water tank, the brown reo bars like a broken bird

cage, and kept going, not seeing any track markers, heading east as soon as I

came to an intersection, the vegetation changing to a dark pine forest and my

path leading away from the track, out of the coverage of the guidebook and

tending south towards the dam, the light now extinguished in the pine trees

and I started to sing to myself, can’t remember which song, AC/DC I think,

and  just  kept  walking,  walking  and checking  the  guidebook,  checking  the

guidebook  flicking  to  the  page  I  would  have  been  on  if  the  cartographer
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extended the map to where I walked. Funny thing was, the more lost I got, the

happier I felt, the more I sang. Was I south or north of the track? If I was south

of the track I’d soon be hitting the bog arm that was on the west side of Driver

Road. Richard. My legs were heavy, my shoulders sore. I stubbed the toes of

my boots on the ground. Close to the bog arm, I found a citrus orchard, with

thousands of ripe mandarins and oranges. I ate an orange and then took my

phone out to check the time, getting sticky juice on the screen. The phone

opened to my photos and inside were a hundred and sixteen photos of the

photographer’s palm. At a small stream a log lay across the muddy bank and I

walked across without hesitation and halfway across my muddy boot slipped

on the smooth round trunk and I ended up with my backpack in the mud and

my face brown and my clothes wet, and I said to myself over and over, I said,

Get up you bastard, get up, get up, get up, you miserable piece of shit. 

My aim for the following day was to make it to Beraking Hut, stopping at

Waleigh Hut for lunch along the way. There were no clouds and not a puff of

wind. From Helena Hut the track headed in the opposite direction to Waleigh

Hut and followed the banks of Chinaman’s Gully before crossing the gully and

then up a ridge with some giant wandoo trees at the top. As you walk, if you

look carefully, you can see Helena Hut directly across the valley. It’s usually

here that walkers realise that, as the crow flies, the distance between Waleigh

Hut and Helena Hut is only about five kilometres and the track heads in the

opposite direction to the hut. At one point you pass through a field of black

boys, a garden of black boys with their trunks like small doorways you might

step into. The track then crossed Tableland Road, a gravel road with some

pine trees nearby. The small rocks felt strange under my feet and as I was

trying to get  my water  bottle  out of my backpack side pocket  I  rolled my

ankle, my leg giving way momentarily. 

The  sound of  a  car  made  its  way through  the  pine  trees  and  in  my

direction.  A  white  Hilux  with  Water  Corporation  stickers  on  the  side
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approached and as soon as I could see the driver I waved, but the driver didn’t

wave back, he stopped abruptly and exited the vehicle and asked me what I

was doing there and did I know that I was in a restricted area, inside the water

catchment.  Initially I wanted to argue with the guy but I could see he was

young and probably starting out, probably trying to prove himself. As calmly

as possible I started eating a muesli bar and again he said I shouldn’t be in the

catchment area, that things go missing and that it’s too dangerous for walkers

in here as heavy machinery is moving through the catchment area all the time.

He kept saying catchment  area,  catchment  area,  catchment  area,  catchment

area. He wanted to know what I was doing there, in the catchment area, and,

leaning on my staff, I said I was walking the Bibbulmun Track and he said he

had never heard of the Bibamon trail and I said it’s the longest track in WA,

mate, there’s a track sign just back there, but he wouldn’t listen, he said he

didn’t have a choice but to write me a warning for being inside a restricted

area  without  a permit.  Catchment  area,  I  said.  From the passenger  seat  he

pulled out a notebook and started asking me my name and address and various

other  scraps  of  information.  At  first  I  thought  about  providing  false

information and then I thought I may as well tell the truth, so I’d have some

record of the incident. He said I’d receive a copy of the warning in the mail. I

used Richard’s address, a move I later came to regret as I knew Richard would

be annoyed with me for sending mail to his house.
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As I walked I kept thinking of Richard and how I wouldn’t mind giving him a

piece of my mind.  He  was the victim, I bet he was thinking, and  I  was the

victim I bet he thought I was thinking. Just before Waleigh Hut a large rocky

breakaway cut downhill and I explored the area for a while, taking note of the

coloured patterns left by rain run-off. Waleigh was a small hut facing west.

There were two bunk beds with a knotted rope hanging from the rafters so you

could pull yourself up. A small table with burn marks and engraved graffiti

divided the hut in two. At first I couldn’t move. I lay on the chipped wooden

bunk and let my feet breathe. After lunch I wandered around and followed the
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sighing sound of a row of casuarinas leading to a series of rocky tiers that

people had used as campsites. My thoughts returned to Richard and what he

might think of me when he receives the letter in the mail. Although we were

friends I don’t think he ever fully believed in me. At first we would hang out a

lot  and he would talk  with me about  being a  writer  and I  would ask him

questions about his being an electrician and we would drink a few beers and

talk shit and everything felt good until he started working in the mines and

would do one week on, one week off, which was good at first because he liked

to party when he came back and I would have the place to myself when he was

away and then I’d be ready to party when he came back for a week. But then

he got a girlfriend and after that the parties stopped and then he started judging

me for  not  working.  When he came back I  felt  like  he  was always going

somewhere, and I was going nowhere. I was stuck in my place and he was a

mover  and a  shaker.  He was  on the  precipice  of  great  things  whereas  my

dreams were unrealistic, so unrealistic that when they didn’t work out I had no

back up plan and even went on the dole for six months, which made me feel

even worse. At first I only felt bad when he was home from the mines, then

after a few months and a few snide comments I felt bad  all the time, even

when he was in Leonora, or Laverton, or wherever they sent him. Richard was

rich and I was poor. Richard had a girlfriend and I was single. Sometimes I

would hear them talk in the next room and I’d have to put my headphones on

and listen to some Kyuss or Brant Bjork, something loud and heavy to calm

my nerves. Richard bought his house. He then bought a V8 Holden Ute, a big

muscly thing that was loud and expensive to run, as he kept reminding me.

The ute sat in the garage most of the time. He offered to pay me to clean his

ute once or twice and I agreed, and as soon as I agreed I regretted his offer for

the way I cleaned his ute wasn’t good enough. Richard hardly ever cared or

thought  about  our  relationship,  I’m  sure,  even  though  things  were  weird

between  us.  I was  over-thinking  everything,  I  thought  to  myself,  strolling

about Waleigh campsite, I’d been over this subject numerous times, I thought
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to myself. I was the one who had to get his shit together. Richard was the one

who had his shit together. If Richard was doing the dishes there was no way I

could take the dirty dishes up to the sink, I thought to myself, heading back to

the hut, jabbing at a low hanging leaf. Even if all the dishes were Richard’s, I

couldn’t take my dirty coffee cup up to the sink because Richard would think I

wanted him to clean my coffee cup, whereas I was only putting the coffee cup

on the sink because Richard doing the dishes reminded me that my coffee cup

needed cleaning. 

When we first moved in together on Blinco Street in Fremantle Richard

and I would drink a few beers and talk about everything, the warning letter

from the Water Corporation had reminded me. He was interested in my poetry

and perhaps the idea that one day I might write a novel. I showed him the

edition  of  Westerly I  had  my  poem  published  in  and  he  said  he  didn’t

understand what the poem meant and then he read the poem on the opposite

page and he laughed out loud and said the poem on the opposite page was a

ripper, even though when I read the poem on the opposite page later, the poem

on the  opposite  page  was  not  funny in  any way shape  or  form.  Westerly

accepted one of my poems, ‘The Great Thing About A Hypothetical  Self’,

only because my creative writing tutor was the poetry editor and then a long

string of rejections followed and I grew to hate Westerly. When the edition I

was rejected from was published I’d wince as I read the most amateur dribble

imaginable and then couldn’t figure out why they rejected my poems and then

they rubbed salt into my wound by sending emails to please keep submitting,

in other words to keep subjecting myself to their amateur dribble. I stopped

sending poems out to journals around Australia, even though I  tried to write

more  poems.  The  notebooks  collected  in  my  cupboard  drawer.  When

Richard’s girlfriend first came over she offered me a beer, which I shouldn’t

have accepted, but she seemed nice so I started drinking the beer and I joined

them in the TV room. That’s right, I remembered now, as I sipped the last of

the coffee in my mug at Waleigh hut, they’d been at the pub watching the
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cricket,  so Richard  was already half  cut  by this  stage.  Richard’s  girlfriend

asked me  what  I  did  and without  taking  his  eyes  off  the  TV,  which  was

showing the cricket highlights, Richard interrupted and said I did fuck all but

write bad poetry, and his girlfriend laughed and then she saw that I wasn’t

laughing and she then asked me who my favourite poets were, but I never

answered her,  and her  being  nice  only  made  me feel  worse  because  all  I

wanted was to get out of my own house.

I worked a few casual jobs, all of which I hated and made me feel worse than

if I was on the dole. At one point I convinced myself, I said to myself, I was

allergic to  work, that I’d never fit in at any job. With that free time on my

hands you’d think I’d have written hundreds of poems. Some mornings I’d

wake up and say to myself you’re going to write a poem today, you have all

day to write one single poem, and I’d take a book and a notebook and a pen

and put my thongs on and walk into Freo and around Freo and out to the end

of  South  Mole  and then  from cafe  to  cafe  trying  to  write  a  single  poem.

Writing bits and bobs here and there, jotting down a line or two. At one cafe

I’d get settled, somewhere quiet where I could read in peace and concentrate

and then someone with a dog or two would sit at the next table with their dogs

barking and the owner telling them to shut up every time they barked. That’s

right,  I  said to  myself,  as  I  packed up and left  Waleigh  hut,  that  was the

clincher  with  Richard,  after  Centrelink  stuffed  up  my dole  payment  and I

couldn’t pay rent on time and I overheard Richard telling his girlfriend I was a

sponge and a no hoper and that the draft of the novel I had left lying around

the house was weird. He said, and I’ll never forget, he said he didn’t know

how to kick me out and as soon as I left his girlfriend could move in, and

instead of sticking up for me she got all excited about moving in. Once, when

I was drunk, I read aloud to Richard and his girlfriend a prize-winning poem

by a famous poet. For some reason, I can’t remember now, I had typed and

printed the poem out so to them it appeared as if the poem was mine. 

A couple of emus shot off into the thick scrub as I recreated when I read

22



the prize-winning poem to them while Richard sipped beer and his girlfriend

sipped wine. I was so amped up about the poem, I truly felt and thought the

poem was  a  masterpiece  that  I  had  to  read  the  poem to  Richard  and  his

girlfriend as they sat on the couch, I even grabbed the remote and turned the

TV off, or on silent, I can’t recall exactly, I was pretty amped. I never told

them it was a prize winning poem by a famous author. Afterwards Richard and

his  girlfriend  criticised  the  prize  winning  poem  here  and  there,  making

suggestions about what they would change and said what they didn’t like. I

think these stupid fucks thought  I had written the poem, and that they could

make  my poem better. Richard’s girlfriend then asked if I knew some other

poets, poets whose names she knew, poets which I hated and tried to read once

and thought were the worst kind of poetry one could ever imagine, although I

never said this to her. Richard then asked if I had found any work, real work, I

gathered is what he meant,  and this  shattered me to the core. Richard was

meant to be on my side, I thought as I noticed a yellow wagyl track marker at a

ninety degree angle nailed to a tree with sap starting to dribble over the right

side of the triangle. The trail stayed on the eastern side of a deep valley and

the afternoon sun made long shadows. A jumbo jet flew overhead. Now I had

six weeks to walk The Bibb I could write some poems, I said to myself. Once

I’ve worked through what’s  bothering me I’ll  write  some poems and send

them off to Westerly and Southerly and a few other journals. If I write enough

poems I’ll make a chapbook and send them out. To who I had no idea, but I

had an idea. By then I was walking through jarrah woodland on an old gravel

track.  Small  spindly trees with oval shaped spiky leaves that were so thick

either side of the trail  I could hardly see more than twenty metres. I felt  I

lacked the training to read the landscape correctly. I looked for indicators of

change. 

There  was  about  five  kilometres  left  to  Beraking  and  my  feet  were

killing me so I stopped at a log lying on the ground in a depression and took

my shoes  off  and found my notebook and  pen in  the  front  pocket  of  my
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backpack. An unusual tree stood close to the track. A eucalyptus of some kind.

About  thirty  metres  high,  maybe  two  metres  wide  at  the  base.  The  trunk

twisted skyward and moss covered the shaded half. The flat side looked like

humans had trodden on and stood on the buttress roots. A track marker and a

rusted  horse shoe  threaded with  galvanised  wire  was  at  eye  level.  On the

opposite side of the trunk, the dry side, all the bark was white, like chalk. The

history  of  thousands of  hand prints  was on the bark  and hundreds  of  tiny

insects worked in the sappy bark, which was ample. Some layers of the bark

were sickly coloured and pale. Overall the tree was ratty, as if still recovering

from fire, or a kind of torture. Perhaps, I thought, its proximity to the water

sump had prevented the tree from fully dying? About three quarters the way

up the trunk there were a few branches — the bark up there was non-existent

— and the lower branches were holding up armfuls of fallen bark. The tree

was collecting its own skin, I said to myself, sitting on the log, looking up.

The branches hold the twigs which hold the leaves that hold the seeds and

flowers. The earth will hold the tree when it falls. The trunk leaned about five

metres from the base to the tip as if another tree, now fallen and broken down

into the soil, once leaned on it. This tree is the equivalent of a mangy magpie,

I said to myself, as I started gathering details for a poem. 

There was blood on my right hand fingers where I was holding the pen.

A few drops soaked into the page. I felt behind my right ear. More blood on

my fingertips. I had this bad habit of biting my nails and then trying to grind

them down with my teeth although they never get quite smooth enough and I

invariably  end  up cutting  myself  somewhere.  As  I  was  rubbing the  blood

between my fingers I heard two male voices talking loudly and boisterously

and headed my way. Putting my notebook in my pocket I swiveled on the log

to face their  direction—I’d not seen anyone that day and was interested in

what they had to report. As they approached I heard the words she and oh my

god and  I know, I know, mental.  The two guys were engrossed in what they

were discussing and were still talking when the first arrived and hoisted his

24



pack  up  to  a  more  comfortable  position  on  his  back.  They  both  had  two

walking poles each and wore compression clothing and mirrored glasses. You

going to Beraking tonight? the leader asked. There’s a crazy woman there;

she, is, mental, isn’t she Charles? Charles was taking a drink from his water

tube and nodded before removing the mouthpiece and said they were going to

camp there that night, they got there about an hour ago and started setting up,

she was already there with her maps sprawled across the table, and when we

started setting up on the picnic table outside the hut and she launched into this

long diatribe about how she hates men and that patriarchies have spoiled the

world and that one day women will rule the world and women won’t just be

equal they’ll be superior. The other guy, who was squeezing a sports gel into

his sunken cheeks then said, t’yeah and then she said we weren’t allowed to

stay in the hut, that she was a solo woman hiker and two men like us couldn’t

be trusted and unless someone else arrived soon she would prefer if we left.

Lucky Raleigh is only ten kilometres away, Charles said, tightening his shoe

lace. Waleigh, the other guy said, yeah, Waleigh. What did I say? You said

Raleigh, said the other guy. Charles looked at his wrist watch, and then at the

sky, and then at the other guy and then at me, sitting on the log. They said

goodbye, left and I sat there wondering what to do. I needed water, that was

non-negotiable. As I put my boots on I decided I could think about what I’d do

on the way. The path entered  a  wandoo forest.  In  one way I  was looking

forward to meeting this woman, the crazy woman. 

At Beraking, the first thing I was dying to do was take my boots off to let my

feet  cool.  As I  approached the two long picnic  tables  beneath  the eave of

Beraking Hut, where the crazy woman was poring over some maps, I paused

and hesitated and took in the tall trees. The long drop hut was off the small

path as and I used the opportunity to empty my bowels and cool down. When I

entered the hut she was missing. The green trail log book was open on the

table.  Charles  and  Thom had  entered  their  details  and  above  them was  a

25



woman named Sorcha, from Geraldton, walking end to end south to north. By

the time I returned from grabbing water from the tanks at the back of the hut,

the  crazy  woman was  reading  my  entry.  Fremantle,  she  said.  You  from

Fremantle? Whenever I think of Fremantle I think of the place underwater,

Sorcha  said,  pulling  the  left  collar  of  her  hoodie  jumper.  I  imagine  the

buildings have a permanent watermark and their basements and ground floors

turn into fish tanks and a series of raised walkways connect the buildings and

the warm air, always hotter and hotter will heat the oceans and melt the last of

the ice-sheets and the seas will rise up inundating a triangle of land starting at

the northern end of Pakenham Street, to Bathers Beach, to Little Creatures and

then up to South Terrace,  all of that underwater, all of that inundated, said

Sorcha, I have the projected map in storage, she said, pulling her collar and

wiping snot with the back of her palm. The tide will rise and fall. Sorcha said

she could feel the planet getting hotter and nowadays nobody goes out during

the middle of the day and as recent as last night, the temperature rose two

point five degrees from 11pm to 1am and has continued to rise this morning.

Only the brave or those with air-conditioned cars will venture out. The heat,

standing in direct sunlight, will be hot enough to burn the dash board of cars

and every time I go to Fremantle I see arguments erupt about whose shaded

parking bay is whose. These violent outbursts directed at complete strangers

occur daily and onlookers are often seen filming the incidents on their mobile

phones to upload on social media, said Sorcha. I too, began Sorcha, witnessed

one of these outbursts, when a woman with black hair and black clothing had

been attempting to reverse into a parking bay and a man snuck into her spot in

the shade of a paperbark. When the passengers opened their doors they were

ambushed by the woman, speaking in Cantonese, which they understood, and

they threw violent abuse back in Cantonese as well, and they didn’t even break

their stride as they walked to the food court. The irate woman who missed her

spot left her car stationary in the middle of the car park causing a traffic jam

with  honking  and  yelling  by  the  other  drivers.  As  the  passengers  were
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following the man to the food court they spotted another car leaving and stood

at the entrance of the bay until the angry woman was able to slowly reverse

her late model Mercedes into the spot and hastily throw her foil sun protection

screen inside the windscreen, secured with the visors. 

I  often wonder,  said  Sorcha,  if  people find themselves  at  a  breaking

point  and  lose  their  shit  one  day  or  live  their  lives  going  from  one

confrontation to another. In Geraldton they’ll bash you with a baseball bat if

you steal their spot, said Sorcha, I never go there anymore unless I absolutely

have to, to visit my parents or if one of my cousins gets married. I used to see

my parents once a month but the last few times I’ve visited they kept saying

they were busy playing lawn bowls or bridge and that in future I should ring

and give them notice, said Sorcha, matching the latitude lines on her maps. My

Mum’s grandparents were one of the first families to start growing wheat in

Greenough in the 1860’s, said Sorcha, pulling the left  collar  of her hoodie

jumper  that  I  now saw was a  leavers  jumper  from Geraldton  Senior  High

School. They were filthy rich, my mother kept reminding us kids, me and my

brothers,  filthy  rich, until  her  father,  my  grandfather,  took  a  hatchet  and

hacked  up his  girlfriend and her  kids.  He’s  in  jail  now. My grandfather’s

second wife was nice. Before he went to jail one time I was at their asbestos

fibre house in Greenough, everyone else had gone to the beach but I refused to

go to the beach because my mother said I had to wear a shirt while I was

swimming and I hate wearing a shirt while I’m swimming, even if I get burnt

to a crisp. Granddad’s partner, Granny I called her even though she wasn’t

really  my Granny, she made me a cup of tea and we were watching tele and

she started twirling my hair and then she braided my hair and she said I had

beautiful hair. She was the only person who was nice to me and we’d go for

long walks over the Greenough dunes and she said she would take me to Bali,

just me and her, when I finished high school. 
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You been to Bali? Sorcha asked. I was waiting for a break in Sorcha’s speech.

I’d decided I didn’t care what she thought, I was too tired to keep walking and

I started to take my mattress and clothes out of my pack. I’ve been to Bali,

said Sorcha. My parents took us to Bali every school holidays. Australians,

white Australians, European Australians, live on this continent, but they don’t

belong,  said Sorcha. This country confuses white people. That’s why they’re

always attempting to transform the place into  their place.  Anyone who says

they feel at home here is lying, said Sorcha, they clearly haven't scratched the

surface of this place,  this country and what that history tells us. If you don’t

believe  me  take  a  week-long  trip  to  Bali.  You  quickly  realise  that  white

Australians are happier and more at  home in Bali  than in Australia.  White

Australians are happier and more at home anywhere other than in Australia,

Sorcha said. That’s why white Australians travel overseas more than any other

people in the world.  White  Australians  have  to travel  overseas. Bali  is the

closest destination so that’s  where they go and most white Australians feel

superior in some way when they’re overseas, in Bali, or anywhere else. On

your  flight  home  from  Bali  you’ll  look  around  the  cabin  and  the  white

Australians will be flicking through the photos on their iPads — deleting what

they think are the bad photos, the photos I would have kept — and you look

around the plane at their faces and they’re all smiling a lot more than if they

were looking at  photos of themselves in their  so-called homes. You take a

quick survey of all  the white  Australians  when they’re on their  way home

from Bali and they’re not happy because they’re going home, they are happy

because  they  are  not home,  said  Sorcha.  Once the plane has  landed,  once

they’ve weeded out all the bad photos, the photos I would have kept, and the

pilot says over the intercom they can turn off airplane mode on their mobiles,

and the photos they share of Bali show the country proudly, show the people

proudly and comfortable within themselves. The photos you see of Australia

in people’s houses rarely show themselves in Australia proud and comfortable.

The photos of white Australians in their white houses are of white Australians
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in the country they have transformed to look nothing like what Australia really

looks like, said Sorcha, folding one of her maps up and replacing that map

with  a  different  map.  The  photos  in  peoples’  houses  are  stenographic

magnifications of a small microcosm of Australia made to look like a larger

portion of Australia and in that sense the photos white Australians share of

Australia  look  nothing  like  Australia.  Australia,  for  the  majority  of

Australians, is a place they tolerate because they have nowhere else to go, a

melancholic  place  that  defies  and resists  definition  when you try  to  make

Australia a static place in the image of your own homeland, be that in Europe

or Bali, or anywhere else, Sorcha said. 

Most people think Australia is a hardy place. Sorcha said that because of

the size of Australia people begin to believe that whatever  we do to the land

has little  impact,  they can just  go on  developing  the place infinitely.  Their

beliefs are supported by small details.  Look at how the gum trees and black

boys and orchids grow back after fire they say, said Sorcha. Nearly everyone

thinks the Australian bush is so resilient, although, in reality, it’s dying slowly

just as the land is dying in every other continent. When you’re flying back

from Bali and you look out the window with your compatriots at your side,

said Sorcha, and they’re twirling their  beaded hair and deleting all the bad

photos from their iPads, you look out the window and the land stretches to the

horizon. The Australian continent is its own horizon, said Sorcha. The land

feels infinite. You look and you look and you keep looking for any indication

of human intervention and sometimes you don’t see any and in this sense you

begin to think that Australia is infinite. Even the Bibbulmun Track is designed

to make the bush appear infinite. A hundred metres from the track it’s cleared,

and a hundred metres from the major tourist roads is cleared, Sorcha said. One

day all that’s left of the forest will be a thin strip either side of the tourist roads

and a thin strip either side of the Bibbulmun track, Sorcha said. 

With the noodles and dried peas and corn ready, I turned the knob on my

gas cooker and smelt butane and lit the flame. That C.Y. O’Connor, she said
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pointing at the Bibbulmun track map, you know when they were building the

Golden  Pipeline  they  were  burning  a  thousand  tonnes  of  wood  for  each

condenser, every, single, day, and the Wheatbelt is built on the dead souls of

over three billion trees, said Sorcha, looking at me intensely. The Australian

Bush is not hardy, said Sorcha, tying her boots up.  The soil is so ancient and

leached and lacking minerals the plants have learnt to grow and regrow at the

first sniff of rain, not fire. Oh no, not fire. The plants have adapted to grow in

soils that haven’t seen volcanic action for about a billion years, give or take.

Australia  is  no  place  for  millions  of  white  Australians  to  be  living,  said

Sorcha. The land is incapable of supporting that many people. You go to Bali

and pop a seed in the ground and then come back when your tourist visa is

renewed and half a banana tree will be standing there; yet in Australia we’re

scorching the trees and scorching the skies with carbon and the rains are less

and less and all the wheat seeds in the soil are waiting for rain. The fires are

becoming too frequent for the land to finish the reparation cycle, said Sorcha,

the heat from the sun is too hot for the seeds to germinate and that’s one of

things I love about Australia, despite the best efforts of white Australians to

ruin everything around them, to fashion the environment to the image of their

imaginations, the image of  how an Australian landscape should be  is never

how an Australian landscape is.  Somehow, said Sorcha, the water in my pot

now  boiling,  somehow  the  Australian  landscape  withdraws  from  the

ceremony.  I’m  convinced,  said  Sorcha,  this  is  why  Australians  are  not  a

friendly people. They are only friendly when they have to be. Australians will

only  go  out  of  their  way to  be  friendly,  they  are  not  friendly  by  nature.

Australians  are  not  naturally  friendly,  although  they  pretend  to  be.  White

Australians’ sense of family is restricted to their immediate family only. Most

white  Australians  don’t  even talk  to  their  extended  family.  Our  cities  and

suburbs are designed this way. The automobile is partly to blame for this but

we designed our cities  that way, said Sorcha.  If  you ask an Australian for

directions, they’ll either pretend they do not know or they will tell you the way
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and then be conceited about it afterwards. That’s it, Sorcha said, as if stepping

on a thought she had been trying to grasp for years, Australians are conceited.

White Australians are a conceited race. White Australians would rather go to

an A.F.L. game than take part in a climate change rally, said Sorcha. White

Australians  are  more  interested  in  paying  off  a  house  for  themselves than

investing in a future for everyone. White Australians vote to save themselves

five hundred dollars a year, instead of repairing the landscape they live on.

The Wheatbelt stands on the dead souls of over three billion trees, said Sorcha.

The ocean is treated like a fish farm. The mines are these burrows and rabbit

holes dug out of the dead hearts of thousands of displaced workers. 

With her t-shirt she cleaned the lenses of her glasses as if she was on the

verge of breaking them. Maybe you think I’m being too harsh, said Sorcha, on

her knees on the picnic table bench, with the bush as backdrop. You think I’m

being too harsh? said Sorcha, pinning a point on a map with an index finger. I

don’t know anymore, she continued, you could be on the plane on the way

back  from  Bali,  making  a  complete  idiot  of  yourself,  drinking,  making

grunting noises, flicking your overhead light on and off, and the rest of the

passengers will ignore you as if nothing is happening. They want to tell you to

grow up, but they won’t have the guts—you’ll be dropping broken Pringles all

over the floor and when you fly over Broome or Karratha and Geraldton and

you point out to everyone within earshot that those places are predicated on a

fantasy, that everyone who lives in those places are as apathetic as you can

imagine—the other passengers  pretend to be asleep or they’re glued to their

iPads with their earbuds in. Hidden from the rest of the world, Australians

would rather wait for someone else to care about the things they know they

should care about, or exhaust every other alternative before they have to deal

with what’s important. Act for the benefit of future generations as a last resort,

that’s the Australian way, said Sorcha. Australians need to be told what they

should care about. Actions speak louder than words, said Sorcha. Australians

don’t care about the planet they live upon, that having two or three houses that
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are each big enough for six or more people, plus two or three cars, a boat, two

dogs, a cat, a reticulation system that pumps out drinking water, these are the

things Australians are  most worried about.  These are the things that occupy

their minds day and night and the institutions and utilities support their planet

destroying behaviour because the people inside these institutions are exactly

like  them.  They  too  want  more  houses  and  cars,  and  dogs  and  cats  and

motorbikes  and holidays  in Bali  than they actually  need,  said Sorcha.  The

longer I spend on the Bibb track the more I find myself  hating my fellow

Australians,  said  Sorcha.  Getting  about  with  their  AC/DC and A.F.L.  and

outdoor gas heaters. Makes me sick to the stomach that the saturation of these

planet destroying activities are so prevalent that even the people at the top, the

people who might be able to change the way we think and change the way we

act,  buy into the AC/DC-A.F.L. wizardry as if there were  real ideas to be

discovered there. As if there really is genuine meaning to be derived from

analysing these  planet destroying activities and that in some mysterious way

AC/DC and football and the Melbourne Cup represent how the rest of society

works. At the football  it's  appalling how nice everyone is. Everyone nicely

sitting in their designated seats with their designated guernseys being nice to

one another. Everyone is so nice at the football you begin to wonder what the

point is. I went to the football once or twice, said Sorcha, my friends who are

Sydney members had spare tickets and no one else wanted to go because the

Dockers and Sydney were both at the bottom of the ladder—and instead of

everyone  being  obnoxious  as  you  would  expect,  everyone  was  nice,  they

passed around snacks and used manners and so on, and this not only surprised

me, but repulsed me in some way, said Sorcha. Australians are more upset

about the Australian cricket team ball tampering in South Africa than they are

about the death of the Great Barrier Reef. Outrage at Steve Smith and Dave

Warner and Boof for cheating and destroying the Australian way, said Sorcha,

then when you point out to them that the Great Barrier Reef is dying, and

nearly dead, they go and vote for the party that’s bent on building the largest
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coal mine in the world. My Granny used to say that as the denialists have not

reasoned  themselves  into  denial,  they  cannot  be  reasoned  out  of  it, said

Sorcha. You sleeping here tonight? I’ll take the top bunk, I like the top bunk,

she said, without giving me the chance of understanding what she’d said. 

Granny used to say that White Australians are non-legitimate privileged

people. They’re usurpers, basically, Granny would say. Any triumph will carry

the feeling of condemnation, my granny said, said Sorcha. There’s this voice

that  cannot  be  silenced,  that  always  undoes  the  billions  of  dollars  spent

building ‘Australia’. Granny once said O’Connor saw the writing on the wall,

said Sorcha. Victory could never be realised. We find out, if we scratch the

surface of the red dirt that we stand on, the usurper’s duty is to record every

event as a triumph. Wholesome and fulsome victory for white Australians is

the script we are fed while we’re in school. Wholesome and fulsome victory

means we accept the oppression of every other race, and to feel, from cradle to

grave, superior to the land, to look from your plane window and feel your

bosom swell with pride as the harvesters and tractors dig up every square inch

of the country. White Australians will tell you, said Sorcha, that Aboriginals

are the problem. Big problem with the Aboriginals in Geraldton, in Broome, in

Kununurra,  said  Sorcha.  What  those  white  Australians  don’t  know,  don’t

realise,  can’t realise, is that  they’re the problem. A war has been raging in

those places for the last two centuries, and white Australians are too dumb to

notice, Sorcha said. They think that if you ignore a problem for long enough,

the problem will miraculously disappear. All an Aboriginal has to do is walk

down  the  street,  walk  down  Marine  Terrace  in  Gero,  or  James  Street  in

Northbridge and every white persons’ nose is out of joint. Only the children

don’t see the problem, said Sorcha. When I was a child I was oblivious to the

war, said Sorcha. 

When I asked Granny what happened to her as a child she told me, as

best she could, while we drank tea at her house in Greenough, she said we

don’t need to find out  exactly what happened, Sorcha said, but we need to
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know enough so we can change the stories we tell ourselves. The story white

Australians tell themselves is caught up in worrying about the house and the

investment  house,  the  three  cars,  a  boat,  two dogs,  a  cat,  some weiros  or

budgies, the reticulation system that uses drinking water, these are the things

that  occupy  Australian  minds,  said  Sorcha.  White  Australians,  settler

Australians, always have to keep a big slice of the superiority pie. As soon as

white Australians feel inferior they get together and make a big noise about

how their way of life is being attacked and they’re going to do something to

stop that. You see their superiority arise when they’re talking to tourists, said

Sorcha. If a tourist asks for directions, the answer is always that it’s further

than the distance really is. They’ll say, Oh, it’s a long way. Or, if the tourist

says it’s hot the Australian will say, this isn’t hot, and It’s going to be much

hotter. If a tourist is naive enough to raise the topic of the weather Australians

will  frown on meteorology as a subject below their  superior intellects,  and

then  they  quip  some  stupid  quip  like  there’s  no  need  for  weathermen,  or

weatherwomen: take a look out your bloody window if you need a forecast,

and so on and so forth, they’ll say, said Sorcha.

By this stage I cottoned on to Sorcha’s way of talking. At one point I had

to go and piss and fill up my waterbottles again, and she never stopped talking,

she kept right on talking and talking as if I was still right there listening to her

inside Beraking Hut. She talked so fast. I wanted company, but I didn’t know

this was the company I wanted. Australians know we’re running out of water,

there’s hardly any water left and there’s been little rain except for a shower or

two that never soaked the ground and then they’ll have a thirty minute shower,

their second shower of the day, because they feel a little dirty from walking

around the supermarkets. My sister sometimes has three showers a day, said

Sorcha. My sister has no inner life. Australians have shied away from having

an inner world, an inner life, choosing instead to fill their inner world with

other people’s dribble, like Fitzy and Shannon, or whoeverelse is on the radio

these  days.  Having  killed  off  this  inner  world  with  lithium  and  dexies,
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Australians  then  fill  themselves  up  with  endless  shopping.  The  shopping

centre  is  the  heart  of  Australia,  Sorcha  said,  not  the  bush,  or  the  home.

Because she has no inner life, said Sorcha, my sister cannot relate to the world

around  her,  and  then  she  must  treat  the  land  as  another  product  to  be

consumed  and bought  and  sold  and in  the  buying and selling  somehow a

connection to other people has been brokered, for white Australians like my

sister this is the only connection they have to one another, through the real

estate market and they would sooner annihilate a sacred site in the dead of

night, they would much prefer to poison or bulldoze a tree when they think no

one is looking than leave something alone, to let the tendrils of their property

buying and selling machine creep further and further from the centre of their

hollow existence. Once the tree is cut down or the water poisoned they then

turn around and say there’s nothing there, which then gives them the excuse to

buy or sell it without guilt. No one is accountable in the buying and selling

machine, said Sorcha. No one person can be singled out for ruining the land.

Nothing there,  that’s  the catch cry of Australia,  Sorcha said.  In one breath

they’ll say there’s nothing there and then in the same breath they’ll say the

location is amazing. Maybe when you’re walking the track, said Sorcha, if you

remove  yourself  from other  people  for  long  enough,  long  enough to  start

talking to yourself, long enough to start missing people, to get lonely and then

emerge  out  the  other  side,  when  you  don’t  miss  them  anymore,  that  is

wilderness. Wilderness as a objective state outside of ourselves is a figment of

our imaginations, said Sorcha. In the space of three days, in the space of a

weekend a small army of builders could erect a McDonald’s right there, said

Sorcha, pointing at the fire pit. Would this then be nature? Would we then be

out in the wild? Or would it take a collection of McDonald’s to put a dent in

the illusion of wilderness that  The Bibb creates? The Bibb track itself  is  a

construction. The Bibb is one step towards what most people have the nerve to

call  development,  said Sorcha.  The Bibb track  doesn’t  preserve nature,  the

Bibb is the first  step in the termination of nature and wilderness.  One day
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you’ll be out walking the Bibb and you’ll come across a fenced off area where

some trees have been cut down and you can’t see inside and in there they’ll be

building a McDonald’s or a Subway and a service station. You’ll be indignant.

Mark my words, said Sorcha, as I lay my head down and groaned. You’ll be

scratching your head wondering how this  development  got approval. First a

few trucks would roll up and the concrete would be poured and a few people

would say what an eyesore these things are, but they never get pulled down,

nothing ever  returns to forest. The next generation of kids growing up will

take for granted the McDonald’s is there,  as if the McDonalds was always

there, right beside the Bibbulmun track, and a few old timers would bang on

about the time when you could walk The Bibb and not see a McDonalds for a

few days. Don’t you reckon? Sorcha asked, rhetorically. 

One day, said Sorcha, I don’t know, there’ll be an option to drive The

Bibbulmun Track. You think I’m joking? When you’re out walking car drivers

look at you standing on the curb waiting to cross the street—the look in their

eyes  says, my preference  too  is  to  walk  but  circumstances  have  conspired

against me and I have no alternative but to drive, Sorcha said. I blew up my air

mattress and listened to her words, but I wasn’t  really listening to what she

was saying. Between each breath my ears re-engaged the exact words but their

meaning drifted in and out…puff… You know, they’re always late, there’s no

public transport, they live too far from their work… puff…Their lives depend

on their car. The largest room in the house is for the car. Drivers are always

dreaming  up  the  day  they  can  jettison  their  vehicles,  said  Sorcha.  Puff…

Necessary evil, they say. They say to you one day they’ll sell their car as if

that relieves them from actually selling their car. One day I’ll be car free and

walk The Bibbulmun Track instead of driving the Bibbulmun Track, they’ll

say. One day I’ll walk. Puff. We know everyone drives because they’re lazy.

Car drivers like to blame city planning on how you need a car, Sorcha said.

Their laziness is like an addiction. Puff. Mattress filling up. People drive so

they can arrive home half an hour earlier to watch television. People drive so
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they can arrive home half an hour earlier so they can go for a half an hour

walk. I ask them, well, why don’t you walk to where you need to go, instead

of going for a walk after you’ve driven? Puff. My car is for work, so I can free

up my leisure time, said Sorcha, impersonating car drivers. I need a car for

work, what, are you trying to put me out of a job?  Well, said Sorcha,  welly,

welly, welly, the automobile also does irreversible damage to the atmosphere.

The atmosphere is ruined by people like you who drive everywhere. 

Puff. I don’t know, said Sorcha, some people drive and use the machines

just because the machines are there. People use machines because they feel

obliged to use the machines because they forked out their after tax income on

the machine so they feel the need to use the machine even though the machine

doesn’t enrich their lives in any way, shape or form. Puff. My mattress was

nearly full and the shape extended out to the wooden wall of the hut. Half the

time people don’t even need the machine but if the machine is not used they

feel like they’ve abandoned a past promise to the machine, and themselves.

All of our rubbish tips are full of machines no one wants any more. Most of

the machines still work. I must admit, said Sorcha, whenever I’ve owned a

machine and I haven’t used it for a while I question why I thought I needed the

machine in the first place. I blew the last puff and I closed the valve on the

mattress  and pulled  my sleeping bag from the  stuff  sack.  Sorcha  said  she

admitted to throwing out a perfectly good tele in her time. At the first sign of

cold weather people will put their heaters on, said Sorcha. Their wardrobes are

full  of  jumpers  of  different  materials,  cashmere,  merino,  yak,  acrylic  and

instead they reach for the air conditioner remote control to warm the place up

—the same remote control they used the day before to cool the place down.

Air conditioners have replaced the wind, said Sorcha. Machines control us, we

don’t control the machines. Pretty soon we’ll all have barcodes tattooed to the

base of our necks and the machines will scan us everywhere we go and they’ll

direct us from place to place. The machines cut us off from the elements—

from what is natural. The machines lead to poor housing design and then we
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need the machines on 24/7 to make ourselves feel comfortable in the houses

that the machines have helped build, said Sorcha. The machines need to be on

to keep the house at a constant temperature and then we’re told that it’s more

efficient and more cost effective to leave the machines on twenty four hours a

day, seven days a week. Somehow having the machines on all the time saves

money and energy. One bad decision leads to another, said Sorcha, a waterfall

of bad decisions. Australian houses are so poorly designed that it makes sense

to put an air conditioner in every room rather than install solar panels on your

roof because your roof is so poorly designed that you can’t fit a single solar

panel up there. There’s nowhere to put your solar panels so you spend your

money on air  conditioners  instead,  said  Sorcha.  You go for  a  walk  in  the

suburbs and all  the gardens  are  controlled.  If  a leaf  drops on their  lawn a

sensor is triggered and an alarm goes off and out runs the husband or the wife

to collect the infringing leaf, said Sorcha. They then become so infuriated by a

single leaf falling on their drinking water-watered lawn that they chop down

every  tree  they  can.  They  hate  trees.  They  use  this  fabricated  sense  of

perfection  to  justify  their  superiority  over  the  land,  to  control  the  land.

Essentially white Australians want to control the Aborigines and the land that

they call ‘Australia’  so they say they don’t like gum trees and other native

plants because they drop too many leaves and ruin their idea of a perfect lawn.

The husband and wife team will get together and decide together that they

can’t have any native trees because they drop too many leaves and then they

call the plant  widow makers as if being a widow is bad thing, said Sorcha.

Nearly every married woman in Australia has been counting the days since she

was married until the day she would become a widow. They only pretend they

don’t want to be a widow in order to feel superior to the land, to control the

land. How many gum tree limbs have you heard of that have killed husbands?

asked Sorcha. How many times have you been out walking or riding a bike

and a husband is out minding his own business and like a bolt of lightning he’s

mortally wounded by a falling gum tree limb? None, said Sorcha. A whole
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tree might collapse from time to time, but all trees collapse from time to time

and that’s  because  of  climate  change,  because there’s  no water  left  in  the

ground for those poor trees. After draining the dams the husband and wife will

suck  all  the  water  out  of  the  ground  with  their  bores  and  then  fill  the

atmosphere up with carbon by driving to the deli which is a two minute walk

away to get back to their busy lives of keeping the leaves off their lawn. As

I’ve said, said Sorcha,  the goal of white Australians  is to control the land.

They’ll control everything under the sun in order to control the land. 

Take Elizabeth Quay, that new monstrosity on the Esplanade. Even the

name of the place is meant to be colonial, is intended to rile people who rail

against  the  colonial  experiment,  Sorcha  said.  The  government  builds  a

sediment  trap  right  at  the  base  of  the  city  and then  tries  to  hide  the  fact

dolphins  and  other  fish  are  dying  in  the  area.  The  government  and  the

designers  are  the  husband  and  wife  teams  who  hate  the  natural  state  of

Australia  and will  build anything they can to destroy the landscape.  These

designers will  frown upon anyone who wants to preserve the land as it  is,

using words like Arcadia, and Greenies and tree huggers and eco-warriors in

the same breath as they prance about their rectangular sediment traps. I don’t

know, said Sorcha, a land without people for a people without a land, so they

say. That’s the paradox of white Australians; they’ve rigged the gist so that

when they’re wrecking the joint they’re still the victims, they’re still the ones

making a go of it. White Australians are permanently on the coal face, so to

speak,  said  Sorcha.  Poor  old  white  Australians.  Poor  old  Aussie  battlers.

They’re  trying  to  live  a  peaceful  existence  after  their  expulsion  from  the

motherland,  poor things.  Where there was ‘nothing there’  was where these

husband and wives could grow their leaf-free lawn, said Sorcha. Where there

was nothing there meant you could waltz in and claim the joint for yourself,

and  then  keep  the  secret  of  the  abundance  and  beauty  of  the  place  to

themselves. Today they sell hundreds of acres of sea-side-heath-land on the

premise that there’s nothing there, said Sorcha, nothing of any value to anyone

39



until your house is built there and whatever was there before you is erased and

obliterated.  I once had the miserable experience of walking through one of

these seaside suburbs that now stretch all the way from Albany to Geraldton.

One long, continuous, string of misery. There was no one to be seen. The sea

breeze  was  blowing  and  beach  sand  was  flying  across  the  road  and  into

people’s doors and windows and the temperature was at least was 35 degrees,

and, I don’t know, said Sorcha, what I recall, and I can’t stop thinking about

this;  some  of  the  blocks  had  compactors,  you  know  the  ones  like  lawn

mowers, yeah, compactors, about ten of them. Those yellow sand compacters

were on, and running, and left unattended and they were criss-crossing the lots

like  bumper  cars.  Self-driving  bumper  cars.  Whoever  was  building  the

development, had set up these barriers and the compactors would bounce from

one barrier to another barrier. Outside of the development, you couldn’t walk

one street back from the development without seeing flattened snakes, lizards

and roos. Dead animals everywhere. The roos that were alive were like the

compactors, bouncing from one barrier to the next, lost, trying to figure what

happened to their homes, Sorcha said, pulling the left collar of her Geraldton

leavers’ hoodie. Once the developers have had their way, the only skerrick of

evidence  that  anything existed  before  these  developments  are  built  are  the

names they assign to them. If there was a banksia woodland before they’ll call

it  Banksia  Grove.  If  there  was a  possum family living  there they’ll  call  it

Possum Springs, or Possum Roost, or Seabird, or whatever colonial name pops

into their heads. Don’t believe me? Go for a drive to Two Rocks one day. Two

Rocks,  that’s  another  joke  if  ever  I  heard  one,  said  Sorcha,  Alan  Bond’s

Atlantis City, and like Atlantis City there’s now  nothing there. We start out

with nothing there, nothing of value to the developer, and then the cornucopia

that’s there, nature’s garden, they flattened that by burning what will burn and

then the bulldozers arrive and pile up what’s left of the ancient vegetation, and

then those  balgas  and peppie  trees  are  burnt,  and then  the  yellow sand is

delivered and the compactors get to work, on autopilot, Sorcha said. If there
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were Aboriginals living there they’ll kill or relocate the Aboriginals and then

call the place the name the Aboriginals had called it for thousands of years.

Behind every settler is the unsettler, said Sorcha. They sell this vision of an

existence that’s at bottom an extinction. My sister and her husband and their

kids moved into one of these suburbs and I could tell you that they’ve stopped

evolving, Sorcha said. Take a look at these maps, she said. Here’s Alkimos

before and Alkimos after. Sorcha was moving one sheet of paper over the top

of another sheet of paper, one map from 1976 and then a second map from

2009 on the bottom. You start with nothing there, she said, and you finish with

nothing there, she said, her flash light in her left hand. I was now laying on my

mattress in my sleeping bag, with heavy eyelids. I wasn’t moving. A moth

flew in front of the perspex in the roof. When I  walk I have a chuckle to

myself  that  The  Bibb  exists  because  what’s  usually  considered  as  having

nothing  there is  starting  to  become the  most  valuable  places  around,  said

Sorcha. You’ll love the Beedelup area, it’s my favourite on the whole track.

I’ll be finishing the track in a few days and I’m already sad about that. My

first end to end, said Sorcha. You never know I might get to Kalamunda and

turn around. I’m not sure if I can face that dam wall, said Sorcha. That C. Y.

O’Connor. You know I heard the Aboriginals sang him to death. They sang

and sang because he blew up the river mouth first and then obliterated their

serpent spirit up this end, where the wall is. The colonisers cut off the tail and

then exploded the head, said Sorcha. Whole thing makes me tense. I’m not

sure I can return to the real world, said Sorcha, taking a sip from her water

bottle. Everything you need is out here on the track, right in your backpack. A

bit of water and fresh air, a bit of food and some warm clothes, and that’s that.

The following morning I woke late and Sorcha was gone. She left a note with

her email  address and said to message her as she might be in Parry Beach

when I get there, she had friends with a holiday home there. My feet were still
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sore from the afternoon before and my toenails were now filled with dirt from

walking  around  in  thongs.  Condensation  had  stuck  to  the  outside  of  my

sleeping bag and I was in no rush so I left it across the picnic table in the sun

while I drank coffee and packed the mattress and clean clothes into the pack.

This  was  a  moment  of  quiet.  The  kind  of  moment  that  doesn’t  make  for

intriguing story telling. This was a transitional moment where I was absorbing

the  environment  by  being  there,  by  removing  myself  from  the  chatter-

thoughts, I said to myself. The guidebook showed a couple of kilometres that

followed a 4WD track then a downhill passage between a pine forest and then

a  long climb,  four  or  five  kilometres  by my estimation  to  near  the  top of

Mount Dale before splitting off to the south-west toward Brookton Hwy. I cut

my toenails back, put my boots on and started walking. A kilometre later I

thought about my desire to document the walk. To write poems or a journal. A

winged ant landed on my chest and I tried to construct the first line of a haiku

about the ant. Five syllables. A small notepad like a policeman would use:

Sunglasses collared

Many soggy leaves cover 

Ground as soft as feet.

At one point I  would do anything else but write poetry.  I  told myself  that

writing poetry was a waste of time, a terrible waste of time that only an idiot

would contemplate writing poetry as a hobby, let alone as a profession. As the

track emerged above a concrete water tank at a circular pad, I thought that

everywhere I went people agreed with me that poetry was a waste of time.

Richard thought I was wasting my time. My parents thought I was wasting my

time, I thought as I zig zagged downhill beside the pine forest. The mailman

hates poetry and thinks it’s a waste of time. The young lady at the supermarket

hates poetry and thinks it’s a waste of time, I said to myself, my toes digging
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into the front of my boots. Everywhere I went they could tell I had a good

crack at being a poet, but didn’t quite make the cut, was left off Team Poetry

in some way. Couldn’t they see I was trying to achieve something serious,

something worthwhile. In their eyes I could see some of them had also thrown

in the towel.  The man in the cafe  eating a  sausage roll  reading  The West

Australian didn’t want to be reading The West Australian, I could see that he

wanted to be writing poems and sharing poems but what happens is that you

share your poems with a few people and they frown on you for writing poetry.

Jeez, don’t bore us with your silly poetry, their eyes would say, can’t you see

we’re reading  The West  Australian here? I  thought,  as the track  crossed a

bridge and headed up hill.  The only people who read  The West Australian

were the same people who once wanted to write poetry, I thought, as I walked.

People  who  once  wanted  to  be  poets  and  wake  up  every  day  and  say  to

themselves  today I will  write a poem and then either before lunch or after

lunch, or, before dinner or after dinner they would write a poem and share that

poem  with  their  friends,  and  their  friends  would  be  moved  to  tears,  or

revolution, or to hurry to make another cup of tea in order to listen to your

next poem. The West Australian was to blame, I thought. The West Australian

had killed the spirit of every poet in Western Australia, I thought. Somehow,

The West  Australian had fulfilled  the role  of  the poets  in Mirrabooka and

Mandurah and the greater metropolitan region of the Swan Coastal Plain. The

West  Australian was  responsible  for  ending  the  careers  of  countless  poet

laureates  and  would-be  poet  laureates,  I  thought  to  myself,  now  walking

around a fallen tree. Security is the major cause of the death of thousands upon

thousands of poetry careers, a wattle bird appeared to reporting to me from a

rock. At exactly the moment a wattle bird made a cackle I was thinking that if

every single reporter for  The West Australian  chose instead to write poetry,

then poetry wouldn’t  be dead in this  country.  I  was trying  to  think  of  the

Noongar name for wattle bird as it kept a safe distance and cleaned its beak on

the rock. 
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Now dozens  of  talented  poets  have  thrown in  the  towel  working  as

builders’ labourers or landscape gardeners and reading  The West Australian

during their smoko and never again were they moved to tears, or revolution or

to make a cup of tea in a hurry because the desire for poetry in their lives was

no longer there, like a dog you no longer liked and you returned home one day

thinking he or she will be wanting to be taken for a walk and to be fed and

patted and loved only to find he or she has run away and all that’s left of them

are a few paw prints around the escape tunnel they had dug under the fence.

Yes, I worked as a builder’s labourer and a landscape gardener for a few years

and my boss was cool and for a while I convinced myself that one day I’ll

work as a landscape gardener and I’ll have my own business, and my own ute

and my own tools and I’ll help people to build their own gardens and my boss

and I were having smoko one morning, a freezing cold September morning in

Canning Vale and when I said to my boss I wanted to start my own business,

he was the one who said I should follow my dreams and if writing poetry was

what I wanted to do, that’s what I should do.

Around that time I ran into my friend Sandra at Chalky’s Cafe in Freo,

and then a whole bunch of her artistic friends arrived, some people who I had

never met and everything was going swimmingly and somehow the subject

turned to poetry and Sandra told them all that I wrote poetry and all of her

artistic friends were interested and I said yes I had dabbled in poetry in the

past,  I  thought  to  myself,  catching  my breath,  as  the  track  narrowed  and

rounded a large hill and there were views overlooking the pine plantation. The

artists,  having  finished  their  iced  coffees  and  huddled  against  each  other

because  the Doctor was in, started on about their favourite poets, the poets

they love, the poets they hate, who’d been doing poetry readings and who is

not such a good poet and then kind-of-out-of-left-field Sandra says to me and

to all her artistic friends that my poems are “kind of negative and depressing”

and all the artists went quiet and I had to explain that I hadn’t written in a few

years, and poetry for me was a thing of the past. 
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This recollection occurred to me as a little clearing opened up to the

right of the track, a circular clearing about the size of two tents with a circle of

large stones on red soil with some ash and black logs in the middle. I kicked a

stone and thought about what Sandra had said and thought for a moment that

she was right, yes, my poetry was sad and depressing, that must have been

why no one wanted to read my poetry. The problem I then faced, I said to

myself,  as I stood in the clearing,  was that Yes, okay my poetry might be

depressing, morbid and pathetic, yet I could find no other way of expressing

myself, no other way of writing poetry at that stage. Even having the urge to

write poetry came so infrequently that when the urge to write a poem welled

up inside of me all I could see was Sandra sucking on the straw of her iced

coffee and making gurgling sounds and the atmosphere of her and her artistic

friends  thinking  that  my  poetry  is  negative  and  self-centred  and  therefore

superfluous. There was a rustling in the undergrowth and a blue tongue lizard

entered the clearing right in front of where I was standing and didn’t pause,

just  walked  straight  across  the  clearing  and  into  the  undergrowth  and

disappeared with some rustling leaf sounds. I noticed how the body was made

of hundreds of small triangular shaped scales. After that was silence and then a

low  ringing  sound,  like  the  high  pitch  of  a  television  frequency.  Here,  I

checked to see if there was phone reception, and there was. It had been three

days  since  I  left  Freo,  although  I  felt  like  I’d  been  walking  for  a  week.

Expecting to receive a barrage of emails and messages I was half disappointed

and half relieved not to receive any, other than spam emails. 

Squeezing my index finger between my ankle and the inside of my shoe

I pulled out a small stone. As I was bent over the rustling sound returned from

the undergrowth and not one but two blue tongue lizards came running across

the clearing, one chasing the other with its mouth open and its blue tongue and

red gums bared, and hissing. They nearly reached the other side of the clearing

when  the  one  being  chased  turned  its  triangular  shaped  head  around  and

defended itself, standing its ground. They stood there with their mouths open
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and I watched them and looked out across the valley, the head of Lake C.Y.

O’Connor,  and I  wished I  could write  poems that  weren’t  depressing,  that

were not negative. 

Winged ant and winged bees 

Dropped flowers, gumnuts, seeds;

A lonely forest 
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Brookton Highway

The first noticeable change in the country south of Mount Dale was the black

soot  and  black  trunkless  trees  that  lay  prostrate  in  sulphur  coffins.  The

landscape looked to be a pyromaniac’s version of a sea floor. Nothing seemed

to be growing. Photosynthesis was a process forgotten to biology, no reeds or

shrubs or foliage swayed or caused friction or sound waves in the air. No flies

or bees. My movements made me aware of an uneasy quiet. At a crossing of a

gravel  track,  red and white  checkered tape  was strung between two bright

yellow poles, and bolted on one of the poles was a map behind an A3 sized

piece of perspex. The map detailed a diversion due to ‘prescribed burning’ and

that entering the area was illegal,  and dangerous.  A telephone number was

provided for any questions or queries, and also to report any fires or suspicious

activity. The red and white tape flapped. Like someone cheating at a game of

limbo, I ducked underneath, and then the tape was caught on my backpack and

stretched and stretched and finally broke. 

Losing the track was easier in the apocalyptic terrain; the ash was so fine

my boot tread disappeared as soon as I looked back and the plume had settled.

Everything you touched was dirty and there were no animals, or insects, and

no leaves on the trunks. Leafless shrubs were pushed aside with my forearms

leaving black streaks across my clothes and the side of my pack. Where an old

fallen tree once lay was now exposed smouldering orange soil.  If I fell I’d

surely burn and blister my hands, I thought. I began to drink more often, and

clear my throat, like a smoker. A gothic feeling forced me to move as fast as

possible through the burnt ash, charcoal and charred terrain. The oils, from

these burnt plants drift east to Adelaide, and Sydney and sometimes as far as

Peru, dropping their acidic oil on Brazil, the French word for ash. I remember

seeing a satellite image once, of the grey teardrop that curved across the planet
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on my computer screen. These conflagrations have captured our attention and

kept us warm since before our genes split off from monkeys, I thought, as I

stood close to the black serrated edges of a xanthorrhoea trunk, and paused to

think how fire slowed their metabolic systems, and how the metabolic system

of the entire  ecosystem had been altered by these deliberately lit  fires.  By

degrees, and over the course of the next ten kilometres, I came to regret my

decision to ignore the diversion. Flecks of ash kept dragging about my torso,

getting stuck in my arm hairs, and causing a black line across the crease in my

neck, and elbow. Above the charred remains of a stand of casuarina a giant

mushroom cloud,  white,  grey  and black,  lifted  into  the  stratosphere,  and I

could feel my clothes pull towards my skin as the air was vacuumed into the

cloud.  On  that  occasion  I  should  have  turned  back.  There  were  no  track

markers, only dull silver triangles here or there stuck in the anorexic black

jarrah tree poles. 

For once, the government diversion warnings were accurate and up to

date. If I was where I thought I was, I should’ve been close enough to the

powerlines  that  intersected  Brookton  Highway.  In  my  peripheral  vision  a

black body of some kind, in a foetal position lay curled on the ground. At first

I jumped back, the way someone would jump back when seeing a snake, as the

burnt thing scared the shit out of me, and I gave a wide berth and continued

on. A minute later I stopped and turned around, and walked back, and forced

myself  to take a photo,  careful  not to let  the shade of my hands spoil  the

image. There was only one way to find out what would happen if I nudged the

cindered ringtail possum, but I wasn’t willing to try. In a few months the head,

legs and tail would break off and the nails and bones would begin to protrude

through the toughened skin. 
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The closer I walked to the broadening smok plume, the darker and more sultry

the sky became, as the black ash was rising into the atmosphere. Glimpses of

the grey metal power line scaffolds grew larger too, as the faint trail merged

with the power line firebreak. The wires fizzed and crackled. A lone raven

picked at a chip packet. From this point I could see to the opposite side of

Brookton Highway,  where  small  teams of  white  utes  with  flashing yellow

lights  on their  roofs,  trailed the undulating landscape,  and beside them the

perimeter  of a vast  tract of forest was being burned; balga trees,  banksias,

casuarinas, marri, acacia and zamia, their unbroken waves singed one by one.

A  light  aircraft,  pathetically  small  in  comparison  to  the  mushroom cloud,

circled overhead. 

Cars approached slow from the east and west where traffic calming signs

were placed. Engine brakes hissed. On the southern side of the highway, at a

rusted white gate I took my pack off, pulled the map out and tried to wash the

smoke  taste  from  my  mouth.  The  track  from  here  to  Canning  Hut  was

obviously closed. I could hear car tires crunch the gravel from behind me but I

didn’t bother to look, I was growing incensed at the madness of burning the

forest for no reason, and, judging by the map, I was looking like having to

follow the powerlines around the fire to Monadnocks Hut, at least an extra

10km, at a guess. As I spat out some phlegm, the car pulled up beside me and
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the driver, in a white dual cab ute with a Department of Fire and Emergency

Services sticker on the side, said, jump in, mate, I’ll take you to Monadnocks

if you want, I need a break from these idiots. Initially I didn’t want to break up

my continuous end to end walk, but I didn’t have a tent, and I didn’t want to

breathe in smoke for the next five hours. I walked to the back of the ute and

put my backpack inside. As I was approaching the passenger door, another

man, wearing an Akubra hat, spoke to the driver, and he ordered him to go

back down Brookton Highway and make sure no fire was escaping across the

road. To this the driver replied that he was just looking after a walker, myself,

and would return to Brookton Highway after. On the ground I saw a tiny white

plastic cube, which I put in my pocket before jumping inside. 

He wore a Conservation and Biodiversity Department fleece pullover;

half  brown,  half  light  brown, with the name Nick embroidered  on his left

breast,  and he bit  the skin around his black right  thumb and changed into

second  gear  without  touching  the  steering  wheel,  and  the  red  and  orange

flames began to blur as the window closed behind him and he cranked the air

con up and turned the FM radio off, in order to chat with me, I assumed.

There’s a French bloke up ahead, he said, assessing his right thumb skin once

more for a biting point, I tried to offer him a lift as well but he said no as he’s

walking the whole track and wanted to make sure he walked every step, you

doing the whole thing? Outside someone with a gas mask on and a fuel tank

for a backpack was setting the brown flowing fronds of a balga tree on fire.

Mate, he said, as we lolled about in the cab due to a ditch in the track, I love it

when you walkers come along, gets me outta the bosses’ hair for a while and

when I say bosses I mean multiple bosses; there’s a bloke from Perth, a bloke

from Armadale and another sheila from Brookton, and they all hate each other

and won’t talk to each other and they all have different ideas about how to

burn  the  bush,  even  though there’s  meant  to  be  set  guidelines  on  how to

control the burns, and you’d reckon those guidelines would make sense, and

on paper, I suppose they do, he said, tilting his head and raising his eyebrows

50



to an imaginary figure just above the steering wheel, made sense on paper to

me too when I was studying natural resource management and that, he said. I

pulled out half way through the course when I got this job though, fifty one

bucks an hour base rate and then you’ve got ya double time and triple time on

top of that, he said, you reckon nothing goes wrong when you’ve got guys out

here startin’ fires when they’ve had ten hours sleep in three days? I knew it

was a rhetorical question, but I said no in any case, hoping he’d tell me what

went wrong that he knew about. Fire’s the new industry, you see, he said, now

surveying his left index finger for surplus skin, the bark of a large banksia tree

going up in flames outside the window. The government gives us over fifty

million bucks a year to go around setting fire to everything, they say it’s to

keep everyone safe from wildfires and that, but that’s bullshit mate, the whole

thing’s a stitch up, you find me a pocket of bush that hasn’t been set on fire for

fifty years and there’s less leaf litter  and less shrubs on the ground than a

woodland that’s been burnt two years ago, that’s botany 101 mate, he said,

now with his forearms hugging the curve of the steering wheel. One thing I

remember my teacher at uni, he said, Hopper, was his name. You go to uni? he

asked, looking over at me for the first time since we jumped in the ute.  Oh

yeah,  whatya  study?  Poetry,  I  said.  Oh,  he  said,  unable  to  suppress  his

disappointment. 

Anyways, he went on, you got ya young landscapes, like Europe and

North America and that, and your old landscapes… Australia, Venezuela, and

one  other  place  I  can’t  remember  now;  hotspots  they  call  ’em,  high  in

biodiversity, heavily leached soils, stable tectonic plates, and all that, he said,

wiping snot with the back of his hand. I coughed. There’s the French guy, he

said, I offered to give him a lift before I saw you, but he said he was walking

the whole way—each to their  own I guess, he said, repeating himself. The

French man had a bandana over his mouth and he looked like someone out of

a heavy metal film clip, as smoke blew across his body and the red flame lines

flared around his ankles. 

51



Soon after we came to a right hand turn and I had to remind Nick about

his  young  landscape—old  landscape  story,  when  out  of  the  forest  two

wallabies, one large and one small shot out in front of the ute and he slammed

the brakes on. The larger wallaby in front altered her course and the small one

at the rear bumped into the driver’s door. Oh yeah, he said, without referring

to  the  wallabies,  long-story-short  this  place  is  ancient,  and  Europe,  and

America, where these land management techniques originate, don't work here,

different kettle of fish, he said, turning his two-way up. I felt like he had more

to say, but he’d lost his train of thought, and decided he couldn’t be bothered

telling me the rest. We fell silent for a few minutes and although we were clear

of the burning, a haze hung in the forest. Where I live, the nail-biter said, I was

volunteering at the local fire station, that’s how I caught wind of this job, a

couple of years ago, we were sitting around the kitchen table at the office in

Kelmscott on a stinking-fuckin-hot day in January, and I remember clear as a

bell  because the air-conditioner,  you know those ones you jam in an open

window and  put  a  four-b  under  to  hold  the  outside  up?  The  fuckin  thing

clapped out, excuse my French, and we’re all sitting there sweating our boxes

off listening to the two-way and praying that no fires start when over the two-

way this volunteer said his next door neighbours’ property was on fire, and he

went ’round there to ask him if everythink was alright, and his neighbour told

him to fuck off and to mind his own business. Don’t ever volunteer for the fire

brigade, mate, I’ll give you the tip, it’s the worst of both worlds, you don’t get

paid  and no one takes you seriously. That’s how these idiots from the city

think, mate, they come up here for a  tree change, and set fire to everything,

and then we heard on the radio the proper fireys went there and he told them to

fuck off as well. The guy who started the fire was this cop and he was angle

grinding  out  in  the  open,  in  the  middle  of  summer;  thought  he  knew

everything,  this  cunt.  Next  thing  we  know  the  fire  is  out  of  control  and

jumping across fire breaks and he burns half of the hill to bits. The guy, the

volunteer, the first guy who went to help, got caught in the fire and but he was
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too close and got killed by the flames, he said. Poor bastard. 

After this incident there was a big cover up and instead of going after the

guy who started the fire, the Department set up this big ‘safety unit’, which

would have cost them millions and millions,  said the nail biter, taking his

hands off  the steering wheel  to make two inverted commas with his index

fingers around safety unit. Think about it, you got about a thousand employees

and  they  each  get  given  new uniforms,  new equipment  and new training;

woulda cost a fuckin shitload, mate… and then when the family of the guy

who got killed went after the cop with the angle grinder, they were shafted off

to his lawyer and the cop got off on some technicality. You try to tell people

about shit like this, Nick said, but no one will listen. My mum gets more upset

with me for not owning a house than she does about people getting away with

manslaughter. With the light from a weird looking sun in our eyes, we turned

into a small clearing at a turn off and the ute came to a stop and Nick said,

alrighty matey, I’ll drop you off up here, that cool? Gonadnocks, is just up the

road there. You might see the night sky flash up tonight when the aeroplanes

set fire to the centre of that lot. Outside the smell of the burnt forest hit the

back of my throat, and I finished the water I had left. 

At the road intersection there were yellow signs about ‘controlled burns’ and

as I walked away from Randall Road, I kept thinking that if I was fourteen

again,  I’d  chuckle  to  myself  about  changing  the  name  Monadnocks  to

Gonadnocks. Although there was only a kay and a half to the hut, it seemed to

take forever to get there; probably because I wanted to be there right now, so I

could make a cup of coffee and eat some chips. The trail splintered off a 4WD

track and uphill to a T-junction where a small hut marker said 100m. The hut

was full when I arrived. Mums and Dads with their kids who were playing in

the bunks. One kid had bought his small BMX; a good effort I thought. The

noise was so intense I couldn’t even sit down at the table without my ears

bursting, one parent smiling at my discomfort while the other parents followed
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their kids around who were in their sleeping bags being cute while their mum

photographed them, and she kept  saying his name  Redge,  Redge, Redge,  I

figured was must have been short for Reginald. One of the mothers came from

the direction of the tent site while I was filling up my water bottle, and told me

the flow from the other tank was faster. She was trying to be nice, I could tell,

but I wasn’t having a bar of it. They were waiting to see if I had any intention

of sleeping in the hut, and I was tempted to force them to make room for me as

I sat at the table on the lower platform and looked at the map, trying to figure

out what to do, because I wasn’t staying anywhere near these inconsiderate

toddlers. 

With my pack on I went looking for somewhere quiet to camp. Behind

where the woman had set up her tent was a small trail between some shrubs,

where there was the open face of a large granite rock that tilted uphill slightly

and I followed it to another track between some more green shrubs with bright

yellow flowers to another large rock and beyond that large rock was a faint

trail that headed west. I followed the trail uphill along a spur and over a few

fallen trees. There were small yellow and brown orchids. Wattle birds cackled

overhead. Up to the left a large granite outcrop protruded between the trees

and the path pinched between some zamia and hakea plants and I had to duck

and put my hands up beside my face and push through the gaps where on the

other side a few large balga trees towered overhead. Over some rocks I could

see an opening and around the left hand side of the granite boulders a large

moss covered landing that was perfect for sleeping on.  

I got changed and lay my stinky clothes over the top of some bushes and

blew my mattress up and chuckled again at the Gonadnocks naming, and I

imagined two balls  clanging together.  Over the canopies of some tall  gum

trees I could see Mount Cuthbert and Mount Vincent, the first two ‘mountains’

I’d climb over the following day, but for now I enjoyed the vista in the last of

the afternoon light, which was a surreal orange colour due to the fires. I made

coffee and looked at the map and cut the dead skin and long nails off my feet.
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Albany Highway wasn’t far and I could hear a car roll over the rumble strips

from time to time. Even though I was alone, I wanted company, and I tried my

best to enjoy the quiet,  as wattle birds and honey eaters and lorikeets shot

through the branches. When I stood up my thighs hurt and my calves were

stiff. I looked at my legs in minor astonishment and asked,  how am I doing

this? How did I even make it this far? Barefoot, I tip-toed across the rock to

wee, and later to brush my teeth. On my phone I read a book called Death in

Yellowstone,  which I downloaded for free in my haste before leaving Freo,

about these people getting eaten by bears or falling into hot springs or geysers.

Flecks of ash fell on the spikey moss I used as a groundsheet.

That night I woke up cold a few times, and on the fourth time I decided

to get up and go back down the hill out of the wind. I couldn’t tell if the frost

from my mouth was from the cold,  or from the smoke, not that it  made a

difference  as  I  threw  all  the  bags  into  the  backpack  and  bundled  up  my

mattress and sleeping bag under my arms and started back downhill, stopping

every five metres to pick up a water bottle or a lighter or some other annoying

thing that  fell  out  of  the bundle.  Back through the prickly  bushes  I  went,

praying the mattress wouldn’t pop, at the balga trees I took a wrong turn as I

forgot about the bit where I had to duck, and this time I couldn’t put my arms

out in front of me as I was holding my bedding which now dragged in the dirt.

When I looked up from the thick scrub I saw the orange night sky pulsate from

the horizon and the small red and blue lights of the fire planes going back and

forth. On the first flat patch of boulder I lay my mattress down and I took a

sleeping pill at about 1:30am and woke up at 9:30 to the sound of a squawking

cockatoo, and an itchy feeling on the inside of my left  wrist,  where a tiny

brown tick had taken anchorage. I made coffee, packed up and went back up

the hill to retrieve my undies and shirt from the bushes where I found a block

of my chocolate that’d fallen on the ground. I flicked off the three black bugs

that were having chocolate for breakfast and noticed below where I had been

sleeping, about fifteen metres away, a man behind some boulders, a yellow
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foam mattress like a swag mattress, levitating as he moved down the slope,

trying to hide from my line of sight. Had he been there all night? I wondered. I

didn’t see anyone there when I arrived the afternoon before. Or did he arrive

this morning, while I was sleeping?

Back at the hut all the stuff from the families was still there, only one

dad and his daughter remained, while the rest of them walked up Mt Cuthbert.

There I sat and picked a couple more ticks off while the dad found Katy Perry

songs for his daughter to listen to. The daughter turned to me and said they’d

seen a possum in the hut during the night, and she had done a drawing of the

possum.  The  father  said  he  was  glad  they  were  doing  controlled  burns,

because it made him feel better at night and I was inclined to tell him about the

dead possum I’d seen the day before. 

The further I walked south, the more I could smell my body, and I swear I was

in so much pain I could ring an ambulance, or at least a nurse, every afternoon

when I arrived at camp. When I hopped into Noggerup Hut, my left quad was

so sore I could hardly move, and I lay there smelling my armpit as I used my

right bicep as a pillow. From Monadnocks to Gringer Creek took two full days

and by then, no amount of baby wipes could remove the wafts of piss-poo

stink that rose from my crotch. On this stretch the Bibb track is to Albany

what a trained dog is to her owner, sticking close, but straying from time to

time to sniff a post, or circle a tree. 

On  the  side  of  the  mostly  long,  flat  trail,  were  banksias  with  small

golden flowers at the base of the stem, and Zamia palms bursting with bright

red seeds. When I sat down on a log or a picnic table I could smell the pine-

forest stink and I’d take off my sweat soaked shirt and pants and sit in my

undies until I’d get cold, or mozzies or flies started to annoy me. I needed a

shower. It’d been the longest time I’d gone without a shower, I didn’t need to
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count the days, I knew my shower hiatus was a personal best; and my clothes,

especially my undies, needed a proper wash, because the cold water soak I’d

given them every day since Mt Dale was no longer doing the trick. When I

climbed the back of Monadnocks I’d brushed heaps of palm and hakea plants

and ended up with multiple tick bites on my soft flabby skin and in the night

and early in the morning I kept scratching the bites back open and making

them bleed and ooze pus and then I’d squeeze the pus and blood out from time

to time, and scratch around the weal and I’d take pleasure in this little ritual, in

a strange way, not in the same way I took pleasure in howling at the top of my

lungs when I reached the top of Mt Cooke. Well, I say top, because  summit

doesn’t really befit a 550m high hill, although I was high enough and sweated

enough on the long curved climb up, that I had to yell at the top. I never really

felt  that jubilant about being at the top, but I forced myself to be jubilant; I

wanted to be jubilant.  Behind the boulders,  lines of smoke still  drifted up,

yellow at the base and whiter as they rose, until  the white mixed with the

clouds and blurred the horizon. At Noggerup I had the hut to myself, and the

feeling of being alone was strange, at first, and at night I kept checking my

phone  for  reception  and going  through listening  to  the  old  Black  Sabbath

albums, and ran the battery flat. 

57



For days I’d read about burgers and beers and showers in the red hut

books. I could taste the bitter goodness of a cold beer in my mouth, but I was

sticking to my plan of not drinking, and I was feeling good about that, thinking

clearer and feeling stronger. The Three Ways Roadhouse had re-opened not

long ago, and was a kays walk from Gringer Hut, over the creek and along a

grey-sand track. I left my pack in the hut and wore thongs and my unzipped

rain jacket and spare shorts and I carried my dirty clothes in a plastic shopping

bag, with my food rubbish in a bag in that bag. Litter increased as I got closer

to roadhouse. Speaking of litter, as I walked into ‘civilisation’ I noticed my

thoughts were less cluttered and try as I might I couldn’t recollect much of

what  had  happened  over  the  previous  week,  something had  happened,  but

what, exactly, I couldn’t tell you, except that I pooed more often and felt a thin

film of sweat all over and that I came to love and observe the tree, the leaf, the

gravel road, the sandy path, the honky nut and the water tank and the moss and

mould seeping from the water tank with the same regard and indifference.

Fewer things annoyed me and if I felt  annoyed I could  feel myself getting

annoyed. From forest to car fumes I passed a few logs and some ash in a circle
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near the edge of the carpark, a big sprawling slope of tarmac that wrapped

around  the  yellowy-white  compound  of  buildings.  Inside  the  Three  Ways

servo,  I  plonked my pack up against  one  of  the  coffee  tables  and walked

around the store a few times,  killing time,  feeling the cool air of the open

fridge, and figuring out what I needed and what I wanted. At the newspaper

stand I read the headlines of the major newspapers and flicked open a Tour de

France edition of a cycling magazine, when, outside the window between the

front bumper of his boogie coloured ute and the rear end of a caravan, Richard

stood chatting to a man with an Akubra hat on —some kinda modern day

cowboy— who didn’t seem too pleased to be chatting with Richard.

My  first  reaction  was  to  duck,  and  hide  from  Richard  behind  the

magazine rack, which I did, and when I looked over at the counter the servo

attendant was watching me, wondering what I was doing, so I pretended to

read the first  couple of pages of  The West Australian until  I  realised there

would be no way of hiding from Richard, and I started to feel bad because of

my mindset  that  had  built  up  since  leaving  Kalamunda,  as  he'd  obviously

come to say hello to me, so I stood up again and saw that he was making his

way inside and we caught each other's eye and I half-smiled, and he entered

the automatic  doors and instead of saying hello to me he yelled out to the

attendant—found him—meaning me, and then he grabbed me by the tops of

my shoulders with both hands which caused me to flinch, and Richard said

you'll never fucking believe who I just ran into. I closed the newspaper and

gave  Richard  my  attention.  God,  you  stink,  he  said.  I  told  him  I  hadn’t

showered since his place. You remember when I went to Mount Kosciusko

with Tanya? You remember when I said I met The Man from Snowy River?

Oh man, Richard said, you want a coffee? I’ll shout you a coffee, Richard

said. I didn’t want Richard to shout me a coffee. In fact, I didn’t want to be

anywhere near  Richard.  He was clearly trying to get  in my good books,  I

thought.  My thoughts  were  more  concerned  with  what  Richard  was  doing

here, and how he might interrupt the flow of my walk. Was he joining me for a
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few days? I didn’t want to ask because then he might think I  wanted him to

join me. We tried to order two coffees and the dude behind the counter said

the machine was up the back. We sat at the table where my pack was and I had

vague recollections of his trip with Tanya over east, but the Tanya-Richard

saga was before my time, so to speak, and if he had told me the story of The

Man From Snowy River, I had since forgotten. 

Tanya and I  were camping on the flats  beside this  giant conifer near

Johnny's Top. She was horse mad and someone had told her there were wild

brumbies  up through this  swamp,  Richard  said,  looking out  on his  boogie

coloured ute. We got up at the crack of dawn and there was fog everywhere,

you could hardly see a thing, but anyway, scared the shit out of us; some guy

had set his tent up right next to our car and he wasn't there the night before and

we wondered what the fuck he was doing, and I start calling out to him and

finally we got an answer; this bloke had been hiking some Australian Alps

Walk or something and he'd hurt his leg, fuck knows how he found us ’cause

you could hardly see a thing in the fog but you know some wild animals look

for  people  when  they’re  about  to  die;  this  guy  was  flying  his  white  flag

without waking us. 

Richard said the injured guy said not to bother too much and all this stuff

and we made coffee and by now the sun was coming out and the fog was

lifting so we start driving out of there, Richard said, headed for the nearest

town and we see at the main road these horse floats and three 4WD’s and we

pulled into their site to ask where the closest hospital was and they were set up

for a few days; they had their horses ready and there were two kids and stuff,

and Tanya falls  in  love  with  the  horses  and jumps out  straight  away,  and

there’s kids and these two guys, one older and one younger, both dressed up

like  cowboys with the tassels  and boots  and shit,  said Richard,  and I  was

sitting in the car with the guy with the sore leg and he’s apologising to me for

being a burden and I’m apologising to him cause Tanya’s taking ages to ask

for directions and I kept saying we'll get him to a hospital soon enough and he
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said not to worry, his leg didn't hurt if he didn't move and he was popping

ibuprofen. So I get out of the car and walk around to the horses and the first

thing the old guy says to me is 'recognise that horse'? And I was dumbfounded

and didn't know what to say. You seen the movie Roy Hill? he asked. And I

said  I  never  heard  of  Roy  Hill,  said  Richard,  looking  at  his  ute  in  the

Threeway Roadhouse, sipping a flat white, his thong slapping against his right

heel. By now the mum had emerged from the tent and she was making coffee

and clearing the camp and stuff and she and Tanya start chatting about horses

and stuff and about how good she felt to see her kids riding horses with their

grandad  and  how  back  in  the  old  days  when  you  were  allowed  to  drive

livestock through here the undergrowth was under control and there was an

amazing forest and you could roam as free as a bird but now the greenies have

taken control and ruined everything and their way of life. 

Unable to contain her excitement Tanya was asking a hundred questions and

then the old man said if we were still there when he got back from his ride that

she could have a ride, so I ask them where the closest hospital was. They say

Omeo so I volunteer to take the the wounded to the hospital and I said Tanya

could wait there, said Richard, and you should have seen the look on her face,

she grabbed all her gear from the car and enough clothes and stuff.... So I left

her with her cinnamon buns and tea and gas burner and drove to Omeo with

the bloke with the broken leg, well, turned out his leg wasn't broken but he'd

torn a ligament in his right knee coming off Johnny’s Top; took about an hour

to get there, Richard said, as we sat at the Three Ways Servo sipping coffee,

and I ordered some hot chips. 

By the time I got back Tanya was riding off in the bush and the old

bloke, Ken, the guy I ran into outside, just now, no shit, he was back from his

horse ride with his grandkids Trudy and Doug— he didn't remember me, but

he remembered Tanya, the old bastard; he'd dropped the reins of his horse and

was onto his  second stubby of Coopers Stout by the time I got back from

Omeo and Ken was sat in a camp chair with his boots kicked off in the dirt
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while  Madeleine,  his  daughter,  ran  around after  her  kids  looking after  the

horses and making lunch and stuff. I’d just got back from Bali and I had this

hat I bought there, you know one of those rice growers’ hats? Richard said. I

had been standing in the sun and went back to the car and put my hat on this

old bloke Ken is  laughing at  me saying I  look like one of the last  of The

Chinese Miners and that I better be careful there’s a few Vietnam vets around

here. Ken takes his hat off and shows this greasy bucket to me, Richard said,

and I says to him, I says my hat's also an umbrella, and he says his hat's also a

cup, and I says my hat cost two dollars, and Ken says he's had his hat for forty

years and I say my hat’s made from bamboo and he says his hat is his wallet

and  neither  of  us  is  backing  down  and  Ken  keeps  yelling  out  to  his

granddaughter to get him another Coopers Stout, get grandad another beer,

there's a good girl Trudy, and his son in law is sat next to him trying to get a

word in, and everything he says the old man doesn't pay any attention to, he

belittles nearly every remark of his daughter’s husband, who kept dropping

hints of his family’s cowboy heritage, the son in law drove 100,000 head of

cattle from Durack to Darwin,  well, Richard said, Ken was the first guy to

drive cattle  across The Great Divide, when out of the sky this government

official in a helicopter landed in their camp and demanded to know what they

were doing and he had the paperwork from the landowners and the minister

for agriculture saying he could drive the cattle across the Great Divide and

then Ken asks his son in law if he’s ever been a stunt double and the son in

law says No and Richard tells me that Ken said he was the stunt double for

Tom Selleck in Quincy's Last Stand, says Richard. They had these fake rifles,

says Ken, Richard said, sitting at the Three Ways Servo. Tom was so useless

he couldn't even use a fake rifle, he laughed, trying to get a laugh out of the

son in law, who’d clearly heard the Tom Selleck story before. 

You got these walk trails through here now, said Ken, the Australian

Alps Walk or whatchumacallit; don't know why anyone would want to walk

when you can ride a horse, he said, go ten times faster on a horse, he said,
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even Einstein would go all the way from Walhalla to Canberra. Drive a car

there in a day, said his son in law, who was ignored. Einstein was his horse,

Richard said, as a massive semi-trailer lurched slowly across the concrete car-

park outside the Threeways Roadhouse. I was thinking about how I was sure

I'd paid rent in advance while Richard was telling his story and how I was

$600 down because of him, and that we hadn't really left on the best terms

before I started the track, and now here he was sat next to me and drinking

coffee and sharing a bowl of my chips. He was The Man from Snowy River,

said Richard. I shit you not, Richard said, the guy in the car park, I met him

over east, he played The Man from Snowy River in the movie, and he rode out

on his horse during the opening ceremony of the Sydney Olympic Games,

remember? he said, nudging me with his elbow, and talking with his mouth

full of chips, remember the guy that rode out in a Drizabone and cracked a

whip,  that  was  him,  Ken.  The  way  Richard  ate  with  his  mouth  open  and

slopped and made mouth noises  came flooding back to  me,  and I  cringed

inside and wanted to know how long he was here for, wanted to shower and

wash my clothes and get back to the hut and my pack, wanted, to be back on

the Bibb. Holding a chip in one hand and twirling his coffee cup on the table

with his other hand Richard said by now there were three, four, five, stubbies

of beer on the ground next to Ken and he kept yelling out Trudy, grab me

another beer will you sweetheart, and his son in law kept trying to talk to him,

but he wouldn't listen to him and he kept telling me about his past and he says

that when Tanya got back he wanted me to get up on Einstein so he could take

a photo of me with my rice-grower’s hat on, said Richard, cause he wanted to

take a photo of “The Last of the Chinese Miners” and he asked if I'd ever

ridden a horse, and I said I'd ridden a few times on school holidays at my

aunty’s place in Gidgegannup, said Richard. Which was true, said Richard, I

did ride horses at my aunty’s in Gidgegannup when I was a teenager, ohhh,

about twenty years before then, mind you. 

By now the kids were running around trying to wet one-another with
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pails of water from the stream, and Ken's saying Trudy get me a beer, that's a

girl and then he's said that the young fella is growing up fast he can nearly

beat his big sister in a running race, when Tanya returns to the campground

beaming a smile from ear to ear, she had the best time trotting about with

Einstein under the gum trees and through streams and stuff, said Richard. Ken

had his leg cocked over one of the arms of his camping chair  showing his

groin to all and sundry and when Tanya asked Ken where he wanted Einstein.

Ken didn't answer at first, he appeared to drift off, and then the son in law said

didn't you want a photo with The Last of the Chinese Miners so then Ken gets

up and helps Tanya off Einstein, but I reckon Einstein could tell instantly that

Ken was drunk, and I swear I saw Einstein give me a wink as we sat there on

the  Benambra  Road  campground,  said  Richard  at  the  Three  Ways  servo,

looking at his boogie coloured ute.  

You could smell the chops Madeline was making and then Ken says Get

up on Einstein and I said I didn't have any shoes on, I was trying to get out of

being humiliated with my Bali hat on and Ken said don’t worry about your

shoes you’re not gunna ride anywhere we just want a photo of The Last of the

Chinese Miners, and his daughter brings him his plate of chops and I said he

should just eat his lunch and he said no way he wanted to give me something

to remember my trip by....and he says something about the butcher he bought

them from and puts the plate on his chair, he's walking around in his socks

cause he couldn't be bothered to put his boots on, and the kids and everyone

else is quiet chewing the fat on their chops watching and he says to get up on

Einstein and I said not to worry, but he wouldn't listen, he was half cut by

then, and he asked me if I had 10,000 dollars and I said what do I need 10,000

dollars for, said Richard,  and Richard said that  Ken said that  Einstein was

worth 10,000 dollars and if Richard hurt him or killed him Richard’d owe Ken

10,000 dollars and Richard didn't answer, said Richard, and Ken said he's had

better horses than Einstein in the past, and Richard said he’d better be careful,

Einstein can hear you, and Richard walked over and went to put his foot in the
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stirrup and Ken says no, you're too short come over to the back of the ute and

stand up there, you'll get on easier from up there. So he's pulling Einstein by

the bit over to the ute and Richard is standing there watching as Ken circles

around about  ten times trying to get Einstein close to  the ute  but  Einstein

doesn't want to play, and then Ken says he'll get him close to this tree stump.

Hold my beer Ken says, but don't you drink any, so I'm holding Ken's beer and

I think he wants to teach Einstein a lesson by now; he’s using his shoulder to

push Einstein around and Einstein’s huffing and puffing from his nostrils and

Ken gets Einstein close to the tree stump and Ken goes to try to jump on his

back but Einstein moves away just at the perfect moment, right at the right

time Einstein moves to his right and Ken's leg misses and Ken falls and he’s

hanging from the reins and his socks drag in the dirt and his grandkids and his

daughter and especially his son in law are all laughing and shooing flies with

their  greasy fingers.  Ken starts whipping Einstein across his  neck with the

reins and I said not to worry, said Richard, don't worry I don't need to get a

photo of me as the last of The Chinese Miners, but Ken wouldn’t let up, he's

whipping Einstein more and finally he gets Einstein close to the tree stump

again after circling around about five more times and I get off the ute and up

on the tree stump and I’m hesitant because he’s probably gunna move out the

way when I go to get on Einstein, the bastard, I don't trust him now, right, said

Richard, looking out at his boogie coloured ute from the Three Ways Servo,

and anyway I eventually get on him and I think he's gunna buck me off or

something so I'm there with my Chinaman’s hat on and Tanya's taking photos

of me and Ken's down there munching away on his chops and chugging his

Coopers Stouts, he looked like a little kid in his grassy socks chewing the

chops. There was a small pause and I grabbed some biscuits from my pack and

Richard said I can’t believe I ran into him. Ken he was going to Kalamunda to

see his niece who was finishing the Bibb track before going to look after his

Dad in Mandurah. 

I dipped the ginger nut biscuits into my coffee when the servo attendant
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asked if I was going to pay for them and I said they were my biscuits and he

said  that  I  couldn’t  eat  outside biscuits  inside the  servo,  you can only  eat

biscuits bought in the servo, in the servo. I put the biscuits aside and asked the

servo bloke about showers and he said there were no showers, they were being

fixed.  I  then  asked  about  a  washing machine  and he  said  no  showers,  no

washing machine and I said fuck.  Richard and I got up and when we got out

the door Richard said to meet him at his car and five minutes later he walks

out to his car carrying a carton of beer and a bottle of whiskey, with this big

smile on his face, and I was hanging for a beer, but I had told myself I wasn’t

drinking until Albany and the last time I had a beer was the night before I left

for Kalamunda. Richard cracked open the carton and ripped two stubbies out

and opened one and handed the cold brown bottle  to  me opened one and

handed the cold brown bottle to me and I couldn’t resist, I skulled as quickly

as I could, a natural reaction, the harsh bitter bubbles bit into the back of my

throat and when I finished skulling the chill exited my nose. 

Richard pulled the black tarp back on his ute and inside was his swag,

guitar and dog Gerald, who I was happy to see, and who was happy to see me

and I hugged his burning fur. Lamb bones were bleeding onto the black plastic

tray. I couldn’t believe Richard left Gerald under the covers in the sun and

Richard said what was he gunna do put him inside the cab? Gerald wasn’t

allowed in the cab. The cab was too new to have Gerald’s hair stuck in the

seats. I told Richard that Gerald probably wasn’t allowed on the track and

Richard said he should be alright as he wasn’t technically going on the track

and it’s not a National Park and it’s a Monday afternoon, no fucking ranger is

gunna be out now—he tapped me with the back of his palm—and said lighten

up, and we gathered all of his shit together and started to walk to the hut,

Richard  having  a  swig  of  whiskey  before  skulling  another  stubbie  and

throwing his empties in the bin. He passed me his guitar, a dusted relic from

the hallway Blinco cupboard I’d never once saw Richard play, and I could feel

the rusted strings as I gripped the neck. 
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Richard sat on top of the picnic table in the late afternoon sun, wearing his

mining costume and playing his guitar and drinking beer after beer from the

Coopers carton that was next to him on the seat. At first he threw a screw cap

for Gerald and Gerald loved the attention, he ran into the bush and found each

cap and brought the small gold disc back in his teeth until Richard got sick of

the game. Then Gerald came wagging his tail over to me and I apologised to

Gerald for being tired and I lay back on my mattress and ate, and tried not to

drink. Richard hadn’t cottoned on that I wasn’t going unit to unit with him,

and he either didn’t care or was too wrapped up on getting tanked by himself. I

was relieved not to be indebted to Richard for the booze even though I was

feeling  like getting  smashed,  to  be honest.  To distract  myself  I  sat  on the

picnic table inside the hut and read the red hut book and then later I washed

my shirt and undies and hung them on a branch out the back of the hut, when I

scared the shit out of some wallabies that were eating grasses that grew thicker

as the creek deepened. I pulled my pants down to piss. I was busting and the

piss went for ages and I  looked up at  the trees and wished I was alone.  I

wished Richard disappeared. I shivered as my pores closed and I looked up at

the leaves and sighed and exhaled, half from the cold, half from the whisky

and half from Richard, who was starting to creep me out a bit. I still hadn’t

showered  since  I  left  Freo  and  I  wondered  how Gerald  didn’t  realise  the

wallabies were right there, twenty metres from where he was picking up the

stubbie lids in his teeth. I called Gerald over. Some dog owners encourage

their dogs to chase roos and wallabies and the idea makes me feel sick. Ticks,

they argue, the roos and wallabies bring ticks, and the ticks give them sores

and the sores turn into Lyme disease, they reckon, although I’d never heard of

a case of Lyme disease in W.A. Whenever I hear of someone letting their dogs

chase roos and wallabies I think to myself they must imagine themselves in a

village five hundred years ago, and they head off for a hunt, and I imagine that

they have not a care in the world for ticks, in reality, they have no regard for
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the roos and wallabies  and take delight  in letting bloodlust intoxicate  their

canines as they chase the poor furry roos and wallabies down and rip their

throats open. 

When  I  returned  to  the  hut  Richard  stopped  his  playing  and  I  was

relieved,  to  say the  least.  He sounded awful.  I  knew he  was just  jumping

about, but the guitar wasn’t even in tune, even I could hear that. While I ate

my bag of rice I tried to figure out why he was here, what did Richard want. I

asked Richard how his girlfriend was,  and he said they broke up.  When I

asked why, he didn’t elaborate, and simply said ‘chicks, mate’. I then asked

how his work was and he said work was fine,  and even though he always

made out work was the most important thing in his life, he never actually said

anything about what he did, or the people he worked with. I asked how Scotty

was,  where Scotty was, and he said he didn’t know. Richard said he never

hears from Scotty. I never hear from Scotty, said Richard, who was wiping the

dust off the guitar body. I never hear from you, you bastard, Richard said. No

one rings me. The only person who talks to me is Yakov, said Richard. Yakov

was the old fella from next door who was always poking around the house on

Blinco street day and night, waiting to leave the land of the living. When I

lived at Richard’s Yakov would always stick his head over the fence, and he

yelled some shit  out about what he’d seen on Channel Nine, or about boat

people stealing our jobs, or about Christmas trading hours changing, or about

how hippies were  stopping highways, and you can’t stop progress, and such

like. Every arvo Yakov poked about on  our front yard, taking one step at a

time, and loitering on the footpath with his hands clasped behind his back. 

No-fuckin-one fucking rings me, said Richard. Yakov invited Richard

around for dinner one night, said Richard, he showed me his fridge magnet

collection. Yakov is the only one who’ll talk to me, and some mornings I have

to hide inside from him. He gets on my goat after a while. No one rings me,

said Richard, putting an empty in the row of empties he’d began to gather on

the outside picnic table. On Facebook they invite you to their parties, and their
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gigs, and their shop openings, but they never want to  spend time with you.

You get these random invitations to their events, and you think for a moment

or two they give a shit about you, that they’ve actually thought about you for a

second, and when you go to their gig or party or shop opening, or what have

you,  they  don’t  even  give  you  the  time  of  day,  said  Richard.  You’re  no

different, you fucking prick, Richard said to me, trying to be half-hearted. I

had to guess where you’d be, you fucking prick, said Richard, who stood up

and groaned as his back straightened. I drove up and down Albany highway

for  two hours,  guessing  where  you’d be,  Richard  repeated.  I  ran  into  this

family at Randall road, this little kid had a tiny BMX with a belt drive chain,

and they said they saw someone who looked like you two days ago, and I

guessed you’d be around here somewhere. I chewed through the petrol in me

tank, quick smart,  you bastard. It’s a one way street with every one of you,

Richard said. Last I heard Scotty was hanging out with your mate Sandra, that

artist chick, in Freo. I saw em gettin’ around barefoot. I ran into em outside

The Federal and he hardly gave me the time of the day, the weasel, Richard

said. Asked em in for a drink and he said he had no shoes, which was true, but

that never stopped him before, you sit out the back like usual. That Sandra

chick tho, mate, ohhh, she’s hot-to-trot, I’ll give you the tip. Girls with tattoos,

man, they’re always keen for a root. A bit of slap and tickle. He passed me the

whiskey bottle and I couldn’t help myself, I took a swig and exhaled the harsh

bitterness. 

Richard went to chuck a piss and I rearranged the fire a little and I was

feeling  tipsy  as  hell,  as  the  booze  went  straight  to  my head;  ten  days  of

sweating and drinking water had flushed my system out, and whereas a month

or so before I could drink five or six beers before I knew I was tipsy, before I

went into I don’t care what happens to me mode, now I felt tipsy after only a

couple of beers and a few swigs of whiskey. I kept reminding myself that I

needed  to  eat  as  much  as  possible  and  drink  as  much  water  as  I  could,

otherwise I was gunna get smashed and not feel like walking anywhere the
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next day and the next day was across Albany Hwy to White Horse. 

In the last light Gerald went sniffing into the bush and he found the wallabies

because we could hear him barking and I said there were wallabies back there

and Richard shrugged, but I knew it wasn’t in Gerald’s nature to attack other

animals,  even  cats.  When  Gerald  returned  all  excited  Richard  would  tell

Gerald to piss off.  Piss off Richard would say to Gerald every time Gerald

came up and dropped a stubbie lid on the ground at his feet. Gerald would do

this  to me too,  he would wag his tail  and rush up to  me with his  slobber

mouth, and then drop the stubby lid on the ground, except Gerald didn’t want

me to throw the stubby lid for him, he wanted Richard to throw the stubby lid

for him and every time I went to pick the stubby lid up for Gerald he would

run at me and put his paw on the lid and if I persisted he’d pick the lid up in

his slobber mouth. Richard was trying to tune the guitar with his phone and

the sunlight was nearly gone and thankfully once the sun went down Gerald

gave up his stubby lid game and then Richard started talking about Pantera, a

band I introduced him to,  and then Richard started telling me how great a

guitarist  Dimebag  Darryl  was  and  how  Richard’s  been  going  through

Pantera’s old records and listening to every album and watching Pantera film

clips on YouTube, and getting into a few Dimebag guitar lessons, and shit. I

was watching this video of Dimebag the other day, said Richard, unable to

play the guitar and talk at the same time, so he told Gerald to piss off and put

his guitar down and started to pile the kindling he gathered onto the small

flames he had going from the newspaper he’d lit, and Dimebag’s standing in

front of the bathroom mirror with his shorts off and he’s holding this video

camera, said Richard. Richard had a glint in his eye, and was good at relaying

shit  he’d  watched  on  telly  or  the  internet,  a  quality  of  his  I’d  forgotten.

Richard could handle his booze better than I could and I knew he was tanked

when his jaw waggled from side to side, and when he talked and his face was

lit up by my head torch and that made his jaw swirling from side to side easier

to spot.
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Dimebag was saying that when you’re playing a musical instrument that

you think you know what others are gunna know what makes you crack or

what makes you cringe, Richard said, snapping a bunch of twigs between his

hands. Richard said that Dimebag said on this YouTube video that little do we

realise that what might be a squeaky out of tune violin noise to one person

sounds  like  the  most  serene  beautiful  tone,  beautifully  in  tune  with  the

moonlight, and that, said Richard, quoting Dimebag, can make you feel great,

and Richard picked up the out of tune guitar again and played a chord or two

and I stood at the edge of the fire hoeing into a packet of corn chips even

though it wasn’t that cold. 

What’s a little imperfection to the person who made it might be the one

thing  that  gets  someone  else  off,  Richard  went  on,  paraphrasing  Dimebag

Darryl. Dimebag reckons, and he’s right, said Richard, that we think when

you’re  playing  what  makes  you cringe  is  the  worst  thing,  and  the  person

listening says, no that’s the coolest thing. Then, get this, Richard said, putting

the guitar back down and getting close to the flames, Dimebag says that he

never  thought Bob  Dylan  was  a  great  singer,  and  he  never  thought Mick

Jagger was a great singer,  he thought they were some of the worst fucking

singers he heard in his life, and I agree with Dimebag, said Richard, anyone

who tells you anything different is probably tone deaf. In this youtube video

Dimebag’s  stood  in  some  bathroom  filming  himself  in  the  mirror,  said

Richard, and he says, he says, that after multi-multi millions of record sales

both Dylan and Jagger get their point across, and that’s what matters, and you

feel their emotion, and that’s better than being the greatest singer in the world,

is to get your message through to someone, through the actual way you sing it,

and feel it. Dimebag reckons if perfection is what it’s come to in this day and

age,  then  why  don’t  we  all  just  sample  our  voices  and  just  put  em in  a

computer  and type in  the notes,  and anything we want  to play just  let  the

machines do the work for us, Richard said, standing next to the outside picnic

table next to the fire he’d lit, even though it wasn’t really cold. That’s why
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those old records were so great, said Richard, because they were real human

beings, being real, Richard said. I loved Dimebag man, Richard said, his jaw

swinging like a gate. Richard had always been good at recalling what people

said  in  movies  and  videos,  I  thought.  He  could  quote  The  Simpsons  and

Godfather and old Derek and Clive tapes, and for a second it felt like the good

old days with Richard, and I  nearly gave in and went hard  on the beers and

whisky. I got up off the hut picnic table and walked over to the heat of the fire

and I swivelled my torso and cracked my neck from side to side and I looked

up at the sky and the stars; the sparks from the fire going up, and I thought that

Dimebag died the way you’re meant to die, doing what you love the most.

Richard  and  I  had  spoken  about  Dimebag’s  death  on  many  a  drunken

occasion. I nearly brought up Dimebag’s death with Richard, and I was on the

cusp of saying to Richard what a fuckin tragedy Dimebag’s death was, and I

was almost certain Richard was thinking the same thing, as naturally the way

Dimebag  died  came  up  every  time  Pantera  came  up,  especially  when  we

drank, yet neither of us said anything about Dimebag’s death. 

Taking a swig from the whiskey bottle and wiping his chin Richard said

Dimebag said in the video of him standing in front of the hotel mirror filming

himself that there’s no way you could go back and pro-tool it; slice it, dice it,

fix this and fix that. All the “imperfections,” Richard said, making quotation

marks  with  his  figures,  they  weren’t  “imperfections”,  this  time  doing  the

imaginary quotation marks with his arms higher in the air, those were the most

honest  shit  in  the  world,  man.  Dimebag  reckons  you  can’t  beat  honesty;

unmanipulated, stripped down, straight from the heart honesty. What the fuck

is perfect? you know, said Richard, quoting Dimebag. It’s like saying, ‘hey,

you can play with feel and everything, if you’re a drummer, but you’ve got to

stay in time, you gotta be solid. Dimebag’s favourite records do tempo shifts,

three or four times, and when it takes off, it takes off, you feel the gas, the

power behind it, and it goes, you feel the motherfucking emotion, it’s moving,

and you can’t stop it, it’s like a race car, you hit the gas and you ain’t stopping
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it, so that throws that theory out the window, Richard said, wearing his mining

costume, as he quoted Dimebag, who I had to imagine standing in front of a

bathroom mirror holding a video camera. 

Richard pulled the plastic off a fresh six pack and passed me a beer, and

I took the beer even though I had no intention of drinking it. I walked into the

hut and sat at the table with my head torch on and flicked through a couple

more pages of the red hut book. Resting my elbows on the pine table that had

various  people’s  names  etched  into  the  surface,  I  noticed  the  skin  on  my

elbows had gone hard, and I picked a few dags off and rolled the dead skin in

my fingers. When Richard first arrived at Gringer Creek Hut he walked about

fifty metres away, into the depths of the creek, to piss, but now he was drunk

he made no effort to conceal himself emptying his bladder, he pissed next to

the table, I could see his back and hear his piss in a continuous splash that

went into shorter and shorter spurts on the compacted dirt. When he finished

he  fucked  around  in  his  duffle  bag  and  found  his  head  torch  and  started

rubbing his eye lashes, pushing his brows up into the centre of his forehead

with his fingers, and I could see his nose went redder and redder the more he

drank and the more he drank the more he slurred. He pulled out a bag of dried

pork  bits  he  thought  were  the  best  thing  ever,  and  rambled  on  about  the

butcher on Wray Ave he bought them from. What grossed me out was the way

he ate the little bits of dead pig with his mouth open and he slopped every bite

in his mouth and even though I tried to distract myself, all I could hear was his

mouth  slopping  and  his  drunk  jaw  swinging  and  he  wouldn’t  shut  up,

whatever he was saying, whatever he was doing was pissing me off. Richard

offered me some jerky. You want some jerky, dickhead? he said. I did want

jerky and I nearly said yes, I was starving, but his slop put me off, and once he

realised I wasn’t having any of his jerky he threw another handful into his

mouth and gave some to Gerald and then threw the bag at me, even though I

said I didn’t want none, and he laughed and said I was a cry baby. 
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Listen to this, listen to this, said Richard, with his headlamp on the brightest

setting.  I  told  him to change the setting  of  his  headlamp,  as  whenever  he

looked my way I was blinded, and he didn’t so much as refuse to tone down

his headlamp, he pretended not to hear me, and lying on my mattress on the

bunk, I was left with no choice but to shield Richard’s headlight from my eyes

with my left hand. Richard had come in from the fire ring, and I could see his

line of stubbies and guitar on the outside picnic table. Richard sat down on the

picnic table bench and read from the red hut book I’d left open, and threw a

piece of jerky into the darkness for Gerald to find. I think there is magic that

happens on the track, Richard said, reading out aloud from the red hut book.

At least given a few things that have happened to me since I started my walk

over 900km ago, there is something strange and wonderful going on. Perhaps

it is the idleness that I have the luxury of that gives me time to reflect on what

maybe a naturally occurring phenomena. Devotees of Carl Jung may call it

“synchronicity”.  Richard  pronounced Jung with  a  J,  instead  of  a  Y,  and I

nearly corrected him, but found the strength to let it go when Richard asked,

who is this guy, some kinda poof? and who the fuck is Carl Jung, he sounds

like a faggot as well. I lay on my mattress and didn’t answer. Richard took a

swig  of  whisky.  Others  may  use  the  term  coincidence,  Richard  went  on,

quoting the red book entry, his jaw rocked from side to side, and when he did

so  he  slurred  his  words.  He  lost  his  place  and  had  to  repeat  the  word

coincidence to himself to regather his train of thought. Others may use the

term  coincidence,  which  while  descriptive,  seems  somehow  to  take  the

occurrence on the realm of the mystical and leave it at that. Let me give just

two  examples  that  come to  mind.  I  am happily  in  possession  of  a  spork,

Richard said. Now, I didn’t start with one, Richard read out from the red book.

My experience of sporks is that they break or melt within days of leaving the

luxury of metal spoons and the comfort of one’s home. No sporks for me. I

started out with a titanium long handled spoon which has served me well —

until… that fateful night on a diversion where I had to tent it in the wilderness
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and left my precious spoon behind somewhere ‘out there’. I managed to carve

a  wooden  ‘scoop’  that  got  me  by  but  it  was  less  than  ideal.  Dwellingup

provides few options to replace spoons, said Richard, reading from the red hut

book, the tone of his voice changing as he read on. I was almost  tempted to

steal a teaspoon from the Blue Wren Cafe, but I didn’t — largely because I

forgot, more than a sense of criminal remorse. So I was back on the track with

a less than adequate eating utensil, Richard read out from the red book, his

voice now the voice he puts on whenever he took the piss out of gay cunts. 

I arrived at the first campsite and set about gathering wood, Richard read

out, with his headlamp on high beam. White Horse campsite seems to have a

good supply of wood for the fire but many campsites require long treks into

the forest  to return with enough wood for a decent fire.  I  had managed to

collect enough wood for the fire but I decided to go deeper into the forest in a

new direction while I still  had some light, Richard said, now talking in his

poofter voice. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw this blue colour flash out

from beneath the undergrowth. A mess kit! A Swedish made mess kit with

three plates and lids and a cup and a spork!!! Richard laughed out loud, and

looked at me with his head torch on high beam. It had been there for some

time given that it had stained a little from being half-buried under a pile of

leaves,  Richard  went  on.  Since  then,  the  spork  has  been  a  hardy  item,

withstanding  quite  a  workout  —  much  better  than  those  cheaper  Sea  to

Summit, ones I’ve had in the past, the person in the red hut book wrote. 

Coincidence? Serendipity? Synchronicity? Magic? asked the author in

the red book. More like  fucking stupid, said Richard….You hikers are piss

weak. I’d out-walk every one of you….Every one of you cry and bleat about

how hard walking is. You cry and bleat and cry and bleat more than a chained

up goat; the only thing youse can talk about is how hard the fucking walking

is, as if walking were somehow some impossible magic act. I’ve got news for

you fuckers, said Richard,  it’s endurance,  plain old endurance through and

through, youse make such a big deal about putting one foot in front of the

75



other, when really what youse are doing is putting one foot in front of the

other time and time again, said Richard, not slurring as much. I’d out-walk

every single one of you motherfuckers. Suddenly I felt as if we were being

watched. That I was in a behavioural experiment where Richard’s craziness

was a test and that at any moment the camera crew or scientists might jump

from behind the balga tree dotted creek with clipboards pressed against their

forearms, and start cracking up at my expense. Or that Scotty knew Richard

was driving to North Bannister to ambush me and that’s why he never came

too, I could sense that Scotty and Richard had been talking about me. I knew I

was isolated. What else could explain Scotty’s absence? Scotty knew Richard

was going to attack me and didn’t want to be within earshot when it happened.

You walkers are too caught up in your own minds, Richard said, his jaw

slack.  You walk all  day, or  you say you walk all  day,  and then sit around

feeling  sorry  for  yourselves.  You  sit  around  reading  books  and  making

everything worse for everyone. Reading never helped anyone, Richard said. I

read The Hobbit, and thats it. Only book anyone needs to read, especially once

the movies came out. All I ever need to read. A copy was left in my donga in

Leonora, and I’d cut my hand and had to wait 24hrs for a flight home … so I

had nothing better to do but read The-Fucking-Hobbit, said Richard. But you

know the worse thing is,  I  couldn’t  put  the fucking thing down. Once I’d

started, I couldn’t stop, and that’s what pissed me off the most, said Richard. I

had six stitches in my right hand and a copy of The Hobbit and I had to finish

the fucking thing, said Richard. Nearly killed my arm. Reading doesn’t help.

You’re too smart for your own good, Richard said, his high beam headlamp

now pointed directly at me. The more I watched you the longer the idea of

studying and reading made me feel sick.  You remind me of my mother who

read and read and read. Dad and I would go fishing and get back and she

hadn’t  moved.  She  could  read  a  dozen  books  a  week  and  be  completely

oblivious to anything that went on around her. She ruined our family, my dad

always said, and he was right, said Richard. She’d eat multigrain bread with

76



vegemite and sip tea and the sink was full of dishes with oily four day old

water, and we’d get back with eskies full of fresh fish and she wouldn’t give a

flying fuck, said Richard. We’d go to Lucky Bay and Rossiter Bay, fucking

hell we went to the best fishing spots all over W.A., and she never took her

snooty nose out of her stupid fucking books, said Richard. 

Let it go, I said to Richard. 

Fuck you, said Richard, you fucking piss ant. Spittle flew out of his mouth

across the hut table and landed on the bunk I was laid out on, his high-beam in

my eyes. As soon as people say  let it go, I do my best  not to let it go, said

Richard. As soon as people say lighten up,  I do the opposite. I’ve spent my

whole fucking shitty shit fucking fuck trying to please people, Richard said,

his high beam in my eyes. You and Scotty are the same. You’re both weak as

piss. You piss me off. Neither of you would ever attack anyone. You run from

every  problem.  Look  at  you,  out  here  on  the  fucking  Bibbulmun  Track,

running from every fucking problem. I tracked you down, you miserable piece

of shit. You’ve never finished anything. You start a million things, you’re like

children who run around grabbing whatever  grabs your attention,  whatever

you want  in  that  moment,  whatever  looks  good and  feels good but  youse

wouldn’t  know how to stick something out, to  finish a fucking job if  your

mother’s life depended on it. You’re always the victim — you play the victim

card every chance you get. I’ve never seen you enter a situation unless you

figure how to be the victim first, that’s your get out card, that’s how you keep

your distance and avoid responsibility, said Richard. You think I don’t have

you figured out? I got you sorted, you piss ant, said Richard. What you call

integrity, is in fact retreating into a bubble. What you call principle is in fact

running away. What you think is standing your ground, is in fact shoring up

your sand castle,  your world,  your understanding of the world is  so small,

Richard said, that you miss half of the shit that’s going on around you. I used

to like your writing until you went all soft and then everything was negative
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and then I decided I wouldn’t come out on the track with you, because you’d

negative me into killing myself. You’re the most miserable piece of shit I’ve

ever seen, said Richard. Look at you. You ever fucking laugh, or what?

I went to sit up, but felt paralysed by his high beam. I work my guts out,

you miserable shortsighted piece of shit, Richard said—my old man—my old

man had ten houses and he had everything and he pissed it up the wall…. he

lost  everything,  and you know why? Because  my mother  took him to the

cleaners. She figured out she could lie on the couch all week long and read her

stupid fucking books and she appeared all sweet and innocent, she pretended

to be keeping the house together, to be holding up her end of the deal, when in

reality, Richard said, she was lubing up lawyers to take my old man to the

cleaners.  You’re  just  like  my mother,  Richard  said.  You’re  a  weak  hiker.

Weak. W. E. A K. Alan was there, Richard kept repeating. I saw my mother

with him … she was there at the restaurant. At Capri. They already knew one

another. She thought I didn’t remember. Clear as fucking day I’d seen them at

the yacht club wind up the year before and then they pretend not to know one

another and pretend to run into one another at Capri, and then they’ve got it all

planned out, they put the tables together, and then he puts his hand on her

hand like it’s some coincidence, says Richard. 

You’re just like my mother said Richard. You sit the fuck down. I’m not

finished. You never returned my ute with petrol in it. You used my ute all the

time without asking. I fucking gave you the keys to my ute, and you use my

ute and everything else I’d paid for at Blinco, without so much as a thank you,

and the whole time you’re figuring out some way of getting out by not paying,

Richard said, his high-beam in my eyes. You didn’t finish painting the house,

you said you were going to paint all of the house, and I would take off the rent

for those weeks, but you only painted half of the house, not all of the house,

and the bits you did paint were not done properly. Shithouse job of painting

the house, Richard said. And you never paid me the rent in arrears, you little

prick, he said. You think I’d forget. After everything I’d done for you, the
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least you could have done is left the rent you owed on the kitchen bench. And

half of your shit is still in my shed…when are you picking the rest of your shit

up? You weak hiker. You piss me off, he said. He took a long skull of beer

and  turned  his  high  beam  out  toward  the  fire,  where  a  long  branch  was

sticking out of the fire and it snapped off and fell to the ground and one end

was a red with heat. Poor Gerald was startled by the branch and by Richard’s

diatribe and he went to come into the hut but Richard told him to fuck off. My

heart was pounding. I had half the energy to fight back, to defend myself, and

he provoked me one more time, but a sickness and nausea entered my stomach

and I  got  up and walked out  of  the  hut  and into  the  darkness  toward  the

highway.  I  could hear the rumble strip and see the glow of the roadhouse

lights. I didn’t know what to do, so I kept walking back down the track,  I

could see the reflection of the Wagyl markers on the tree trunks lit up like a

stair  case up the hill.  I  walked another hundred metres or so when Gerald

came running up behind me and he scared the wallabies off and he barked and

chased after them. When he returned I sat on the ground and hugged him and

rearranged his collar.

When I returned to the hut Richard’s head was lying on his arms that were

lying on the red hut book that was lying on the Gringer Creek Hut picnic table.

His headlamp was still on high beam, and a few midges flicked about his hair.

I smelt the spew before I saw the puddle on the ground next to him. Gerald

sniffed Richard’s spew and then circled the fire a few times before he jumped

up on Richard’s bunk and lay on his sleeping bag. I pulled the sleeping bag out

of the stuff sack and tied Gerald to the bunk post with his leash. I didn’t want

him to follow me to White Horse. At first I tried to be quiet as I packed my

stuff up, but when I deflated my mattress and the loud hissing sound didn’t stir

Richard, I made no effort to be quiet. Seventeen kilometres to White Horse, or

about  four  hours.  Seventeen  k’s  to  White  Horse,  or  about  four  hours,  I

repeated to myself as I stuffed my sleeping bag and stove into my pack. My
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hands shook a bit as I filled up two litres of water from the tank and I needed

to grip the bottles as hard as possible to try to stop the shaking. Once finished,

I hoisted my pack onto my back and said goodbye to Gerald. On the table I

grabbed my spork that was lying next to Richard and the red hut book. 

Not long after I realised I’d left the maps in the main compartment of the

pack and I wasn’t going to stop to get them out so I chose to rely on my

memory.  The  track  went  due  west  from  Gringer  Creek  and  then  crossed

Albany Highway and then followed a fence beside a blue gum plantation for

about five kays before cranking south toward Boonerring Hill. At the top of

the hill I’d rest, I decided, but my main aim was to be as far enough away

from Richard by the time he woke up. The tongue on my boot kept digging

into my ankle as I approached the highway, and I was too upset, too angry, to

make reasonable decisions. The little reflective Wagyl triangles disappeared

and I must have lost the track because I was walking in the ditch beside the

road sooner than I should have. Great big road trains with huge lights behind

the bull bar rumbled towards me. Dozens of tiny lights gave shape to the rest

of the mass and the air sucked in behind each truck when the idea to throw

myself in front of one of them came into my head. Yes. I would stand on the

side of the highway at a curve and when a truck came I would launch myself

into its path. As soon as this thought came to me I thought of Tim, my friend

in year eight who was killed by a truck on his way home in Millendon.

I should have defended myself. I was too much of a coward. There was a

blue chemical container in the ditch I wanted to kick. Fuck you, Richard, I

said to myself. Fuck you. I  knew I wasn’t going to kill myself, I didn’t have

the guts, I didn’t have the balls to throw myself in front of a road train, I knew

that much, and that I didn’t have the balls to end my shit, also pissed me off.

My mouth  filled  with  saliva  and my throat  felt  constricted  and then  even

though I tried to hold them back, tears started to fall from my eyes, and those

tears made my sight blurred as another road train zoomed by on the other side

of the road. Go fuck yourself, Richard, I said to myself. 
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When I smelt my smokey hands I thought that what I should have done

is pick up the half burnt branch that fell out of the fire pit and shattered on the

ground and smashed the burning coals over the back of Richard’s neck as he

slept on the red hut book. But that’s not in my nature. My nature is to turn the

violence inward, I thought, as I walked in the ditch beside Albany Highway.

Richard  was  right,  I’m too  gutless  to  attack  him back,  I’ll  sooner  murder

myself by throwing my body in front of a freight train, I said to myself, as my

tongue picked up a tear from the outside of my top lip. As I cried I tried to

think about my friend Tim who had been killed by a road train on Campersic

Road  when  I  was  in  year  eight,  but  an  incident  with  Richard  and  Scotty

wanted to dominate my thoughts; this incident on Blinco Street when Richard

and Scotty came back drunk one night  and Richard had lost  his  keys  and

couldn’t open the front door and I pretended to be asleep, and then Richard

started telling  Scotty I  was an arsehole,  I  don’t  know why Richard started

telling Scotty I was an arsehole, and I knew then that both Richard and Scotty

had been talking about me that night and I felt isolated as I lay in my bed. He’s

a fucking arsehole, Richard said, as I imagined him checking his jeans pockets

and running his fingers along the top of the door frame and looking under the

pots near the front door. Why this memory occurred to me then as I walked

along Albany Highway I couldn’t tell you, but I remember Richard ended up

jumping through the laundry window and I timed the clusterfuck perfectly as

Richard was letting Scotty into the front door; I got up out of bed and went

with a towel around my waist, I don’t know why I went with a towel around

my waist, because I had shorts on, but I pulled the towel off the clothes rack

and wrapped it around my waist and went to the front door just as Richard was

about to open the front door for Scotty, I wanted to make sure that Richard

knew that  I  had heard  him calling  me an arsehole,  and there  we all  were

Richard, Scotty and I together after Richard had been calling me an arsehole

and we all pretended that nothing was said. Richard and Scotty kept drinking

in the kitchen and I took a couple of sleeping tablets. 
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The tears had started to abate by the time I saw the yellow hiker sign on

the side of Albany Highway. I was finding a happy place, I thought, before

Richard rocked up at Three Ways. I was nearly where I wanted to be, and now

that hard work had been undone … the hard work I’d put in to make a safe

space and to  walk out  my problems had been undone by Richard. Whatever

was building was now in ruins, I thought, as I stepped onto the asphalt and

crossed over to the red Bibbulmun track sign. Richard wanted me to argue

with him. He wanted me to have out what needed to be had out, yet every time

I drew near a coherent argument, a coherent rebuttal to Richard and his attack

on me, every time I clinically worked through every single one of his bullet

point attacks from start to finish, and I started to walk beside the bluegum

plantation, every time I got nearer to a frame of mind I could accept and be

content  with,  the  frame  of  mind  slipped  through  my  hands,  so  to  speak.

Richard got me because he didn’t hesitate. Richard was able to attack me and

not have to bear the consequences because he had the advantage of being first

mover. He knew he had me when he saw me hiding behind the newspaper and

magazine  rack,  he  knew he  had  me  when he  wouldn’t  let  me  borrow his

boogie coloured ute to my move my stuff out of his house and my only option

was to not retaliate.  By not retaliating I  made him confused. He wanted a

fight. He probably would have hit me, I thought, as I let my left shoulder strap

loose through the clasp. He was so vulnerable once he’d fallen asleep and I

could have grabbed the burning log from the fire and rapped his legs with the

coals, straight through his mining pants, I could have burnt his legs and then

when he’d woken up, if he woken up, I would have punched him in the face. 

Yet there I was, alone, walking in the middle of the night, looking up at the

sky that was half cloud, half stars, as the sound of the highway became less

audible. Richard wasn’t my brother or my sister. I didn’t have to talk to him.

To argue with him. To listen to him any longer. Whatever was left in his shed

that  was mine I now disowned. I  didn’t  care.  No matter  how much it  was

worth,  he could have it.  I wanted to be clear of the gravel track before light,
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before Richard could track me down, before he could find me to apologise. He

was as drunk as hell, so there’d be no way he’d remember what he said. He

always says he remembered everything from the night before, and as the track

swerved around a fallen tree I imagined him waking up the next morning, with

Gerald  tied  up  to  the  bunk  post,  wondering  where  I  was  and  what  had

happened. 

I  remember  that  night,  I  remember  the  landscape  leading  up  to

Boonerring Hill by the feeling I had — as much as I resisted my anger, I felt

empowered to be sharing my anger with that landscape, as I walked along the

fence beside the blue gum plantation. I talked to myself that night, I admit it. I

cried like a baby. I cried alone on the Bibb track. Richard pissed me off so

much I had to talk to someone.  

Whereas before I was tired and wanted to sleep, now that Richard had

pissed me off I was walking like a madman. My feet wouldn’t stop. The tears

and anger filled me with unlimited energy.  There was no one to talk to to get

Richard off my chest. I was carrying Richard and he felt heavier than my pack,

and, looking back over my journal, I’d written almost the exact same entry

twice, separated by a few days, the residue of my anger with him lasted to the

other side of Dwellingup where not even a hot shower and a steak sandwich

could  snap  me  out  of  my  Richard-filled  miasma.  I  said  the  word

inconsequential aloud a few times. I saw a tawny frog mouth in an acacia and

the  first  word  that  came  into  my mouth  was  the  word  inconsequential.  I

counted out the five syllables of the word ‘inconsequential’ and wrote a haiku

in my head. ‘The Richard Haiku’ appeared fully formed as if it were waiting

to be discovered:

Inconsequential

Inconsequential Richard.

Inconsequential. 
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In  that  moment  I  laughed  at  The  Richard  Haiku.  Inconsequential—that’s

Richard to a tee, I thought, and I considered changing the last line, altering the

last  line  in  some  way,  for  variety,  but  after  a  few  iterations  I  settled  on

inconsequential. He’ll never amount to anything, I thought. Whereas Richard

was for mining, I was going to be against mining. Miners don’t discuss mining

because there is nothing to say. What can you say about digging rocks from

the earth? They think they’re hard, miners think they are doing  real work, I

thought, walking beside the blue gum plantation, the dirt on their costumes is

evidence of their hardness. I could never get along with miners because they

always  pretend  to  have  their  ducks  lined  up,  so  to  speak,  they  think  that

digging up rocks is hard and writing poetry is soft. They think that making as

much money as possible is the most important thing, yet they don’t realise that

the workers don’t make any money, the Gina Rineharts and Twiggy Forrests

make all the money. The workers, like all workers, make little to no money

because they are exploited. Miners don’t know how hard it is to write a poem.

There are no instructions, no bosses, or mentors for poetry writing, yet if you

want to be a miner there are a million pathways and a million people out there

willing to hold your hand, I thought. I used to leave the door open to miners,

to give them the benefit of the doubt, but now that door is closed. Thanks to

Richard, I changed my tune about miners. Thanks to Richard miners can go

get fucked. 

Whereas I tried to warn Richard about the fire ban at Gringer Creek,

when the floor of the bush was a tinderbox, he went ahead and lit a fire and

fell  asleep on the red hut book. Richard will  never go to university.  I will

complete my undergrad and enroll into a masters’ course as soon as I finish

honours. Richard went to Bali every holidays. Richard will  only ever go to

Bali for holidays, like all the other dim-witted Australians, I thought, reading

the no trespassing sign on the blue gum plantation fence. Like Sorcha, I would

never go to Bali again, not even if Richard paid for my ticket. Richard will

only ever fly from Perth to Denpasar. I will spend the rest of my life walking
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every great walk there is to walk, starting with the Appalachian Trail, as soon

as I’m done with the Bibbulmun. Who knows, I might even walk to Ceduna

when I reach Albany, like Eyre and Wylie did. 

Whereas Richard owned a car, I would never buy or own a car. Whereas

Richard had a dog, I wasn’t going to have a dog, even if the dog showed up on

my doorstep. If I ever get a dog, there’s no way in hell I’ll treat the little fella

the way Richard treats Gerald. I’ll love my dog until the day he, or she, dies,

and I’ll let her sit in the cab with me. I’ll let her be free and natural and I’ll

throw stubbie lids to her day and night. Whereas Richard loved Alan Bond, I

would hate  Alan Bond,  and everyone I  met  who looked liked Alan Bond.

Whereas Richard doesn’t see the landscape, all he sees is people to beat in a

walking race, I will learn to see the landscape as best as I can. Richard says he

could out-walk me and all the other walkers — Richard isn’t even a walker,

and now that I’ve been walking 20-30km a day for nearly two weeks I can

guarantee  I  can  out-walk  him.  Richard  will  never  amount  to  anything.

Although I  was sure I  would amount  to something one day, I  was  certain

Richard  would never  amount  to anything.  Whereas  I  knew a thing or two

about  designing  a  house,  Richard  knew  nothing  about  designing  a  house.

Although Richard owned a house, he ruined his house. It is better to have no

house than a ruined house, I thought as I walked along the fence near the blue

gum plantation,  feeling  stronger  with  every  step.  If  they  erased  Richard’s

house,  he  would  fetch  a  higher  price  for  the  block,  than  the  house  itself.

Richard’s  house  started  as  a  bush  block,  but  it’s  now  all  buildings,  all

concrete. No trees. 

Richard will probably marry one of his girlfriends one day. I will never

marry. Richard will probably end up under the thumb and working FIFO to

pay for his three kids …. I will never have children. Whereas I would be a

better husband and father than Richard could ever be I will never get married

or have children because of Richard. I would be a better husband and father

than Richard could ever dream of. The only thing Richard is better at than me
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is drinking. That’s a title I will let him have. Richard will drink himself to

death. I can tell already. He will regret getting married and having children

and he will sleep around as much as he likes, and, sooner or later, his wife

won’t put with with his antics, no matter how much the mine pays him, and

Richard will start to drink on the quiet, I can see that happening already. He

hides bottles of Vodka around the house as it is. Imagine what’ll happen when

he has kids and a wife. I will never drink again. It’ll be ironic that my last

drink will be with Richard and  because  of Richard, I thought, as a sliver of

moon snuck out from behind the clouds. The terrain tilted upwards, and not

long after I was puffed, and I reached the corner of the fence and I thought that

whereas  Richard  will  never  write  a  single  poem,  I  will  write  a  thousand

poems. I will dedicate the rest of my days to writing poetry. Yes. 

Whi yeh yoh, 

why yeh yeh yoh, 

stolen from Africa, 

to the heart of the Caribbean…

I sang to myself, as I climbed Boonering Hill, the lights of the rubbish dump

off  to  the  east.  Tim  sings  and  his  singing  comes  from  a  place  without

hesitation and with his big cheeks and his broad smile I am attracted to him

like  no one  I’ve  been attracted  to  before.  Tim’s  playing  saxophone at  his

house, which is a big shed and I’m happy to have him to myself because at

school we’re in big groups and his older brother Simon is giving him grief for

how ugly his  girlfriend is, or he’s waiting for Brendan to have his second

cigarette because Brendan only gave Tim a cigarette every time Brendan was

on his second cigarette and I know that smoking is bad but I want to smoke

too, I think to myself, as my headlamp lights up the taillights of a Corolla, and

I recall that the taste is repulsive and I want to understand how they can enjoy
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something so repulsive and it’s better when it’s just Tim and I, because he’s

not trying to impress his brothers or Brendan or anyone and he tells me he is

going to drop out of school as soon as he can to be a chef. Tim didn’t last long

with his  girlfriend, I  think they kissed and that’s  what he wanted to know

about her. Around this time I asked the prettiest girl at Govo, Jeanine, if she

wanted to be my girlfriend and she said she’d think about it and not long after

Tim and I were walking to Brendan’s house near the river in Success Hill and

there were two girls there, slightly older, pretty good looking, but Tim was tall

and he wore a trench coat and eight hole Doc Martins and the girls gave him a

phone number and when we got to Brendan’s we rang the number and a man

answered and said never to ring that number again or he’d find us and run us

over in his van. 

This was a time when we never needed to do anything, I thought, as my

right heel hurt and the white bark of a paperbark was stark. Nowadays almost

everything needs thinking over, whereas back then, back then hardly anything

needed thinking over. Brendan played a mean guitar and Tim played bass, and

I—what was I doing? I was following my nose. This was different. This was

no longer primary school and I wasn’t the smart kid nor the big kid, yet these

kids were different and when Brendan was beaten up in the West Midland

subway for having dread locks he was about to fight back because he was

stocky  and  I  said  No,  don’t  fight  back,  and  we  shared  an  earpiece  of  a

walkman each and slam danced on the train listening to Faith No More and the

next morning we met Tim in the alleyway and smoked a pipe and Tim and

Brendan wagged but I didn’t, I went to school stoned and they went back to

Brendan’s and I was jealous because Tim looked up to Brendan, and I was the

third wheel and I thought if I could just spend more time with Tim we’d be

best mates. Tim and I shared the same bench in woodwork class and metal

work class, and he was much better at both than I. In a storage box in my

cousin Moley’s shed I still have the small spade he made in metal work class.

His handwritten name in texta is now barely visible.    
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On the afternoon of the 1st of September 1993, Brendan, Tim and I went to

Midland station.  Simon was there.  There were the usual fights  and bloody

noses before Tim jumped on the 312 to Campersic Road and Brendan and I

went back to Brendan’s house—and I remember when got on the train I said to

myself “I never said goodbye to Tim, but oh well I’ll see him tomorrow”—I

thought to myself,  in the middle of the night walking along the fence line

away from Albany Highway, away from Richard. Brendan and I smoke and he

has a guitar lesson and before his guitar lesson he decides to make popcorn to

impress his teacher who wears a black leather jacket and Brendan burns the

popcorn on the stove and the house fills with smoke and the teacher rescues

half  the  popcorn  packet  and  teaches  him  how  to  play  Voodoo  Chile  by

Hendrix. After the lesson I walk through Bassendean over the railway lines

across the Lord Street bridge, past the bowling club, and get home. Half an

hour later, on dark, the blue phone rings and I answer and it’s Brendan and I

think that’s weird I just spoke to him and he says that Tim is dead, and I say

What? we just  saw him and Brendan says Tim was late for his saxophone

lesson and ran out from behind the bus without looking and he was hit by a
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truck and died instantly. I say he must be joking, but he doesn’t laugh, nor

does he hang up and we are on the phone and we don’t know what to say. I see

my sisters watching television and I’m not there watching telly with them. 

When I stub my boot on a rock as I’m pushing through some hakea, I see

Tim is  in the big shed in a coffin that everyone has drawn on and there’s

hundreds  of  candles  and  he’s  wearing  his  trench  coat  and  jeans  and  Doc

Martens and in beside him in the coffin is his saxophone and his skin is pale

and cold. There’s about 200 people there and Brendan is one of the pallbearers

and  I  read  something  out  to  everyone  and  afterwards  there’s  a  few of  us

standing around including Jeanine.  She says to me, You know that thing I

asked her about a week earlier, and I say Yes, and she says the answer is Yes

and then we are boyfriend and girlfriend and I think to myself she just wanted

to feel close to someone. Later in the day a man asks for everyone’s attention

and  makes  a  speech  and  he  says  how  beautiful  everyone  is  and  how

extraordinary the day has been and it doesn’t occur to me until afterwards that

he was the truck driver. 

Not long after I go to Tim’s house again, just me and Simon and Tim’s

older brother Jeffery were there and we go to some other guy’s house and it’s

foggy  and  wintery  and  we  start  drinking  some  liqueur  like  Bailey’s  or

something and Jeffery and I get drunk and then we jump in this Cortina and

the  four  of  us  are  doing 180km an hour  with Metallica  on the  stereo and

Jeffery and I are pissed but Simon doesn’t drink and then we pull over and

Simon jumps out and Jeffery and I are chatting and Simon is lifting the wheel

bay up so that the guy can do a burn-out and he’s shredding the hell out of the

tires and the car is getting surrounded by burnt rubber smoke and by now I’m

grabbing the bottle from Jeffery and really drunk and then we drive back to

their  house and it’s  freezing and I  remember standing out the front  of the

house under the front light and Jeffery is telling me not to be stupid, not to

drink and smoke, not to be stupid and ruin and waste my life hanging out with

dickheads like himself. You’re only thirteen for fucks sakes, Jeffery says and
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then we go into the shed and smoke bongs and Simon starts  up the postie

motorbike and rams the front wheel into a wall and does a long burn-out that

goes for about ten minutes just filling the room with smoke and then I get a

massive head spin and have to go outside and spew and then I go inside to find

somewhere to sleep. What I remember is a big black hole I descended into. A

resigned, broken shell of a person got around for a long time. Years. At school

I would sit on the steps and stare at the cracks in the ground. Head in hands I

sat on Tim and my woodworking bench and did nothing, the teacher coming

close every now and then. Albany Hwy was now a long way behind me, and I

was woken up out of my reverie by a Huntsman spiderweb cutting into my

face and the notion that the spider had latched onto my torso and then the track

gave way to flat granite stone and the orange glow of the city with the stars up

there to remind me of my insignificance.  

With the hour of charging at Three Ways, my phone had just enough juice to

fire  off  my  Centrelink  report.  The  government  needed  proof  I  was  still

studying, and if I didn’t fire off my proof of enrolment, I’d have to apply for

Newstart, which meant twice the money, but also twice the hassle. In a sparse

forest I was cogitating over the Richard situ; that bastard knew how to get

under my skin alright, when a woman scared the daylights outta me. She was

sitting on a gum tree stump, writing in a notepad, and eating pumpkin seeds.

How long does  the  atmosphere  of  the old landscape  continue  on after  the

dynamite has obliterated the place? she said. She wasn’t asking a question, she

was reading out what she’d written. I had to check if I was still  there. The

balgas and jarrah that are older than European settlement, they hold memory,

they tell a story and now their story cannot be told. They story, she said. What

they tell me I haven't the foggiest idea, the woman said sitting on a gum tree

stump, only that the death of the plant means the death of an atmosphere. The

woman looked like Cathy Freeman, an older Cathy Freeman, and afterwards

as  I  walked  into  Dwellingup,  feeling  special,  feeling  like  a  man  who’d
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conquered something, even though, as I was rudely awakened to, I was only

an hour's drive from Perth, I thought maybe that was Cathy Freeman. The

words Cathy, and, Freeman made me imagine her in her running suit when she

won the gold medal at the Sydney Olympics…She made me want to be funny,

and even tho she was older I found myself strangely attracted to her, who I

locked eyes with and for a moment I swear her eyes were saying I can heal

you and I thought maybe she could heal me and she had healed any man who

was lucky enough to walk with her, and look for birds with her. Looking at her

looking at the birds, listening to the dynamite explosions from Boddington, I

realised I’d worked myself into an irrational state of mind, that I’d lost sight of

why I was walking, and that what Richard triggered in me was already in me,

so to speak, the asshole just evoked what was already in my character, and if I

was to avoid getting pissed off like that again, I needed to remove that side of

myself completely. Right there on the track I had this feeling I wanted to give

myself over to her, to relinquish control and to obey her every command and

in  that  process  we  could  become  powerful  together.  In  peace.  Roufous

Whistler, she said. What? Shhh, she said, listen. 

As I stood there listening for the Whistler, I contorted my arm about to

grab the water bottle from backpack my side pocket when something sharp

dug into my middle finger: Richard’s spork. I’d stolen Richard’s spork  and

lighter. I now had two sporks. My lucky day, I muttered too myself. 

I left the woman who looked like Cathy Freeman and entered a dense

forest  on  the  western  side  of  Pindalup  Road.  The  change  of  scenery  was

enough to make me feel different. As I walked into Dwellingup, I knew I was

free and that the track was a kind of saviour. Whereas I was unsure of what I

was doing, whereas before I could have easily left the track and gone about

my usual city life, I realised I needed the track. I needed to walk my anger and

petulance  out,  and the simplicity  of the track,  in  some way, would set  me

straight.  I  was no  longer  pissed off  at  the  miners;  at  their  mine  and their

explosions and their costumes. 
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Dwellingup

In Dwellingup, on the corner, outside the general store I saw the woman I

thought was Cathy Freeman having a good look at a lady on a bike. The one

with the baby in a seat on the handle bars. As they round the bend she cranes

her head around and her left shoulder drops, and her jawline sticks out, she’s

that interested in the lady with the baby on the bike. 

What’re you looking at? I asked her. 

Oh,  you, she said. None of your business. I was walking home, leave me

alone. 

You want a baby, and a bike? I asked. She said nothing and looked up Del

Park Road as if to leave.  Actually, I have a bike, just like the one you want,

it’s a little rusty from sitting outside, but I can get it serviced, or service it

myself, I suppose — I have the necessary tools. Now, as for the—

Didn’t you hear me? said the woman, I said, Leave me alone. Everywhere I

go  some  man ...  what’s  that  material  pinned  to  your  chest?  she  asked,

interrupting  herself.  On my grey  Target  t-shirt,  a  clean  shirt  I’d  saved for

town, I had a small piece of light blue material pinned to the outside of my left

breast pocket.

Oh, this old thing, I replied, wishing to be on my way, the tide was out, and

on the rocks I found this piece of the river, clean and dry. 

You did not, she said. 

Okay, have it your way, I said, and went to walk into the store, when she

grabbed me by the crook of my arm. 

Take your hands off me, I yelled. 

Shut up, you big baby, she said. 

You shut up, I said. Do you want the bike, or not? 

What colour is it? 
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Light blue, of course, I said. I found it at the river as well, the day after I

found my thongs. 

She looked down at my feet. I wasn’t wearing my blue thongs. She looked

back up at my face. 

You’re a strange one, she said. I was twirling my white earphones in my left

hand. The woman was starting to annoy me, and I had a DVD to watch while

my clothes dried at the backpackers. 

How long have you been walking the track? she asked. 

How long have you been walking the track? I answered. 

Long enough to have never seen you before, she said. 

Do you know everyone on the track? 

Just about, she said, I know Sorcha, and Ken, and Gregor—

You know Gregor as well? I asked. 

Yeah, he works at the pet shop in Pinjarra, What about him? 

Oh, nothing, I said, probably not the same Gregor. 

What DVD are you watching? she asked, now getting close.

Huh? Movie? I didn’t say anything about a movie, I said. Maybe she was

psychic. 

She  might  have  looked  like  Cathy  Freeman,  but  there  was  no way I  was

ruining my afternoon watching a DVD with her,  that much was clear to me,

but I was beginning to feel like she had other ideas. 

Oh, I’m seeing Glassman, I said. 

Glassman, never heard of that movie, she said. 

What are you, the movie police? I asked, pleased with my retort.

Glassman only came out at the cinema last week, she said, it’s not even out

on DVD yet,  and, she said, standing closer than I thought necessary, I know

for a fact that Mary Poppins is the only DVD that works at the backpackers. 

Alright, I’ll watch Mary Poppins then. 
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MARY POPPINS, she screamed. MARY-fucking-Poppins, you big baby,

she said. People at the Blue Wren were looking at us. 

So what? I said. 

What a load of rubbish, she said. 

Yeh, I said, I bet your bar is so high that most people can’t even see it. 

What bar? 

Nevermind. Look, I said, I’m sorry I offered you the bike. I’m sorry I asked

you about the lady with the baby on the bike. If you—

I’ll have the bike, she said, but you have to service it. 

At  this  moment a  gust  of  wind moved through my shirt,  and some leaves

ticked on the pavement. The woman sneezed. Ahhh-chooo. But she didn’t get

her hand to her mouth quick enough, and some bits of saliva and other gooey

stuff  fell.  Then  she  sneezed  again.  This  time  her  hand was  in  the  correct

position. She didn’t say Excuse me and I didn’t say Bless you. She took her

phone out of her pocket and started punching numbers into the calculator. If I

live, as I expect to do, to a hundred and eight, as eight was the age I was when

I  decided I  was  going to  live  for  another  hundred years,  and I  sneeze  on

average once a day between now and then, I can look forward to 25,500 more

sneezes, she said, happy with herself for the first time since we met. 

On  account  of  the  coffee  slurpers  who  watched  our  fiasco,  I  was  too

embarrassed to enter the Blue Wren, so I lugged my two bags of shopping past

the Dwelly Mechanics and the few treeless houses, a short stroll by anyone’s

account,  but  a  stroll  all  the  same,  and I  entered  the  24  Carat  Cafe,  a  big

wooden building that had no customers, an empty cake cabinet and wooden

Hindi statues. The weight of the shopping bags made me want to put them on

the floor, but I didn’t, I wanted to make myself seem like I wasn’t committed

to staying. In no hurry, a man, who was talking to a woman in the kitchen, and

who had kind eyes came and stood on the other side of the counter. I chose my
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words carefully as I didn’t want to let the cat out of the bag, as they say. 

A  nice day outside,  wouldn’t  you say. Oh, this time of year has that

timeless air about it, I went on…The man who, although clearly unoccupied,

didn’t reply, and instead smiled insolently back at me, like I was half mad.

With  this  I  changed  tack,  and,  leaning  back  as  if  someone  was  passing

popcorn to someone seated on my other side took the time to gaze into the

empty, but brightly lit cake cabinet. May I ask what cakes you have on offer

on this splendid morning? I asked. I don’t know what came over me with the

word Splendid; I think perhaps because I was in town, and smelt like soap,

that I felt like being annoying. The man listed his cakes, cakes, due to their

absence from the cake cabinet I was forced to imagine. Splendid. Splendid. I

said again twice, although the situation was far from splendid. Where are your

cakes, mate? My cakes are in the kitchen, said the restaurateur. Show me, I

replied. You want to see my cakes? Yes, why else would I be here? Which

cake do you want to see? I long to see your most rich, moist, succulent and

porous baked apparition. I spoke like a man who knew his cakes, like a man

who wasn’t to be messed with when it came to cakes. I went on to say that I

wasn’t interested in what the masses regarded as their favourite cake. I had no

truck with best sellers, I wanted this man’s special cake, his cake of cakes, and

I wasn’t afraid of parting with my Centrelink cash.  

He  vanished  behind  the  kitchen  wall.  I  lost  sight  of  him as  I  heard

whispers and the sound of fridge and freezer rubbers breaking their seal, the

motors jolting into a new cycle and then a microwave door slamming, buttons

beeping, and the whir of the machine firing up. About 30 seconds later the

woman’s head appeared in the square gap, she smiled at me, retreated and then

there was more indecipherable whispers. 

Proudly holding the plate in the palms of his two hands the man returned

to the opposite side of the counter. I considered the cake, and asked: Could

you swear that this is your cake of cakes? Without a doubt, replied the man.

Could you insist that this is the cake which I must eat? Unconditionally, the
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man said, pushing his short sleeve up his forearm, to reveal my watch. Is this

cake a good cake? What an utterly superfluous and inadmissible question, he

said. You swear to me you didn’t, before you brought the cake out to me on

that plate, you didn’t defrost and reheat the cake from a freezer, before your

wife scooped some whipped cream on top? I swear, said the man. Splendid, I

said, since splendid was the word of the day. I shall have a long black, no, a

long mach and cake on the porch, I demanded, and walked at ease out the door

and found a spot in the sun with my bags of shopping, I needed to be cold and

calculated if I was to get my watch back. 

Three minutes later the man opened the door backwards, that is to say,

with his bum, and emerged with my coffee in his left hand, and, in his right

hand, my cake with melted cream. When he placed my coffee on the table I

made my move and locked my right arm over his left arm and clasped my

hands on my watch and started to pull at the rubber band and undo the silver

latch. My ambush worked as in that instant I confirmed without a shadow of

doubt that this was the watch I had left to charge on the balustrade of this very

cafe 18 months earlier, and, by the time I was half way home, by the time I

was in Byford, I realised I had left the watch spread over the balustrade to

charge the battery, and I quickly rang the cafe to ask if they had found a watch

on the balustrade, but no one answered, I had to ring at least five times before

someone picked up, and it was the man whose arm I had wriggling inside my

own arms,  I  could  tell  by  his  voice  on the  phone.  My friend Lorenz  was

driving and he asked me if it was an expensive watch and I said yes, and he

asked me if it  was a valued…. cherished watch, and I said Yes, and in my

mind I had already let the watch go; I knew the waiter had my Casio GW5000

on his wrist when Lorenz said we should turn around. We gotta turn back,

Lorenz said, as I hit the cafe voice mail for the fifth time and hung up without

repeating my earlier message. 

My arm grabbing move was cold-blooded, and, I must say, I shocked

myself as much as the waiter was shocked. At first he didn’t resist, but once he
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realised I was trying to take my watch off his wrist he pulled his arm. Give me

back my Casio GW5000-1JF, I  yelled,  and I  almost  had the clasp undone

when he yanked his arm through my arms, causing a bloody scrape on the

inside of my bicep. 

We parted. Do you have the time? kind sir, I asked. It’s too late for that,

he said, taking a glance inside to see if his wife was watching. You’re mental,

he continued, in a tone I wasn’t sure I appreciated. Get off my porch before I

ring the police. You said yourself on the phone you didn’t see a watch on the

balustrade,  yet  here you are,  wearing my Casio GW5000-1JF.  Your what?

See, you aren’t even aware that you have a master timepiece on your wrist, I

said.  Overcome with emotion my top lip  shook like a  branch.  He had the

insolence  to  take  the  watch  off  and  shove  it  in  his  pants  pocket.  You

bushwalkers are all the same, he said, you come in here and waste my time

and ask superfluous questions about my wife’s cakes and you lounge about for

hours on end charging your phones up for free and smelling like arsehole and

sorting  out  your  shopping on my porch  and throwing … by this  time  I’d

collected my shopping bags, since he reminded me of them, and withdrew

back to the common room at the Dwelly Backpackers to watch Mary Poppins. 

The sun was too high in the sky to camp at Dookanelly, even though my feet

were killing me and a shoulder strap was digging into my right shoulder. As

soon  as  I  stopped,  I  felt  better.  As  soon  as  I  walked,  I  felt  tired.  From

Dookanelly the track had been realigned owing to the fires that burnt down the

old bridge that crossed the Murray River. Instead of tracing the eastern side of

some cleared land, the track now traced the western side of the cleared land,

contrary to what my now outdated map reported. The problem was that few

track markers had been placed for the realignment and I was forced to retrace

my steps multiple times in order to be certain that I was heading in the right

direction. Each marker-less fork in the path presented another conundrum and
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I stood at each junction wondering which way to go when I spotted someone

else in my same predicament. Kent, or Kento was his name, although I did not

find out his Japanese name. He was taking a sip of water from the two litre

water bottle that hung from his left shoulder pocket, and Sawyer water filter

attached to the top of it. Kento, from Yokohama, said he traveled the world,

walking every walk he could find information about, and spent the season in

Maclaren Vale, South Australia, picking grapes and learning about viticulture,

for he dreamed to one day open the first organic winery in Japan. Kento and I

fell  in  together  and  eventually  found  our  way  to  the  newly  constructed

suspension bridge after being showered in dust from a caravan of Landcruisers

heading uphill as we headed downhill towards the river. The river, shallow

and saline had small islands of paperbarks that trapped the black moss that

swayed like  a  weathervane.  Both Kent  and I  filled  our  water  bottles  here,

intending to filter the water and camp somewhere along the way as reaching

the next hut Possum Springs was out of the question, we had too far to go and

it was already close to dark. 

Our way was along old vehicle tracks that hugged the contours above the

Murray. I had a feeling Kento was taking my lead as I promised him there

were campgrounds ahead, where we could light a fire and get a good night’s

rest. Kento seemed neither pleased nor displeased with my suggestion, and he

never openly showed pleasure nor displeasure in my jokes or local knowledge

that I slowed in sharing voluntarily, so when two kookaburras started cackling

in the jarrahs behind us and Kento called them magpies,  I didn’t bother to

correct him. To our left, sprawled out on a landing, two families filled one of

the camp grounds and didn’t see us with our headlights now on and scanning

in their  direction.  Onwards and onwards we walked but every campground

was full, with generators humming and music and the smell of burning bacon.

As we arrived at the final campground a Cherokee Jeep came alongside us,

forcing us off the path, the passengers were arguing while behind the jeep a

tall gum tree was dragged in the dirt. I knew then that we wouldn’t be camping
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there and after asking for some water we pressed on for another hour until we

came upon Harvey Quindanning road. Now out of the single track, we could

walk by the light of the moon, while I did a poo Kento checked his phone app

to see where we were. We still had enough water to make it through until the

morning. We decided to keep walking until we found a flat patch of ground.

Not long after  we came upon the  Worsley  Refinery conveyor belt.  It  was

switched off. This was the first patch of flat ground we had come across since

the crowded campground, and approaching 10pm, we decided this was a good

enough place to stop. There were private property and no camping signs but I

figured we would be gone just after sunrise so the likelihood of being found

would be slim.

I asked Kento where he was from and to my surprise he said he was

from Balga, a suburb north of Perth. To hide my mistake I asked him about his

gear, a subject he warmed to and opened up about. For this walk my base

weight  is  2450  grams,  Kento  said.  KS  Ultralight  35  backpack,  in  XPac

material,  with  two  shoulder  pouches,  320  grams.  Thermarest  Neo-Air

womens’ mattress, 340grams. Mountain Laurel Designs FKT synthetic quilt,

450 grams. Zpacks cuben fiber splash bivy 180 grams. Montbell down parka,

320 grams, Montbell Wind pants, 70grams, Smartwool socks and undies, Ultra

Lone Peak trail  shoes,  Icebreaker  Merino shirt,  a Montbell  hat.  Kento was

born in Balga, but moved to Osaka after graduating and worked for IBM for

ten years before hiking around the world for the last three years. He said he

was hiking as many long trails as he could, one continent at a time. He had

already  walked  the  big  three  in  North  America,  the  Appalachian,  the

Continental Divide and the Pacific Crest Trail, you know the one they made a

movie about starring Reese Witherspoon. Kento set his bivy up, blowing up

his mattress and pulling his quilt from his stuff sack. He had a BRS 3000t

titanium stove and a tiny Evernew titanium pot that he boiled his water with to

make ramen.  

Kento preferred to sleep safe from bugs, so, using his Black Diamond
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carbon-fibre hiking poles he set up just the inner of his tent about fifty metres

from the concrete pylons we were using as seats. I was about to ask Kent more

information about the other walks he had done around the world, and what

ones he had intended on walking when I quickly changed my question slightly

and I asked him why he walked instead. When he says Monster, I laugh. But

it’s not funny. I was trying to like him and I wanted him to like me so much so

that I could feel my face muscles unsmile. He looked at me without flinching,

and then he turned for bed and said goodnight. I wanted to keep talking, to get

to know him better. Instead a minute or two later was sat by myself on the

concrete  conveyor  belt  footing,  with  this  heavy,  antiquated  gear  and  my

instant pasta. Supine, the trusses stood out against the half-cloudy sky and I

was able to fall asleep. Maybe an hour later, maybe two, I had a strange dream

that I remember to this day and that has stuck with me for I was woken half

way through the dream by the Worsley conveyor belt starting up, at first like a

warm rumble that worked into my dream and then louder and louder until the

noise was so intense there no possibility to fall back to sleep. Forced to pack

up my gear, I walked half an hour down the track with my inflated mattress

under my arm, that banged and scraped on branches and bushes. In the dream

Kento and I were in Balga, on a remnant piece of urban bush next to a football

oval, and Kento was talking to these wallabies and he kept running with them

and pausing; If you run with me and the wallabies I’ll tell you why I walk,

Kento said and soon I was running and pausing with them too, and every time

we paused he talked to the wallabies and I.  My first  memory of my older

brother was at the big white house on Hawkshead Way, Kento said, the one

with the huge eucalyptus trees that dropped copious amounts of bark in the

garden and on the red tiled roof and on the paths that we rode our bikes on. He

and the next door neighbours were playing in the front yard and I, being ten

years younger than them, went to join them on my four-wheeled red car that

turned  the  rear  wheels  with  links  and  pulleys,  Kento  said  to  me  and  the

wallabies, before we ran a hundred metres and stopped under a large sheoak
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and stood touching the trunk. Maybe I skidded, or maybe I just fell out, as I

must have been two and a half,  maybe three years old then and K and his

friends rescued me by making ambulance siren sounds and delivered me to the

emergency room and to the nurse inside, who was my mother, Kento said to

me and the wallabies, in this dream under the sheoak. What happened to K

before this was and perhaps will always be a mystery to me, what I do know is

that his mother and my father separated, said Kento, and K came with me and

my dad to Australia from Japan. K and I had different mothers. When K killed

himself my father and I walked the Cape to Cape track and I ask my father

why  K’s  mother  and  him  divorced  and  he  told  me  this  story  about  how

Japanese people are strict and he was staying with K’s mother’s parents while

they built their house in the same village and my father went into the kitchen

and helped himself to a salad that K’s mother had prepared for a luncheon at

the local paper making workshop and that was enough for K’s parents to say

that my father didn’t possess the honour that a man in his family needed to

possess and not long after they split and K and my father moved to Australia,

to Balga where we were in my dream and where Kento took off from the

sheoak and ran and ran until I was puffed out, although the wallabies appeared

fine,  in this  strange dream I was having before the Worsley conveyor belt

cranked up and woke me. My mother was only nineteen when she had my

eldest sister. She must have been seventeen or younger when she took K under

her wing, as the saying goes, Kento said, to the wallabies that blinked, a white

swish above their brown pupils. Years K told me that my mother treated him

like a dog, always working him hard and she made him eat at a separate table

to my siblings and I, K always quickly said thank you for dinner after woofing

his food in. 

The owners of Hawkshead Way kicked us out abruptly one day and we

moved to a house, a house my father bought on Wythburn Ave, just around the

corner. I was about three, three and half by then and I remember my father

being angry when the owners kicked us out and I remember moving and I
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remember  ours  was  one  of  the  first  houses  on  the  street  and occasionally

kangaroos would be seen on our street. I loved my mother to death. She was

beautiful and I think she loved me too, said Kento, before pretending to run

and then not running and one or two wallabies started to jump off and then

stopped and about then in my dream my legs stopped working properly and

the dream world became like molasses,  I  was her first  son and you would

think K would have hated me for this, for the affection she gave me and not

him and for the warmth my sisters gave me and not him, but K loved me as

well, and always did, perhaps  too much, Kento said. He had a room out the

back which was a converted old train carriage that was freezing cold in winter

and boiling hot in summer and he would jump the fence and leave when he

wanted  and I  was  envious  of  his  freedom.  My father  never  seemed to  be

around, except at dinner time, when he demanded to be fed by my mother.

Once full he would watch TV and then ask my Mum what was for ‘sweets’. K

was either in his train carriage steering clear of my father, or, when he wanted

something he would have to jump through all kinds of hoops to be blessed

with the item, usually a second-rate item, and then with K’s luck he would

always break the item, and K would take another few months to build up the

courage to ask for something else he needed. My next eldest sister must have

been at school, and I must have been around four then, maybe younger, Kento

said in this dream I remember to this day, we had another younger sister too,

the one who had to be resuscitated when she was left unattended at the local

swimming pool.  I  don’t  know why K wasn’t  at  school,  Kento said to one

wallaby in particular, who craned her head to the side, there was the three of

us, K, the drowning sister and I. My younger sister was as big as you Kento

said, pointing to the wallaby he was paying attention to, she would be sleeping

on the couch and he would thrust his head into her crotch or into her nappy

and hump the couch, or a pillow. The wallabies and I were now in a living

room and Kento said K would turn some Beastie Boys on the stereo and do

‘breakdancing’ on the coffee table and Kento would mimic the dance moves
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he made and then he would strip Kento of his clothes and they would have

sword fights with their penises and then K would enter him from behind and

then Kento started running once more in the dream except this time I couldn’t

move I was stuck and my legs couldn’t move yet I could still  hear Kento in

my dream, in fact Kento’s voice became my voice in a way, as if I could read

his  thought  with  him  talking,  although  I  was  still  aware  that  Kento  was

talking.  My  mother  knew  something  was  up,  said  Kento  to  me  and  the

wallabies,  and  she  took  my  sister  to  a  gynaecologist  to  determine  if  the

drowning sister was penetrated, no one examined me Kento said and then K

moved out of our house and we never saw him for years and soon after my

mother locked me in my sister’s room with a baby doll naked but for a real

nappy for a few hours and she and my grandmother told me not to remove the

nappy off the doll. I was four years old, Kento said to the wallaby, holding a

white gum log in his hand while he stood in his lounge-room on Wythburn

Ave in my dream beneath the Worsley conveyor belt. I was in the room for a

long time as time is long for four year olds and what do you do in someone

else’s room that has no toys to play with and when my mother reentered the

room she found the nappy off the doll, I took the nappy off the doll through

sheer boredom, and my mother asked me why I took the nappy off the doll,

and Kento said that he didn’t have an answer for his mother and she asked him

many times why he took the nappy off the doll,  and then as if  this  dream

wasn’t  weird enough, I became Kento and a  woman like  my own mother

grabbed me by the wrist and started to hit me and started to belt me with the

belt  that was hanging on the door handle and that’s  when the noise of the

conveyor belt merged with my dream and I thought Kento’s house in Balga

was on the edge of collapse. 

As I said I woke up and gathered all of my stuff and barged up the track

with my blown up mattress  under  my arm and went back to  sleep.  Kento

walked by me in the morning and I heard his footsteps. He never wrote in the

logbooks. 
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Collie

The afternoon before I walked into the town of Collie, I met a German fellow

at Harris Dam Campsite. He wore a black polyester rain suit and mumbled as

he examined a map, smoking, when he looked up and said that there was a

short  cut  along  Patstone  Road  into  Collie,  saving  him  four,  maybe  five

kilometres,  by  his  calculations.  We  spoke  about  how  neither  of  us  had

showered  for  four  nights,  and  were  running  low on  interesting  food.  The

following morning when I crossed Mornington Road North, a tiger snake shot

off into the undergrowth and I had an image of The German’s map in my mind

and knew that the short cut road, Patstone Road, would be coming up in about

two kilometres. The final kilometres into Collie felt much longer than normal,

and I struggled to enjoy the sight of some twenty white-tail-black-cockatoos

spread across the canopies of two giant gum trees, nattering away with one

another,  as  nut  after  chewed nut plummeted to  the sealed road in  front  of

weatherboard houses. While footsore and hungry, a light, airy feeling moved

through  my  body  as  I  followed  the  railway  line  to  Chicken  Treat,  the

information centre, the war memorial and the grey painted Crown Hotel. 

As I was looking for somewhere to eat, a large dual cab ute covered in

dirt cruised past.  My shoulders were soaked in sweat as I leant my backpack

up against the lower wall of a kebab shop, entered through the plastic flaps

hanging in the door, and read the menu. A few moments later a pale chap, as

thin as a light post, emerged to take my order. He stood there patiently and

then jotted down my order with a blue pen on a tall notepad. He did not smile

as he handed me my change. As I found a white plastic chair to sit on outside,

I  spotted the tall  German from Harris  Dam exiting the Federal Hotel,  and,

despite the fair weather, was still wearing his black polyester rain clothes. He

walked to where I was, noticed the owner of the kebab shop was nowhere to

be seen, and pulled out a tobacco pouch from his back pocket before sitting in
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the other white plastic chair. He enquired about the quality of the kebabs and I

told him I had no idea since I had never eaten there before. Since I hadn’t

decided where I was going to sleep that night, I was going to ask him the price

of a hotel room when he cut me off and said he was disappointed with the

kebabs in Australia. Every single kebab he had in Australia was no good, man,

he  said,  New Zealand  included.  You can’t  even call  ’em kebabs,  he  said,

reading the menu through the window with his eyebrows furrowed and his

head shaking from side to side. The kebabs in Australia are not even kebabs,

the tall German said, you guys call ’em kebabs, but, trust me, man, they are

not  kebabs,  I  don’t  even know what  you call  ’em, but  they’re not  kebabs.

When I suggested that maybe they were giros, he looked at me like I was an

idiot and then asked if I was an idiot and said that if I knew anything, which

sounded more like any-sing, I would know that a giros is a giros, from Greece,

and a kebab is a kebab, from Germany. Turkey, I said. What about Turkey? To

this he laughed out loud and told me I was fucking crazy, and then lit his rollie

and swept the tobacco dregs off  the table  with the outer side of his  hand,

crossed his long legs and bounced his yellow and black trail shoes. He looked

up the street.

You guys call ’em kebabs, he went on, the tone of his voice rising and

falling as he spoke, but trust me, they are not kebabs; the meat is different, the

lettuce is different,  your tomatoes here are no good for starters, the sauce is

different, the bread is from the supermarket, I mean, have you guys even heard

of hommus? Oh man, they’re not even the same thing, not even close, in fact, I

bet  you  get  food  poisoning  eating  here,  he  said,  pointing  inside  with  his

thumb, deadly serious. The kebab-smith, wearing a white apron, called out my

number so I got up and pushed through the filthy plastic bug flaps hanging in

the doorway and received the warm white cylinder in a small clear plastic bag

and grabbed a Bundaberg ginger beer out of the fridge. On the white plastic

chair I sat down, peeled the butchers paper in half when I decided to provoke

The German first  by stating that  kebabs were not invented by Germans in
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Germany, but by Turks in Germany, and then quickly, without giving him a

chance to respond, asking what was the difference between a kebab, a pocket

and a Giros, before biting the chewy warm bread and a loop of onion that

twisted out of the top. The German did not fall for my trick of sliding in an

unsupported statement before swiftly moving onto a question and he began

breaking his answer into segments, when, speaking through a mouth full of

food I cut him off once more, and said that I too had been to Germany and that

yes, the kebabs in Germany were good, and that I could tell that he was not a

man to cry easily, perhaps not a man who would cry at all,  although, in any

case, I felt my duty was to assure him that if we both went to The Prophet on

Albany Highway in East Victoria Park and tasted the sensuous superiority of

the kebabs in that fine establishment, there would not be enough serviettes in

the entire world to dry the tears that would gush from his eye sockets as he

realised that he’d been living a kebab-delusion for most, if not all of his life,

and that perhaps, Germany did not make the best kebabs in the world, as he

had been led to believe. To this he scoffed, took another drag of his cigarette

and made a maniacal laugh inside his smoke filled mouth, before expelling the

grey vapour from his nose. 

A magpie lark was picking at pieces of food in the gutter when I took a

sip of my ginger beer and turned to The German and told him that okay we

might not have the best kebabs in Australia, but at least we have ginger beer,

and pies and fish and chips.  We have pies, he reacted.  Not real pies, I said,

only sweet pies, not savoury pies, before taking another sip from the brown

bottle. At least we have beer, he said, his voice reaching a falsetto. And bread,

he said, oh man, don’t get me started on the bread, I wouldn’t feed birds with

Australian bread. You see, in Germany, he went on, doing up the zip on his

black rain jacket, oh man, we do things the right way; the cars are better, the

trains  and  buses  are  better  and they  run  on  time,  the  government  makes

changes  when the  changes  need making,  not  like  you idiots who have  no

carbon scheme, the beer is better, the women are better, the bread is better, the
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art, technology, boats, philosophers, the buildings are better—he was about to

continue when I interrupted him, drawing attention to an obvious weakness, an

obvious cheap and easy shot, a remark I later regretted, I said, yeah, yeah we

all  know everything in Germany is  the best,  the bread is  the best  and the

kebabs are  the best,  but no one makes concentration  camps  quite like The

Germans, do they? For the first time the tall German looked me in the eyes, his

blue eyes that struck me to the core with a deep sincerity that  blurred my

perception of where I was, and, as an image of my visit to Dachau came to

mind, his left eye lid quivered and his lips pursed and an awkward silence

came over us. After sitting like statues for thirty seconds I tried to draw him

back from wherever his mind was by telling him that during the second big

war there were concentration camps right here in Collie and Harvey, all across

Australia as a matter of fact; Germans, Italians and Japanese were locked up

and put to work building roads and hydrology projects. Even now, I said, if

you trace the course of the Collie River, from the base of the Wellington Dam,

past the giant stone quarries and along the cold water that gushed out of the

geyser, you will come across a concrete aqueduct that cuts into the contours of

the valley, the water  diverted from a large weir and flowing through sheoak

and eucalyptus forests near the Roelands Aboriginal mission, the clear water

shallow and the bottom of the aqueduct covered in a layer of brown algae, the

fine  hairs  of  which  are  permanently  blown downstream towards  the  citrus

farms in the foothills of the shire of Harvey, and then ultimately out to the

Indian Ocean. The German was listening, although he didn’t react. 

More  than  two  thousand  prisoners  were  held  in  the  Harvey

Concentration Camp, I kept saying, and they built a post office, an abattoir, an

altar, a school and a smithy. At the time  my government stole thousands of

Aboriginal children from all over the state of Western Australia, and moved

them to Roelands to live in giant dorm-houses to be ‘assimilated’—I crooked

my index fingers to indicate the inverted commas—to become  good, white

Christian kids and learn the white way, while their parents, the ones who were
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capable of escaping the other camps in Mogumber, Carrolup and New Norcia,

moved as close as they could to be with their children to work on nearby farms

for nothing, six days a week, I said. On Sundays, the day the Christians rest, I

went on, after they went to church for three hours, the parents may have been

allowed to visit their children for an hour or two, to tell them they loved them

and that they were doing everything in their power to be near them and that

one day soon, everything would be better. Often, fights broke out when the

missionaries  decided that  visiting  hours were over  and the  children  had to

return to their dorms and the parents had to return to work, I said, ending my

small speech and picking at the garlic sauce-drenched lettuce in the bottom of

the kebab wrapper. The magpie lark was now standing a metre in front of us

and a loud motorbike shattered the quiet we both fell back into, The German

and I, sitting on the white plastic chairs. Tucking his socks into his black rain

pants, The German, I never found out his name, stood up, stamped out his

cigarette,  checked  his  iPhone  for  messages,  and  walked  off  toward  Coles

without saying goodbye, or anything.

The kebab shop owner came outside removed the kebab wrapper and

empty  ginger  beer  bottle,  and snapped me out  of  my inner  monologue by

asking me how my kebab was. A half-lie, or maybe a half-truth exited my

mouth when I said the kebab was good. Two texts came through when I turned

my phone on. One from Richard about the Dockers winning and one from

Scotty asking where I’ll be in a week. He sent the message three days before

and guessed I’d be in Balingup in about four days, and let him know. I decided

I was going to keep walking, ten kilometres, maybe more, and pitch my tent or

sleep out in the open somewhere near the track, instead of paying for a hotel

room. Balingup was three nights away. There were two nights worth of food

in my pack, so I bought an extra two nights from Coles, half expecting to run

into The German in the biscuit aisle, although I never did see him again, his

sincere gaze, and the blueness of his eyes troubled my mind as I trudged up

the grey dirt reserve that ran under the powerlines heading south-west from
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Collie,  the  hot  sun  turning  cooler  as  evening  approached.  The  power  line

reserve abutted private property, and some of the houses either had no back

fence or the wavy grey sheets of asbestos that were meant to be a fence were

lying flat or at odd angles in the dirt. My way was through loose sand, dotted

with horse hoofs, and I imagined rubbing my hand along the long drooping

power cables that framed the sky. I was taking a glance at each house in turn,

when, in one of the back yards, bereft of grass or plants, with only dirt, ripped

blankets and broken toys foregrounding a brick and tile building, a small boy,

barely ten years of age, was teasing a chained up pit-bull. My eyes returned to

the direction of the steel War of the Worlds structures that rose up out of the

earth, when I knew he spotted me looking into his property. Ten steps later I

looked  once  more  into  the  boy’s  backyard  and  noticed  he  was  advancing

towards me with a cricket bat in his hands. Close enough for me to hear him

he flicked up his chin and said that I was on private property and I best be on

my way. The boy was parroting the words of his guardians, I thought, whose

presence I became aware of through the dark, thin canoe shaped gaps in the

venetian blinds inside the windows. By way of pointing out the border of his

domain, I was tempted to correct the child on the legalities of the situation, but

thought better than engaging with him and instead pressed on, as quickly as

possible,  toward  Mungalup  Dam,  where  my  first  stomach  and  intestinal

disturbances began. 

When I reached the northern side of the half-full  olympic-swimming-

pool  sized  dam,  I  saw  the  clay  edges  sloped  down  evenly,  and  distinct

horizontal layers of sediment and crushed leaves acted like depth gauges of

past downpours. Two ducks started paddling away on my arrival creating V-

shaped ripples that broke the completeness of the reflected orange globe of the

sun hovering just above the tree line. Intending to camp as soon as possible,

the idea was to fill up my soft bladder and water bottle from the dam. As the

light was decreasing rapidly, I didn’t bother to take my backpack off, and trod

diagonally down the slope of the bank from the hard clay at the top to the soft
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sandy mud at the water’s edge. My boot stirred the loam and I had to wait

there for a minute until the water cleared, when I noticed, on the sand, more

than  half  a  dozen  cylindrical  Banksia  Grandis  spikes  in  various  states  of

decomposition; from gnarly grey-black cones to faded yellow footballs with

needle-like flowers. A procession of ants emanated from the fresh flowers.

The broad tree with a two-pronged trunk was set back quite far from the dam

and the closest branch was ten metres from the top of the bank, so I wondered

if cockatoos or children had moved the cones to their present position. The

sight of these flowers reminded me of my visit to the Banksia Farm in Mount

Barker, the exact date I don’t recall, when the owner, encouraging me to touch

the  plants  as  we  walked  along  the  crushed  stone  path,  suggested  that  an

interesting experiment would be to artificially pollinate every single stigma,

meticulously  collecting  the  pollen  from  the  stamen  of  one  cone  and

transferring that pollen to another cone. The end result, he suggested, after two

or three days of microscopic labour, would not be realised for at least three

months, when the cone, still growing on the tree, would produce hundreds of

fertilised follicles that increased the mass of the deflowered cone to the size of

a large dining table, possibly larger. Slices of the wooden cone could then be

used for furniture, according to the owner of the banksia farm. 

Two kookaburras were laughing their  heads off as I walked with the

water bladder lid clutched between my middle and index fingers, keeping an

eye out for cleared undergrowth as a place to pitch my tent. Taking a sip of the

brownish water, my stomach growled and I pulled my headlight out from a

side pocket and kept walking further and further than I had planned to when I

left  Collie.  The  time  was  7:30pm  and  I  was  about  two  hours  from  the

Yabberup Hut, and in a moment of capriciousness I decided to make for the

hut,  making  the  day  a  forty  kilometre  effort,  shortening  this  section  to

Balingup by a day, and I tipped out the water from the dam into the middle of

a grass tree. As if brought on by the decision to keep walking, the strain in my

feet grew worse, and long streams of bubbles erupted from deep in my bowels,
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causing burps. The headlamp lit up the reflective track markers nailed to trees

along the route.  Despite the increasing pains of stomach cramps, I still  felt

fairly strong as I made my way up the final hill to Yabberup Hut. The hut was

empty, and dark. A roo thumped in the distance. With no appetite I took my

boots off, blew up my mattress, pulled the sleeping bag from the stuff sack and

lay on my side, paying close attention to the worsening stomach cramps. As

soon as I was comfortable, I had to get up to brush my teeth, go to the toilet

and  fill  up  the  water  bottle.  I  got  up  too  quickly  and  my head  spun  and

striations formed across my vision. Waves of saliva entered my mouth and I

had to grab a post for support. A layer of sweat grew on my neck, forehead,

chest and hands. Using my hand as a cup, I took a sip of water from the giant

plastic tank, and stood up, taking in the night sky, the luminous orange glow

of Collie, and the coal mines off to the north. White gum trunks towered over

the  black  balga  trees  and I  bent  over  once  more  and spread water  on my

mouth, face, and the back of my neck. I now knew I was going to vomit, so I

walked barefoot and half naked off the path while waves of saliva filled my

mouth and all I could do was rest my hands above my knees and blow a steady

stream of saliva onto the crisp sepia coloured leaves that covered the ground,

my shoulders heaved as the kebab I  had eaten in Collie  splattered and the

stench of garlic sauce purged out of my snot filled nostrils. I looked up and

was startled to see the roo I had heard earlier standing there watching. At that

moment I took the large brown eyes for a kind of compassion, and as I wiped

the spew from my chin I said hello Mr Roo, sorry for spewing in your garden,

and returned to the hut. The  I feel better post-vomit feeling didn’t last long,

and with a freezing fever, my body repeated the spewing episodes two or three

times throughout the night before I could fall into a deep sleep. 

Exhausted as I was, I lay in my sweat drenched clothes and fell in and

out of sleep throughout the night and deep into the following day, when I was

awoken by the sound of two female voices and their shoes crunching the wood

chip floor. Too feverish to move, and in no mood to socialise, I did not emerge
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from my sleeping bag and I tried to tune into their words about how glad they

were to reach the hut, the entries in the log books, but what I heard only came

to me in chunks. There was a pause, the sound of objects clunking on wooden

bunks, sighs after boots being removed, the blowing of steam from the top of a

boiling cup, and a raven cawing somewhere outside, when the melodic voice

said; ….you remember Neville and I had the miscarriage, right? Not long after

that I asked my boss if I could take some unpaid leave on top of my annual

leave to walk in New Zealand and get my head straight, to have a break from

everyone. My stupid boss said No, he was too busy and he needed me and all

this other bullshit. But I’d had enough of him by then, I’d worked myself into

the ground for him and even though I didn’t tell him about the miscarriage, I

thought he might understand, so after chatting with Neville, the melodic voice

said, I decided I was going to quit and walk go to New Zealand, and Neville

was going to take time off ……the track is hard on your body, harder the Bibb

track……I stayed with Aunty Joy in Invercargill.  Do you know she sleeps

around on Uncle Roger? Couldn’t believe what she was saying when she told

me….

…The  next  day  I  walked  from  Invers  to  Bluff,  or,  I  should say  I

intended to walk from Invers to Bluff and then hitch back to Invers, the trauma

of the police violence still fresh in my mind at that time. I got five kilometres

from town walking into a  strong headwind and scattered  showers,  when a

small blue jeep pulled up and the driver offered me a lift, so I jumped in the

back, thinking I’ll start from the other end with a tailwind, cramped in with

jerry cans, a boogie board, and a shovel and a rake…… My legs were asleep

by the  time  we got  to  the  lookout  with  the  yellow direction  and distance

pointers pointing to cities all around the world. I’d already started the walk, I

suppose, when I left Invers, but I still asked some people to take my photo at

the lookout and then the walk proper started when I took my first steps out to

the bluff  past  all  these poisonous vermin traps,  keeping an eye out for the

small  orange  markers  that  I’d  be  following  for  the  next  sixty  days,  the
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enormous Southern Ocean off to the left. Walked another twenty kilometres in

the rain and then a funny thing happened, when I got to the exact spot where

the jeep picked me up earlier, a blue ute drove around the corner and the guy

stopped and wound down the  window and he said it’s  too  cold  to  be out

walking and he gave me a lift into town. Nearly every tourist hitch-hikes……

Her voice rose and fell. I threw my sleeping bag off. You alright, mate? She

asked…

…That last night Aunty Joy and I went out to O’Shea’s Irish Pub. She

was blind drunk, pointing out all the men she’d slept with, saying which ones

she would sleep with again, and which ones she wouldn’t, which ones had a

big dick and which ones were good in bed. Then she pointed at a young guy

and said I should go after him. I told her I had a boyfriend. She shrugged her

shoulders and said it didn’t matter, as long as Neville didn’t find out and as

long as no one got hurt, no harm done. I didn’t know what to say. You know

she’s been married to Uncle Roger for like thirty five years…she kept buying

drink after  drink before I  could finish the last  one.  Just  as I  was about to

answer she grabbed my hand and pulled me up on the empty dance floor, god

I felt like such a dork, not because she was embarrassing, but because she was

so exciting and I’m so boring. As I was dancing, and the blue lights twirled

above our heads, I thought of Neville back at home…if I cheated on him, I

thought,  as Joy celebrated the beginning of the next song, our relationship

would be over. Had to be over. For in the very act of cheating one has already

chosen to end the relationship. And then I said to Aunty Joy, who was trying

to get me to dance with this guy, that you’re the one who gets hurt in the end,

and she frowned at me….…The next day I walked to Riverton along Oreti

beach,  still  playing  out  the  trauma  of  the  Beeliar  protest  in  my head,  the

melodic voice said. There was a giant tree trunk on the beach, half covered in

sand. How the trunk got there I don’t know. I imagined some kind of tree

filled island, intact, free from axes and chainsaws. The trunk had fallen into

the water and drifted there, and then, as if caught in some kind of molecular
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inertia, a teenager on a quad bike felt compelled to do donuts around the trunk,

over and over again, cutting deep into the sand and pebbles, until the tracks

were nearly as deep as the trunk itself. Maybe he needed to be winched out in

the end, drunk on doing donuts, the dance around the log…the wind was so

strong I needed all my strength to stand up…….on the 12th of Jan about a

thousand of us entered the fenced off site in Coolbellup where Roe 8 was

going to be built. We were going to sit around the machinery compound to

delay the bulldozers. Two brave women had crept inside the compound during

the night and had locked on and a thousand of us cheered them on as they

were cut  loose and taken off in  paddy wagons.  The police then gave us a

fifteen minute warning to leave. We were herded out of the area by lines of

police, mounted police and police attack dogs barking viciously at us without

muzzles. We were peacefully resisting and at one point we formed a circle and

then a huge horse was right on my shoulder and knocked my hat off and we

had nowhere to move because we were caught in this grove of trees, I then fell

over  onto  a  tree  and  was  pushed  from  behind  and  sustained  a  suspected

fractured rib and bruising….

….my friend Emma, a woman I met at the protectors camp, a lawyer

who was helping liaise between the police and the protestors, she was arrested

twice, the first time for trespassing, and then the second time she was parked

on Hope Road near Bibra Lake very early one morning. She had these Beeliar

blue flags in her car and then the police searched her car and she was told that

she  had  been  recognised  and  was  under  arrest  for  a  breach  of  her  bail

conditions, the melodic voice said. She was taken into custody for about eight

hours,  and  when  the  police  moved  her  from  the  police  station  to  the

magistrates court they strip searched her, trying to intimidate her, the whole

time she was saying that she wanted a lawyer and she knew her rights, and

then when she went into the court  the magistrate  listened for about fifteen

minutes and threw the case……the whole time during the protest the police

were building up profiles of people and targeting those people specifically,
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even though they were protesting legally. Then my boss told me he thought

the highway should get built, that that’s progress and the killing of animals is

some kind of collateral damage and he didn’t agree with me spending my time

outside of work protesting, and that I reflected poorly on his business and I

had just enough, after all I’d done for him over the years, working nights and

weekends, I always knew he didn’t believe his head was buried in the sand…

….Oreti  beach was broad up in  the curve at  the  Riverton  end.  Grey

clouds both cirrus  and cumulus  drifted  in  layers  overhead.  A lawn mower

hummed in a front yard and two ladies with walking sticks were the only ones

visible on the desolate beachfront. A storm was brewing, they said. Best to

find a roof to sleep under tonight. One of the ladies gave me the last of her

water and said I didn’t have much of an Aussie accent. You guys cop enough

flak over there,  I  think I  said,  funny the little  snippets  of conversation we

remember. So I booked into the backpackers in Colac Bay. 

When I checked in the owner Wazza said this German guy dressed in

black had left two minutes before I arrived and was headed for Martin’s Hut,

where I ended up walking the next day. Wazza said this three times while I

stood at the bar, and I said he’ll probably get caught in the storm and then

Wazza said The German was going to be fine as he showed him a short cut.

Momentarily I felt disheartened that I’d missed a northbound walker, as I was

looking forward to company in the backpacker room. The mind games you

play creep in and out when walking, and knowing there are others around.

Soul-searching, one of the old ladies with the walking sticks called. You find

it when you stop looking, I said. 

The backpacker room had a bunk bed, a double bed and a single bed. Each bed

had a blue fleece throw at the foot end on top of a duvet. I tested each bed for

firmness and all were too soft. After a shower the rain started. I was reading

the Southland Newspaper with the headline that read  Dangerous Mountain

Route Gets Markers After A French Tourist Got Lost and Died on Jan 11,
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when this chook walked into the hostel room, so funny. In the newspaper there

were these quarter pages given to a notice by a man named Neil about going

for a walk in the bush, a long letter about the weather, and an unedited version

of the speech given by the head girl at the graduation ceremony. After that I

went for a stroll around town, looking for somewhere to eat. All the shops had

a sign on the door saying if you want anything to ring or text this number and

we’ll be there in a jiffy. The fish n chip shop had a wall  of miscellaneous

groceries, but I didn’t feel like fish n chips, so I walked to The Lodge around

the corner and saw on the blackboard Fiona’s Monday Meals Start at 6pm, so

I went inside. The place was empty, except for these creepy deer heads, and

asked about the meals. I was told in no uncertain terms…

…..The sun must have emerged from behind the clouds as the tin roof started

ticking,  I  got a hot flush,  and pretty  soon my whole body was covered in

sweat, and I scratched my already irritated neck. I drifted in and out of the

woman’s story about hiking in New Zealand. The more sick I felt the dumber

her story sounded, and sometimes I wished she would shut up….….reached

the top of the hill, having taken my long-sleeve shirt off because of the heat,

the melodic voice went on. I read the information sign about the old times, the
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pre-European times, and looked back along Oreti beach, now windless, all the

grains of sand plopped in the shore. Terra firma. I thought I had the lookout to

myself and started reading a book when a black v8 ute arrived and a man in

blue overalls pottered around with a massive camera slung from his neck. The

loud exhaust and tyre noises in the gravel were starting to give me the whoops

when  from  inside  the  car  came  the  sound  of  one  of  my  favourite  songs

Bigmouth Strikes Again, by The Smiths. A ship was pulling into harbour. The

man  with  the  camera  wanted  to  chat  but  I  was  still  preoccupied  with  the

protest,  about  the  trauma being played out five thousand kilometres  to  the

north west—how I was sitting on a lookout in sleepy Southland….….asbestos

poisoning,  dead  animals,  loss  of  habitat,  police  brutality,  helplessness,

lawlessness…..….a bunch of jobless no hopers who had nothing better to do

than stand in the way of progress. I mean, usually no one cares about anything

in  Australia, and to a certain extent  we had forgotten how we arrived there.

The start  of  the  protest  became a distant,  fuzzy memory that  no one  dare

revisit, no one could revisit. We had forgotten when and how we first met one

another. Was it on the rug on North Lake Road or pinning a heart-shaped note

on the fence on Malvolio? We erased the thought or didn’t have time to reflect,

as  we were  now fixated  on  the  machinery,  or  watching someone else  get

arrested, or burying another dead bandicoot. From outside the fence you could

smell  the  sap  and  gas  of  dying  grass  trees,  some  that  were  seven,  eight

hundred years old….

….with their flower spikes sent skyward, and their thick skirts hiding

their resin trunks, they bear their experience of us within them. In some ways

they know more about us than we know about them, bearing witness to the

English invasion, in the same way we can date, centuries ago, when a fire ….

….The  next  day,  walking  along  the  old  gold  miners’  race  toward

Martin’s Hut, you start to observe these thoughts racing and racing, racing into

a merged amalgamation of emotion that feels like a self-inflicted trauma, the

melodic voice said. The real truth is that the trauma was caused by someone
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else and you felt there was no choice but to do everything you can to bring

attention  to  the  destruction.  Then  the  absurd  realisation  hits  you,  the

realisation that the only way to physically stop the destruction is to form and

arm  your  own  police  force,  to  overpower  those  who  are  protecting  the

machinery that are killing the animals and trees. When you step back from

these absurd thoughts,  you realise  you’ve lost  all  sense of  perspective  and

you’ve became part of the trauma and now feel compelled, in some way, to

bring those responsible to account. I don’t know, the melodic voice said, I still

have no idea why the government wanted to smash up a forest eight weeks out

from an election, when the opposition, who were more than likely to win the

election, had said they would not build the highway. I was so angry, and I

didn’t know what to do with my anger, seeing animals killed, being threatened

and abused by police, watching friends get arrested, watching other people I

loved being traumatised as well.  Not to be in Coolbellup knowing that the

destruction was continuing drove me crazy, as I walked through along the race

of the old Chinese Gold Mine towards Martin’s Hut. That kind of destruction

is part and parcel of the world we live in, the melodic voice said, and that

sends me mental….

… A new wave of sweat worked its way up my back and saliva started

to  fill  my  mouth….…a  couple  of  days,  over  Bald  Hill  and  through  the

Longwood Forest, my feet were troubled with blisters and I could hardly walk.

Had the  first  of  hundreds  of  river  crossings,  the  melodic  voice  said,

when you step into the stream your foot is swept downstream, every ounce of

your strength is needed to hold position, all of your strength to lift and drag

your saturated shoes across the rapid, my steps break the surface and the drops

obscure  the  whited  water,  obscuring  the  bottom,  you  can  hardly  see  the

difference between a slippery rock and the river bed. That afternoon I met The

German and some Australian guy named Tim. They were sitting at a picnic

table  at  Lower  Princhester  Hut  playing  chess  on  an  iPhone,  smoking  and

making stupid jokes. They pissed me off actually, now that I remember, the

119



melodic voice said, when they saw that I was on my own, they looked back up

the track and into the forest from where the stream was coming, expecting a

man to arrive any moment……the Aussie  asked if  I  was on my own, and

when I said yes, they looked surprised and then they asked how far I intended

on walking, and I said the whole South Island, and they laughed at each other

as if I had no idea what I was getting myself in for. I looked at them and knew

I could walk faster and further than either of them, so there was no debate, and

went  inside  the  hut  to  make  dinner,  read,  and  get  some  sleep.  I  felt

unwelcome, unwanted and teased and I probably should have left and pitched

my tent somewhere else, but my feet were killing me and the sandflies outside

were a constant menace, so I slept in the hut and tried to ignore them as much

as possible. Luckily they were hitching to Te Anau the next morning to go

shopping and I wouldn’t run into them again, so I thought. The next day I set

off from Lower Princhester Hut, happy to be free from The German and the

Aussie, wearing my favourite purple sneakers with my walking poles tapping

quietly  on the dirt farm roads, between sheep paddocks with men on quad

bikes whistling at their packs of work dogs when the rains started, my raincoat

hooded head, my pack cover filling up with water at the bottom, my brown

shorts on and my socks getting sodden and wearing thin. The rain came down

and came down. A few locals I ran into the next day said some sixty millilitres

fell and I fell into this pattern of thought that the rain was falling because of

me… 

…Oh yes, I walked through that fire, the water drops fell in lashes from

the sky, tapping on my shoulders, I was a conduit for the world I was creating,

interpreting and passing through, beside the Mavora Lakes Road, the Mararoa

River and Mavora Lake itself, the melodic voice said, in the forests and the

raging rapids, the raging rapids that were rising higher by the minute, the goal

of a sound sleep inching closer and closer. That day I ended up walking sixty

kilometres,  from Lower Princhester  Hut  to  Carey’s Hut,  I  no longer  cared

about skipping the edges of mud puddles or walking through bushes around
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streams, I found I could stop being so critical, that I could quieten my mind

and stop worrying, for a moment or two at least, and the water drops were the

enabler,  my  past  flowing,  colluding,  one  drop,  two  drops,  pitter-patter

colliding with one another until the drops appeared to be one, united, legion,

gaining force, as if my past, everything to do with the protest, how we humans

are fucking the planet  up one day at  a  time,  in  this  overcast  light,  at  that

moment made a kind of sense, and I could let everything go. You go from one

landscape  to  the  next  and  start  seeing  how  humans  have  transformed

everything. I had done all I could for the Beeliar Wetlands, I could start to see

that now, and I allowed myself a selfie, a reminder of the moment I could

forget, no, not forget, to look at my thoughts in this way instead of the way I

had been looking at my thoughts, and then Carey’s Hut was there, the grey

roof and the white walls barely visible in the rain, the sixty millilitres that fell,

the melodic voice said, the indifferent streams flowing ferociously, smashing

their way to join the lake and I had walked further than I had ever walked in a

single day, further than I  had planned, for I  meant  to pitch my tent at  the

second suspension bridge but the rain had not ceased and the hut was only

another two hours further, and unlike the thought patterns  I normally would

have thought,  which was to wonder if  the people inside Carey’s Hut were

interested in my story, interested in where I had walked from that day, and

why I was arriving at nine at night during the last of the light, no, something

had  changed  in  me,  I  was  more  concerned  with  waking  those  inside  up,

disturbing them while they slept. Found the hut pitch black inside, darker than

the  black  clouds that  cast  their  spectre  over  what  we call  Mavora Lake.  I

walked fourteen hours that day and I was soaked and the hut was empty, save

for a few rats scurrying around when I lay down to rest.

Further  and further  up the  Mararoa River  I  followed the star  pickets

capped with orange plastic tubes, like relay batons, dotted up the undulating

open plains, walking forty kilometres one day, thirty the next. Some pickets

were at odd angles. Perhaps someone had lent on one to remove a rock from a
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shoe. The pickets, with the orange batons on top, like piano keys, tuned us to

the track, and swooned to the weight of our rest.  I would stand motionless

from time to time to make out the fences or holding pens in the clearings.

Often the clearings would be bordered by a small stream or in some cases a

raging  waterfall  would  separate  the  two.  Without  hesitation  I  would  walk

through the water and climb up the other hill. Once at the top in the sludgy

tussock I could survey the extent of the clearing, right the way to the horizon.

A small  shrub would play tricks on me, moving in the wind like a human

waving.  Our  impact  on  the  landscape  is  often  like  a  mirage,  I  thought  to

myself,  said  the  melodic  voice,  a  past  only those  considered  hypercritical,

uptight and with a chip on their shoulder can grasp without it slipping through

their vision. Once the track entered the forest closer to the Greenstone Hut,

with the craggy summits crumbling and high winds lifting the lighter sand in

plumes,  I  could feel  myself  healing,  in  some way, feel  my gentleness  and

kindness return, as if the clean air in the vicinity of the trees was allowing me

to see the space inside of me, instead of focusing on the objects that were

blocking my perception, the melodic voice said. 

A woman I spoke to at Greenstone hut, who, after tripping on a tree root,

had a swollen and bruised knee. She said she was, for a brief period of time,

the world freestyle skiing champion in the 1980’s. The champion skier said

that the islands of New Zealand were relatively remote and were not colonised

by the  Polynesians  until  as  recently  as  eight  hundred years  ago,  when the

native  trees  and  shrubs  competed  for  the  brightest  light,  tiny  saplings

photosynthesised in the fallen leaves on the forest floor, and flightless birds

fossicked in the hummus. With a few exceptions, nearly all of New Zealand’s

vegetation  was  susceptible  to  widespread  conflagration,  only  the  manuka,

matagouri, bracken and tussock were adapted to repeated burning, the skier

said,  said the melodic voice.  The fire-driven deforestation of New Zealand

was unparalleled for its speed and completeness, valley by valley we humans

let our presence known by setting fire to whatever would burn, set the forests
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on fire to open up the land to expose whatever treasure may be hidden inside

the thick, dark thickets. Families of kiwi birds, bats and owls were unaware of

the encroaching flames, the woman at Greenstone hut said, said the melodic

voice. We ate whatever moved. In our search for gold and tin and shipbuilding

and housing timber, the great forests went up with the wind or dissolved into

the fast flowing rivers that would need a quarter century to run clear once

more. Once the land was cleared livestock was let loose. Deer hunters were

employed during the fifties and sixties to control the deer population as the

saplings  were  being  eaten  before  they  could  mature.  During  this  time  the

majority of the highland walking tracks were established. Huts and fire pits

were  built,  many  of  which  have  now  been  destroyed  in  storms  or

deconstructed by the government for safety reasons, the woman with the sore

knee  said,  said  the  woman  with  the  melodic  voice.  The  fires  spread,  and

burned  through  the  night,  just  as  the  flames  had  spread  on  every  other

continent and island around the world during the course of the discovery of

new lands. The idea of natural destruction has been stuck in my mind and

influenced  everything  I’ve  done,  said  the  woman  with  the  sore  knee,  like

witnessing a dead possum or hare in the middle of a track and being unable to

shake the image out of my brain. I’m going to pop one day, she said, groaning

as she elevated her foot onto a log next to the pot belly. I come out here to get

away from all the skepticism, the game, to be with what little nature we have

left,  the woman at  Greenstone Hut said,  said the woman with the melodic

voice, and then I have to listen to all these tourists telling me how beautiful

and wonderful everything is. 

You’d think that by coming out here, watching the geese flying in small

flocks over the tussock, the hares flight along the fence line, the hedgehog

scurrying in the undergrowth,  I  would relax,  but all  I  can see is  the small

remnants of forest, the thin strips of vegetation protected by the deep gullies,

too wet to burn, and the tiny pockets of what didn’t burn, the world champion

skier said, said the melodic voice, what we needed for ships and houses was
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taken to the coastal towns and what was left was burnt and burnt over, the

bonfires  smouldering  year  round  and  the  ancient,  subterranean  super-

organisms consisting of mycelium, fungi, roots, sugar, springtails and minerals

together with the intelligence of that network dying when the forest died and

the carbon the tree was storing is dumped into the neighbouring trees and if

there  are  no  trees  left  the  carbon  is  released  into  the  atmosphere….

…..Sweating profusely, I threw my sleeping bag off my head and shoulders,

and came up for some fresh air, sitting up in the bunk and startling both of the

women. I knew I was going to be sick once more, so I slowly made my way

outside, apologising to both of them on the way out and trying to let them

know I had food poisoning. The woman with the melodic voice continued

talking while I washed my mouth out at the metal water tank next to the hut.

The air was slightly cooler outside and I thought about lying in the shade in

case I needed to vomit again….…was sitting on a rock near where the water

flowed  down from Lake  Constance  to  Blue  Lake,  a  pristine  little  stream,

streaming  and  gurgling,  streaming  and  gurgling  I  was  hiding  from  The

German, who was in the hut about two hundred metres away, wearing his

black polyester rain suit. Somehow we had both ended up at the hut having a

rest day. I was sitting on the rock thinking about what had taken place that

morning, when the hut was full with about fourteen people and I was lying on

an upper bunk near the window, awake before everyone else, when, one by

one, they all woke up and started packing to start walking either up over the

Waiau  Pass  or  towards  Saint  Arnaud  over  the  Travers  Saddle.  I  watched

people wrapping on the feet and ankles, eating peanut butter with a spoon, or

eating a muesli bar, or wiping their eyes clear as if a few wayward eyelashes

refused to be dislodged, or jamming their sleeping bags into their stuff sacks,

or rolling the air out of their mattresses. Watching everyone from the top bunk

the thought occurred to me that a small idea can slow one’s progress; the idea

to keep your sleeping bag across your waist while you read the maps for the

day ahead can slow you down as much as thirty minutes, the melodic voice
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said. Turning oats into porridge can take a long time, particularly if you have

an  alcohol  burner,  their  pots  are  always  the  blackest,  and  their  faffing  is

always the greatest, as if they have chosen to faff to slow themselves down, to

not rush out the door the way the woman with big teeth from Brisbane had

done, she was ready in a flash, long before everyone else, and before I had

read a chapter of my novel she was standing at the door saying goodbye and

good luck to everyone, with her two walking poles held in one hand and her

hat tucked under her arm, when this French guy started asking her all these

questions about the weather, how long she expected to make time over the

Waiau Pass, what to expect and so on and so forth, so that by the time she

really left, the time she really should have said goodbye and good luck, right at

the end,  she never said anything and afterwards I was wondering if she was

rude for not saying goodbye twice, and if I would have stuck to my guns and

said goodbye only once like she did,  or if  I would have caved in and said

goodbye twice, the melodic voice said. I was beginning to miss the woman

from Brisbane, who had already departed, and was most likely half way up the

track to Lake Constance, when, considering how quickly she packed up and

left, I noticed how slowly the faffers were taking, everyone else now appeared

to take forever to pack up and get out of the hut and leave The German and I

in  peace.  In  my mind  I  transported  the  faffers to  an  outdoors  shop and I

imagined them in the store asking the outdoor retail specialist for the most faff

friendly equipment available, the melodic voice said…

…As I rolled over, the afternoon light had faded… I stared outside and

thought  that  maybe I  had no more  spew to  come….…Next  there  was  the

changing out of your bed clothes and into your walking clothes which were

usually hung up near the door so when you go outside you caught a whiff of

their dank musty odour, the melodic voice said.  In the morning you can see

fog emerge out of people’s mouths as they bend over to change pants, or, if

they’re less body conscious, try to quickly change their underwear as well,

which whenever  I tried to change my underwear in a room full of people,
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required  a  fair  amount  of  poise  not  to  trip  over—you want  to  have  your

walking underwear pre-prepared, facing the right way, not inside out, dangling

on a  bunk ladder  or  some other  convenient  place  that  will  enable  a  swift

carrying out of the underwear exchange. There were a few occasions I bungled

the underwear exchange, the melodic voice said, and the other voice giggled,

by not having my walking underwear at hand, and by the time I had removed

my bed underwear, my walking underwear was nowhere to be seen and for

about thirty seconds or so I rifled through my clothing stuff sack looking for

my walking underwear,  growing embarrassingly  aware  of  my bare  bottom

until I gave up looking for my walking underwear and had no other choice but

to put my bedtime underwear back on, my pyjamas back on, go to where my

walking underwear was hanging on a tree outside and get changed there. 

Then there is the dreaded moment of pulling on wet, stinking and dirty

socks. From the upper bunk I could see the walker’s scrunched up face long

before the sock got close to the foot, turning the stiffened sponge the right way

out  and a small  quarry of dirt  falling on the floor.  Socks are  virtually un-

washable on a track. Yes, I know, you can rinse them from water in the water

tank or in a stream if there’s a stream nearby, the melodic voice said, but they

never run  clear,  don’t  ask  me why.  Then,  as  if  a  domino effect  has  been

triggered, the dreaded look started by the wet, dirty socks seems to stick on the

walker’s faces as they are reminded by how difficult walking is, that they have

twenty  five kilometres  to  walk  and they’d much rather  sit  around and not

walk, anything but walking,  anything. Mornings are not usually the time to

instigate a conversation, or to start new friendships, although, as if to delay the

dread of walking, someone will decide I’m going to have a conversation now,

instead of later, when all of the day’s walking had been achieved and they

could  finally  relax.  On  that  morning  at  the  Blue  Lake  Hut,  in  multiple

languages  people  killed  time  discussing  the  pros  and cons  of  couscous  or

polenta or rice or lentil pasta. In red jumpers or matching green goose down

jackets  the  entire  walk  as  an  impression was  discussed  and a  bit  of  head
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shaking and shoulder rocking took place. There were a few us, not all of us, I

could tell, who, while packing up, had the feeling that someday soon the spirit

of  the  walk  will  be  compressed  into  a  single  moment  of  such clarity  and

meaningfulness that the feeling of having discovered the essence of the walk

had been found, that maybe when they viewed Blue Lake or Travers Saddle or

the base of a waterfall, for instance, that they could die happily in a hammock

between two beech trees. On these long walks, the melodic voice said, each

day brings a new sense of adventure, a renewed sense of wondering  what’s

around the corner,  a sense of being saturated  with natural  beauty that  our

ability to digest the natural beauty is put to the test to the point where we are

so tuned in to the natural beauty we walk through day in day out, that we

begin to take where we are for granted, that if we really had the capacity to

absorb as much natural beauty as we thought we could, there would be no

way, absolutely no way any of us would be sitting in a stuffy, hot, four walled

hut, dirtied by the use of hundreds of people each week. Sometimes I would

make a cup of chai and stand at the window, my face close to the glass so my

voice echoed, and spoke at  length about how beautiful  the outside scenery

was, how majestic the trees were, the lake was, the mountains were, and how

if those present, the ones who had said earlier that what they had witnessed

that day was the most beautiful landscape they’d ever seen, those that if they

were The Big Beauty Junkies they said they were, there would be no way they

would  be  lying  on  the  disgusting  vinyl  mattresses  on  a  pine  wood  bunk

reading Game of Thrones, or Lord of the Rings, or staring at the ceiling. When

everyone stopped answering my questions,  as  I  stood there at  the window

sipping my chai, and when I knew that no one was listening to me anymore, I

would say something like look there’s a kiwi bird walking on the tent site, or,

oh my god, a fox is dragging a hare into the bush by the neck. The other voice,

not the melodic voice laughed at this and said that the melodic voice was a

tease, had always been a tease ever since she met her.

Anyway, the melodic voice continued, that morning The German guy in
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black polyester and a German couple drifted in and out of English and spoke

of  kilometres  traversed,  poor  weather  weathered,  streams  crossed,  gear

broken, gear they admired, gear they would never buy again, gear they would

like to make others feel bad for not having, gear they’ll frame when they get

back to Berlin, gear they’re attached to but needs replacing with something

newer  and  better  but  can’t  quite  let  go  of  yet,  books  they’ve  read,  walks

they’ve  walked,  mattresses,  backpacks,  mugs,  shoes,  head  torches,  pots

they’ve fallen in love with, stoves, stuff sacks that break, all this was discussed

while  they  sipped  tea  sprinkled  with  salt.  The  sound  of  a  helicopter  was

overhead as The German couple picked up their backpacks by the shoulder

straps, swung them around onto their backs, took a step or two forward, pulled

their shirts under the hip belt, stood up straight and clicked in the buckle of the

sternum strap.  With  a  look  of  dread  they  would  find  their  walking  poles

hanging by their straps next to all the other walking poles near the front door,

the wooden floor grazed at that spot where everyone spins to leave, the lacquer

worn off long ago and the fibres of the boards now exposed. Quickly I got out

of bed to check out the helicopter that was delivering a huge pile of wood and

to drop off some Department of Conservation workers with all their gear, their

lunches in their backpacks and I caught sight of them as they jumped off the

steps of the chopper, the blades whizzing overhead threatening to decapitate

them. Not long after I offered to throw the wood in the wood shed and got

chatting to one of the workers, the melodic voice said. He was forced back

into full time work, he said, to pay for his busted up marriage and to re-inject

some  cash  into  his  retirement  fund.  Two  years  earlier  he  had  worked  on

Macquarie Island with a highly trained Jack Russell rounding up and killing

rabbits but right then he was lying on the ground under the front edge of the

hut with his hands thrust into the egregious smelling sink traps filled with oil,

fat and noodles.  No, he told me, as I stood in the way of the other worker

coming in and out of the hut, I much prefer this than being stuck in an office,

even though there’s plenty of office work, the computers have made sure of
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that.

When I went back inside, The German, I couldn’t get away from this

guy, was reading on his Kindle, and do you know what he asked me? Out of

the blue he asked if it was my father or my brothers that got me into hiking. I

couldn’t believe it, here was this guy I hardly knew, who I had run into a few

times, actually, the first time I got to know him after meeting him at Lower

Princhester Hut was when we camped near one another at Lake Pukaki, he had

his  tent  set  up  near  a  picnic  table,  with  views  of  Mount  Cook and I  had

intended on walking further that day but he asked me to camp nearby and he

looked lonely and I felt sorry for him. We stood around awkwardly as the sun

was setting, he was smoking like a chimney and I was wracking my brain for

something to talk about, so I blurted out that in front of us was a line, a small

grove of yucca plants, and he immediately shut me down, in the most rude

manner, by pulling his phone out and saying they were not yucca, saying I was

kind of stupid and then showing me a picture on his phone of a New Zealand

flax plant, which the grove definitely was, and I was wrong, no doubt, but he

still annoyed the crap out me. The next morning before I had even got out of

bed he was all packed up and ready to go, in his German efficiency, with his

stupid  smug  face  and  the  stench  of  cigarettes  wafting  into  my  tent,  so

annoying. Anyway, he left and I slowly got ready. The day ahead was a thirty

five  kilometre  walk  to  Tekapo  Village  along  the  Tekapo  Canal,  a  stretch

notorious among Te Araroa walkers for being boring, and most of them either

hitched around or hired bicycles. By the time I reached Twizel-Tekapo Road, I

could make out, just barely, the black blob of The German and I knew that I

could walk faster than him, that I was fitter than him and that I was a better

walker than him and the sight of his black blob triggered some competitive

streak in me and I thought to myself  stuff it, I’m going to catch him before I

get to Tekapo. I saw the black blob pass through a gate on a bend and then

started the stop watch on my Casio. Took me twenty five minutes to reach the

gate. Time moves slowly out on the trail, he was probably only two kilometres
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ahead  of  me.  Walking  is  such  a  slow  process,  sometimes  you  convince

yourself you’ll never reach your destination. My favourite parts of the track

were not the grand, mind-blowing summits, or the photogenic vistas, but the

long continuous views of braided rivers, interspersed by pockets of forest that

spring up when the right conditions arise. I admired those pockets of forest

growing and thriving,  oblivious  to  the fact  they were in  a  flood plain and

likely  to be wiped out  in the next year  or two. Unlike the Bibb track,  the

melodic voice said, there’s so much water in New Zealand. The walk along

the Tekapo Canal, with the Tekapo River in the valley off to the east was a

long slow meditation and my mind and body clicked, and under my hat I felt

freer that afternoon than almost any other afternoon during the fifty-something

day odyssey. Eight  kilometres,  or,  an hour and a half  later,  The German’s

black blob was a bit bigger, in a bit more detail and I set my stop watch again

when he passed a large white camper van parked at the Tekapo Powerhouse.

Seven minutes. Although I walked as fast as I could I never did catch him, as I

think I went a different direction into town, although I did run into him at the

Four Square Supermarket, badly sun burnt and visibly tired….

….out of the hut as quickly as possible and went for a walk to the lake,

the clearest lake in the world, the melodic voice said. The day before, up on

the Waiau Pass, I met two young Swedish women, both from Stockholm, they

warned me not to expect the world of Blue Lake. From that moment on I was

torn  between  thinking  Blue  Lake  was  majestic  on  the  one  hand,  and  not

thinking the world of Blue Lake on the other hand. I went for numerous walks

around Blue Lake, the clearest lake in the world, testing how I really felt about

Blue Lake. I was sitting on a rock near where the crystal clear water flowed

down from Lake Constance to Blue Lake, a pristine little stream streaming and

gurgling, streaming and gurgling when the helicopter returned to pick up the

Department of Conservation workers. The geese floating in the middle of the

lake  heard  the  chopper  engine  first,  and  made  for  the  shore.  When  those

feathered  friends  took off  from the  surface,  their  feet  tapping their  bodies
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forward, the way a parent gives force to a whizzy-dizzy, the water was so clear

and still that two perfect images of the geese appeared, one skyward, the other

appearing to dive to the bottom of the lake so as the birds drew closer to the

shore the two figures reconnected like the meeting of two opposing catenary

wires, the melodic voice said. 

I was sitting on the rock, thinking about how I would probably be stuck

with The German in the hut, just he and I, when the helicopter took off again

and disappeared down the valley when my thoughts returned to that morning,

when I was lying on the top bunk watching people pack. When I woke up

there were quiet tapping sounds from near the pot belly, most likely a rat or

mouse.  If I listened closely,  behind the sound of the Frenchman snoring, I

could hear the Blue Lake outlet cascade, all that water crashing into the rocks

and the  quiet  breathing  of  Henning,  Jane,  Jacob and Gerry,  breathing  and

sleeping, their dreams and thoughts causing them to mumble and speak a word

or two. The German was sleeping in the bunk next to mine, with his head just

below my feet, don’t ask me how he ended up there, there was plenty of room

in the rest of the hut when he entered three hours after me from Caroline Bivy

the day before. He was wrapped up like a mummy in his sleeping bag, head

and all, and there was another quiet mumble, then a word or two from inside

the polyester sarcophagus. What was his mind arranging? I wondered. Awake

before everyone else, I watched the Wekka birds poking the grass outside, as

grey  light  seeped between  the  clouds,  the  branches  and the  double  glazed

windows.  Can you love people without being in a relationship with them? I

asked myself,  thinking of  Neville,  who was no longer  joining  me in New

Zealand at all by that stage, and closing my eyelids, I tried to see without the

use of my eyes, the melodic voice said.  Abruptly, The German jumped out of

his bunk and started organising his belongings, he packed up so efficiently,

and fastidiously, and with such assiduousness that I asked myself if he had

forgotten that he was on a trail and not getting ready to go work in his office in

Munich,  as  I  was later  to  learn.  He never  spoke a  word  as  he  got  ready.
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Mornings were a time to get his possessions and thoughts in order. From my

top bunk I watched as he went through the delicate process of inserting fresh

contact lenses, holding the new one, balanced on his index finger, up to the

light to be sure the little cup was facing the right way—if you put them in the

wrong way, I wondered, what you would see is the inside of your skull. If a

comment or a joke was made, to my surprise, as I thought he was engrossed in

his packing, The German would let out a loud laugh. Once he had finished

packing up, once all the stuff sacks were in place, and the black pack cover

had been pulled around the top and bottom of his Osprey backpack, he then

had an expression on his face as if he were suddenly undecided about what he

was doing, as if he had said to himself I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it,

and now he was at the bridge, so to speak, the bridge where he needed to

decide how far he was going to walk that day, or,  if he was going to walk

anywhere at all, he sat next to his backpack on the bunk at a loose end, while

on another bunk a Frenchman or American woman whacked the dirt off their

camp sandals before jamming them into a side pocket of their packs. 

My legs had decided to fall asleep as I was sitting there on the rock near

where the water flowed down from Lake Constance to Blue Lake, a pristine

little stream gurgling and streaming, streaming and gurgling next to an idyllic

patch of grass perfect for sleeping on, which I considered camping on to get

out of the hut and away from The German. Sunlight had started to be cut off

by the Mahanga Range and I heard frogs croaking in the swamp. Barefoot, and

starting to get cold, I walked along the pebbled shore, looking up at the last of

the light, the geese that had taken off earlier were now paddling to the western

end of the lake, and as I observed them the front end of my right foot got

caught on a stone, sending me flying face first into the pebbles and wet sand,

the melodic voice said, and the other voice laughed out loud. My fall  was

broken by my knees, the melodic voice went on, lying on the sand, I lifted my

chest up and smelt algae and looked across the water to where the geese were,

oblivious  to  my  accident.  On  the  edge  of  the  clearest  lake  in  the  world,
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knowing I was not going to get any of that time back, I looked into the clear

water and saw a tree that had fallen in some ten to fifteen years earlier. Unable

to access the carbon and other chemicals needed for survival, the branches and

leaves were long gone, the wood had withered to just the base and the follicle

shape of the trunk was now covered in the same fungi and algae as the rest of

the lake bed. You want another cup of tea, the melodic voice asked? breaking

off her story. 

Inside the hut The German was standing at  the stainless  steel  bench,

looking out the window. It’s you and me, he said, no one else is here tonight,

freaking me out a little, the melodic voice said. I had every intention of lying

on my bunk and reading about fungi when he started telling me, pointing to

the full colour A3 map set that I left lying on the table, that he too had carried

a full  map set from Bluff to Blue Lake,  which according to him, weighed

exactly 440grams to begin with. He then told me that as a teenager and into his

early twenties he was always alone, or at least feeling alone, so that when he

moved to  the  North  Island  of  New Zealand  for  student  exchange,  he  was

relieved of having to make an effort with people, free from having to figure

out  what  was wrong with himself.  Far  from Munich,  possibly the  furthest

place you can go without space travel, he was free to live in his own world, his

own thoughts,  and meander  wherever  he wanted and read book after book

without  being  judged by anyone  including  his  parents  who were  only  too

happy to send him away, The German said, said the melodic voice, as I lay in

the bunk still feeling as sick as a dog. Always at the top of his class, The

German received the highest grades in high school, he said, which meant he

never  had any friends  and he  was a  loner  until  he  started  university.  The

German told me he had to work hard not be a control freak, the melodic voice

said, and he looked me in the eyes so I had to take him seriously, although the

only  evidence  I  had  of  his  control  freakery  was  the  fastidiousness  of  his

packing technique and his obvious sexist  tendencies.  He told me about his

seven  year  relationship  that  had  ended  three  months  earlier,  how  he  had
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completed his degree in hotel management a week before he started walking

the Te Araroa, how he was off to Australia next and that he might not find

time to do a walk like this again, any time soon. At one point, I recall, The

German took his hands, unfolded his arms from across his belly and stroked

his hairy chin, his dimples were two commas floating in his Teutonic cheeks.

Around  his  palms,  where  his  walking  pole  straps  wrapped,  his  skin  was

slightly blackened. It was then I noticed a large bruise on the inside of his

upper right arm. On the Waiau River he had slipped on a wet swing bridge, in

the pouring rain, and threw his arm out to stop himself from falling through

the wire mesh, he said, the weight of his body and backpack pulled him along

the wire, so the bruise was not one impact, one blow, but the drag of a thick

braided  cable  across  the  soft  flesh  surrounding  his  bicep,  the  bruise  was

partially yellowed by then and he seemed a little proud and a bit satisfied he

had a souvenir of his adventure.  

I found myself talking about my depression, my death dotted history, the

protest,  how I’d quit  my job—these things I didn’t plan on discussing, the

woman at Yabberup hut said.  Do you think the walking helps? he asked, the

melodic voice said. Only insofar as I’m not doing something else to distract

me, I answered, sitting on a short bench in front of the pot belly. I refuse to

take  medication.  Some  people  I  know  have  been  prescribed  prozac  and

lithium, and two weeks later they seem great, they say things like I miss the

comfort of being sad, but the medication only works for so long, and then they

have a whole new set of problems to deal with, the melodic voice said. The

German told me after, or was it during our talks about euthanasia, that if I had

have met  him twelve months  ago I  would have met  a miserable person, a

person in the last stages of a seven year relationship that he ultimately broke

off. I asked if his ex-girlfriend, a photographer, was any good, and after a short

pause and a mischievous smirk, he said it wasn't for him to judge. When one

conversation had ended I found myself wanting more of the same, the same

level of intensity,  two people making a conversation happen, being honest,
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revealing themselves in a way they never expected, revealing themselves in

the same way they always had, and being content  with repeating their  old

stories, content with the limitations of their personality, forcefully being un-

bored with their personality because the other person did not know who they

were and also being aware that soon, very soon, the consciousness that was

listening would be gone—elsewhere—back to their homes on either side of

the planet, attempting to find out what else was possible before they kicked the

bucket.  I would read my book for a while and then observe in myself  the

wishing of other intense and intimate moments to occur. Yes. I had to let go.

Never once did the rarity of this peculiar situation in this majestic location

leave my reverie. Never once, as I grew to like The German, as I shared a

piece of information, or made a gesture, or The German laughed at my jokes,

or leant over to feel the texture of the material  on my high-tech-ultralight-

whizz-bang-yak-wool-thermal-shirt, did I not feel like I was betraying Neville

who was five thousand kilometres away, yet whose spirit, I felt, was inside the

four walled hut, trying to make sense of my morality experiment, upset with

me for breaking my own standards. Never once, in the nine years I have been

with Neville, did I find myself in such an unusual situation. Never once did

my modus operandi of investigating beyond my jurisdiction cause such inner

turmoil, such nausea and sleeplessness, that I had no other choice, I concluded,

but, at the soonest possible opportunity,  to force my body as far from The

German’s vicinity as possible, to get out of there as soon as possible, so that

the  wishes  would  end,  the  attachments  would  cease,  and  I  would  be

transfigured back into an honourable human being once more.  In the Blue

Lake Hut we sat there in silence, reading, and I thought about lighting a fire.

What was his name? asked the other voice, a question I wanted an answer to

as  well,  lying  on the  other  bunk,  an  answer  the  melodic  voice  refused  to

provide, stating that his name made no difference. Well, what happened then?

asked the other voice. 

There was no way of squeezing more out of each other without making a
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mess, without becoming someone other than who we thought we were; which

was  a  seeker  of  knowledge,  frustrated  by  the  limitations  of  our  bodies,

disappointed  by  the  expectations  we  had  built  around  ourselves  and

simultaneously excited by the possibilities that arose out of the situation we

found ourselves in. I could tell that The German was looking for love, that he

would have an immense, unfathomable amount of affection for the person he

chose to share that affection with. In the end, I thought, because he was such

an incredible  spirit,  the person he may share the next  part  of his  life  with

would need to be equally dynamic, living each moment as if an earthquake

was imminent,  as if the one hundred year climatic event was overdue,  and

there was no time for faffing, you get your work done and then return to the

mountains whenever possible. I speculated that maybe his romanticism was

born out of a longing that was created in his teenage years, a longing housed in

his  over-active  imagination,  an  imagination  constantly  and  continuously

attempting to match up what happens outside of his body, with the world that

was inside of his body, yet the outside world was too slow for the world inside

his body, hence the readjustments in his dreams that manifest in sleep talking.

Thinking to myself, sitting on a short bench in front of the pot belly, I thought

that perhaps the limits of our relationships are also the limits, the boundaries,

the blurred shade patterns of our own awareness, our own consciousness, so

that there is no way of  truly registering when we are close to someone else.

Surely, the melodic voice said, the part of consciousness that is aware of any

connection,  happens to be the same part that defines the boundaries of that

connection, I thought to myself, sitting on a short bench in front of the pot

belly,  as The German sat on the opposite side of the table  reading a book

called 1947.  

When we talked about euthanasia he said he was not ready to die, not

even on the shore of the clearest lake in the world, no way, the most pristine

waters cannot seduce him into death, dying, or suicide. No way.  For me, he

said, there is no pain, no illness great enough to make him want to declare
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where he died to be a place of importance. He just didn’t think it mattered

where you  died,  because  once  you're  gone,  you’re  gone,  the  album  had

finished, what went before was as enigmatic as the location of the end point.

Was there more you wanted to get done? I asked.  No. Not necessarily,  he

answered, in his crisp German accent.  Out of the blue, quite audibly, a pocket

of  methane  exited  his  body,  and  I  laughed  into  my  chest.  He  apologised

immediately as I was rearranging the small Tupperware containers I used to

make my meals with. I got up from the table and went to the stainless steel

bench near the French window where a large wasp was head-banging against

the transparent glass. When I walked, I felt like I was being watched, and I

liked  that  feeling.  As  I  went  to  leave  the  hut  to  wash  my  containers  he

interrupted me and told me he was secretly hoping I would have a rest day

there as well. My face blushed, and I found the door frame to hide half of my

body behind. As if something was caught in my throat, I asked why? Because I

think you’re an interesting person, he replied, avoiding eye contact. When I

returned from washing my Tupperware containers he told me he nearly quit

walking the Te Araroa when he was in Arrowtown, about a month earlier, if I

recall correctly, the melodic voice said. 

The German was walking by himself between Queenstown and Arrowtown,

she said, traversing the edges of busy roads, across the Shotover Bridge, along

the Kawarau River, through the Lake Hayes Estate and then along Lake Hayes

with dead rabbits on the board walks, their fur tickled by the high water level,

the pine trees on the side of the lake with people in their cosy campervans, and

he was all  alone,  struggling,  full  of self-doubt,  sick to death with his  own

thoughts, sick of his sore knees, the reoccurring blisters, sick of his heavy pack

rubbing the skin around his collar bone, and the lack of anyone to talk to. His

friends,  a  thirty  hour  flight  away,  sending  messages  of  encouragement  to

continue  on,  before  he  finally  found  a  patch  of  grass  at  the  Arrowtown

Holiday Park and ate some red lentil pasta. It is this impression of him when I
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was not with him that will stick with me, I suspect, for the moments we shared

were a reality, outside of my imagination, inside the stenchy confines of my

own perception. He then told me that he continued on because he was hoping

to see me once more,  to  get to  know me,  and then he got up and walked

towards the stainless steel bench where his food was and where I was standing

and for a second I wanted to kiss him and hug him and throw my arms around

him and he walked into me and I nearly did kiss him and I know that he would

have kissed me back, and time felt like it slowed down and my ears stopped

working properly, and I felt paralysed and I said sorry for being in his way, as

he stood next to me and we stood there in silence…. 

…Hardly slept and I got up before the sun rose and left Blue Lake Hut

without saying goodbye to The German and I was walking in the first of the

daylight and walked and walked all the way to Saint Arnaud and then I stayed

there for one night and left as early as possible the next morning and caught up

with the rest of the people I had met along the way and we walked over the

Richmond Ranges together and then I left them behind because I couldn’t let

myself run into The German once more, although all I actually wanted was to

run into The German again, the river in the Richmond Ranges, I forget the

name of it, oh, that’s right, the Waiora River, oh a magnificent river if I’ve

ever seen one, with the best tasting water, you just scoop in your hands in and

drink as you walk.  There were more sleepless nights.  Observing,  trying to

investigate what obsessed me. How do you know when you’ve stepped back?

the melodic voice asked, rhetorically. The forest, the river, the hut, the picnic

table, they become props in my consciousness. Tactility is muted. A sign post

points back the way you’ve come from, to the cause of your unrest.  In the

opposite direction to Tarn Hut, Slaty Hut, Hunter’s Hut, to Middy Hut, another

sign post saying four hours back to the previous hut where The German was.

The  most  direct  and  least  complicated  way  was  forward.  I’d  never

contemplated going backward before. Never. In all my days as a walker I had

the axiom that I never took a step backwards along any track, yet there I was
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on the grass patch, surrounded by baby goat poo outside Mid-Waiora Hut with

the tree stumps and stone-lined pathway down to the drinking water. Wasps

were  taking  flight  as  I  ambled  across  the  wet  grass.  When  I  walked  into

Havelock a few days later, after some long days, I turned my phone on to ring

Neville and to try to find out where The German was to determine how long I

could rest in town. One of the other guys had started a group conversation on

Facebook and they, there were about six to begin with, but the number blew

out to ten people or so in the end, they were all planning on walking the last

section of track together, from Havelock to Ship’s Cove and then hiring a ferry

to  Picton  together,  which  one  of  the  Americans  organised.  Once  I  went

shopping and washed my clothes and talked to Neville I got out of there as

quickly  as  possible.  I  couldn’t  risk running into The German,  the  melodic

voice said.

The more I felt better the more I took in what was said. The thought of

eating returned and I sat up and took a sip from my water bottle.  The two

women were in their own sleeping bags, the one with the melodic voice was

sitting  up  with  her  back against  the  hut  wall.  She  was  different  to  how I

imagined  her.  Better, in  a  way than how I  imagined her,  although I  can’t

describe to you how I imagined her. Everything, the hut, the trees outside, my

walk seemed a bizarre  place  to  me,  a  disorientation.  The woman with  the

melodic  voice and I  looked at  one another,  and she smiled.  My head was

heavy. I’ll tell you this last part, the melodic voice said, and then I’ll shut up

and let  you go to sleep.  In Picton I went to the library to kill  time before

catching the ferry to Wellington. The library was in between the fire station, a

construction  site,  and the  Alicante  Backpackers  where I  stayed;  what  was,

thankfully, the last dorm room of my trip. The fiction section was small and

lacked any kind of literature, even classics. Large print hard backs were on

sale at a dollar a piece, yet no one seemed interested in buying them, that I

noticed while I sat there for four hours or longer. Sitting at  the newspaper

table  I  started  writing  a  few  notes  about  the  walk,  feeling  reflective  and
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starting to think about going back home. Just as I began I was asked to move

because  the  newspaper  table  was for  reading newspapers  only and not  for

taking notes,  the  librarian  said,  said the melodic  voice.  To the side of  the

building, between some spinning racks I sat on the floor and let my anxiety

course through my blood like indigestion, and witnessed, as best as I could,

the expectations brought about by my attachments to Neville and The German,

projections unfulfilled, thought-phantoms unrealised by any provocation as I

sat on the floor of the Picton Library. The walk, the long-distance trail from

Bluff to Ship’s Cove, 56 days, or however long I was walking for, a thought

bubble of sorts, a noise filled with words, a never ending stream of words, a

constant  trying  to  get  to  the  bottom  of  things, and  when  the  bottom  was

obscured I  then had to  figure out  another  way of  getting to the bottom of

things, invent a new angle, a new approach, a new line of sight if you will. The

bottom is there before you begin, before you’ve even imagined a conversation,

and even the most innocuous conversations have a bearing, the melodic voice

said, a weight, for very few of them align with your projections, your thought-

phantoms,  even  as  the  conversations  occur  your  mind  is  slaying  those

phantoms, ticking them off one by one as they are met with a kind of déjà vu,

jettisoning them to the side like weights off a hot air balloon. Sitting on the

floor between the spinning racks filled with all these people’s efforts to make

sense of their thought-phantoms, when I looked out the window, beyond the

newspapers and the smaller print books that were on waist-high shelving units,

to my surprise, I could see the walkers; The German, the Dutch couple, the

Americans  and  the  Japanese,  the  other  walkers  who  had  finished  the  last

section together,  the walking gang.  There they were, six or seven of them,

sitting around a square table in the sun, ordering burgers, chips and gulping

soda drinks, their backpacks on the ground, their walking poles lent against

their chairs. Somehow, and this I couldn’t understand, still don’t understand as

a matter of fact, they were able to walk together, share their camps together,

share  meals  and  backpacker  dorm  rooms,  virtually  live  in  each  other’s
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pockets,  and  not  let  their  affection  for  one  another  be  overcome  with

annoyance and dislike,  for the more you like someone,  the more you may

grow to  dislike them if they upset you or betray you. To me, as I sat on the

floor of the Picton Library, jotting down a note or two, what you like about

someone initially quite often ends up being what you dislike about them, and

what you dislike about someone quite often remains what you dislike about

them, in my experience, the melodic voice said.  

Why was I sitting on the floor of the library looking out the window and

watching the  walking gang, when I could have been sitting in the sun at the

square table enjoying a burger as well? the melodic voice asked. I should have

taken the six a.m. ferry and then there would have been no way I could’ve run

into the walking gang, or even seen them, even been reminded of them, even

given them another thought. That way the conditions for my attachment would

have been impossible. The desire to join them at the table would have been

impossible, and the choice between sitting in the library or joining the walking

gang at the table in the sun, and then joining in with the prevailing attitude of

the table would not have been possible either. A book titled  Walking was in

the spinning rack next to me and I  opened a page somewhere towards the

back, I started trying to read the words, trying to distract myself, but instead I

imagined gathering my writing tools, my hat and my water bottle and stepping

outside into the sun and walking to where they were, which wasn’t far, I could

see them from where I was sitting.  I could hide their  faces with my hand.

When  I  imagined  joining  them  I  immediately  imagined  a  pretend  roar,  a

pretend cheer which in some way was meant to correlate to the joy they felt on

seeing my body, my face, although I knew my mind would not relate the cheer

to the joy  they were actually having. Instead, I’d brush the cheers off, as if

they were meant for someone else, and pause, and try not to be awkward, and

forget what I had rehearsed I was going to say, someone might even extend

their hand out to shake my hand, a manoeuvre that I knew would only make

matters worse, for then I would be forced to shake everyone’s hand, an act I
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would  go through with,  out  of  etiquette,  though I  wouldn’t  enjoy shaking

everyone’s  hand,  because  I  would  not  want  to  talk  to  them  all  at  once,

altogether,  I  wouldn’t  want  to  conjure  up  the  person  who  was  witty  and

extroverted and about to talk to them all at once, the melodic voice said. The

thirty seconds to one minute when you join a group, a tightly knit group of

people such as the walking gang, you’re meant to, in some way or another, to

hold  court,  to  command  proceedings  somehow,  and  say  the  most  obvious

thing, which is usually the stupidest thing, which in the case of joining the

walking gang at the square table in the sun was to congratulate everyone on

finishing  their  walk.  To partake in the high and happy proceedings as they

unfolded into the afternoon. How they still had anything to talk about after all

that  time,  I  had no clue,  was completely  confounded,  but  there  they  were

outside the burger shop the square table in the sun, and they were not even

strangling one another, the melodic voice said, laughing at herself. They had

built everything around distraction, and walked along the track judging others

who did not fit into their worldview, did not match up to their worldview, did

not share their in-jokes or were not cool enough to be part of their group. I

might  have  been  able  to  endure  the  one  or  two  minutes  of  dreaded

awkwardness, mostly filled with the memory of the embarrassing thing I had

done about ten days earlier,  I’m sure they would all  have discussed,  and I

know would have been the first thing they would have thought about when

they saw me, although none of them would have had the guts to bring up the

subject of the embarrassing incident, no, instead someone would have asked

how was your ferry ride to Picton yesterday? or where were you on the Queen

Charlotte?  and if I gave them a true answer, if I broke with convention,  a

convention that demanded, at all times that when you were with The Walking

Gang, at  all  times,  that  everything  was  hunky-dory,  for  even  if  you were

honest,  even if  you broke with convention  and said:  oh, a  terrible  feeling

came over me as soon as I found a seat at the front of the ferry, as all the

other seats were taken. As soon as the boat pulled out from the jetty at Ship’s
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Cove I felt as if everything I had been holding together, all the emotions, the

anger, the confusion, the frustration—everything I had been holding together

for fifty six days, or fourteen hundred kilometres, or however long I took to get

from Bluff to here—the void locating, purpose constructing, the void filling,

together with the recognition that as one void fades another is taking shape

and that those feelings were rescued by the ship as the engines stirred up the

water and all the passengers made themselves a tea or coffee and found a seat

near their loved one to enjoy the paradise of Queen Charlotte Sound, and

listen to the staid commentary provided by the captain. During the long two

and a half hour journey, made longer by a passenger late to the Camp Bay

jetty and a confused teenage boy at Resolution Bay, who didn’t know what to

do with the mail bag, I sobbed into my hands for two hours, letting the tears

and snot drip onto the square tiled carpeted floor between my muddied trail

runners and muddied pants, a darkness came over me, a darkness that had

been brooding for a long period, weeks, months, decades, knowing deep down

that this moment would come, that I would be extracted from the track, pulled

away from this place of healing and reinserted into civilisation. I could not

stop sobbing, the voice from the other side of Yabberup Hut said. The more I

tried to make myself stop,  the melodic voice said, the voice inside my head

said, ‘hey, stop sobbing’, the more I found my throat constricted and the tears

appeared one  by one  from my tear  ducts  and the  snot  dribbling  from my

nostrils and if I dared to look up out of the spray covered window, as the boat

was throwing everyone’s bodies around and people were taking photos of the

dolphins as they jumped out of the water, I could hardly make out a thing, as

multiple wipes across my face were just enough to remove the first coat of

snot from my cheeks, the first wave of moisture collected around my eyes. Hell

is  no space,  as  the  saying goes, said  the  melodic  voice,  and as  I  lay  my

forehead on my forearms and closed my eyes, there was no space, just a solid

blackness, bereft of joy, like a room full of useless objects, so to speak, unable

to decipher between what I liked or disliked, and at one point I thought of
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walking to the back of the boat, calmly, so as not to draw attention to myself,

and then jumping into the white water whipped up by the boat engines, their

bulbous shapes curved like the hills around us. This thought alone drew my

attention to the rear of the boat, and there I saw on a distant shore Mela and

Henning’s grey tent on the lawn at School Bay Campground, and considered,

for a split second, getting off at Resolution Bay Jetty to join you guys, but I

also knew, a second later, the severance, the detachment would need to come

sooner or later, at one point or another, so I stayed on the boat and continued

on my pathetic path, sobbing all the way to Picton.  

Clumps of white tissue, that’s what I saw on the shores of Glen Mervyn Dam.

With enough energy to walk at about three ks an hour, I left Yabberup Hut in a

stupor, a dizziness and nausea normally felt after a night of heavy drinking.

Sunlight bounced off the water and bit into my dried out innards. If I was to

walk to Noggerup that afternoon, I needed to rehydrate. Thankfully, the track

was mostly flat and downhill to Mumbalup Tavern, a place I hoped would be

open, and would serve cold lemonade and perhaps even a dollop of ice cream,
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where I could park myself on a stool at the bar and watch whatever was on the

television until the kebab poison left my system. The pub was known to be

owned by bikies, and sure enough, as the track crossed Collie-Preston Road

and I felt the smooth, hard road surface through my boots, I heard the low

rumble of Harley engines coming from the south, and I imagined the front of

the  bar  lined  with  a  couple  of  dozen  Harleys.  Half  grinning  to  myself  I

imagined I’d be forced to edge my way to the front of the bar; in my hiking

clothes to order a lemonade and dollop of ice-cream, and after winning them

over, I’d spend the day sharing stories about Bon Scott, Ned Kelly, and how

much I hate the police. 

As the T-junction neared I emptied the last of the water bottles into my

mouth. I rounded the corner of Collie-Preston Road to see, to my amazement,

a  reproduction  of  the  scene  I  had  imagined;  about  ten  Harley  Davidson

motorcycles  and their  riders.  The only difference  was that  there  were also

three highway patrol vehicles and two paddy wagons. I stood still for a second

wondering  what  to  do.  I  could  walk  around  them  and  continue  on  to

Noggerup, except I had no water, and I’d made up my mind to get some ice

cream, by hook or by crook, there was some change in my pocket from Collie

I really wanted to get rid of. I edged my way closer and two cops had a bikie

up  against  a  verandah  post,  four  other  cops  were  searching  some  bikies’

jackets and six cops were having trouble getting this one massive guy inside a

wagon. The owners, or the people I assumed were the owners, were watching

from the other side of the melee, standing on the driveway near the gents. 

The bikie who was held up against the verandah post struggled from the

cops’ grip and then the bigger cop, for he was about six foot six, swung the

bikie to the ground, and slammed his face in the dirt and then he told the other

cop to handcuff him, which the other cop started to do, at first fumbling with

the handcuffs, and then something came over me, and I don’t know if I wanted

to film the incident to write about later, or whether I wanted to annoy the cops,

but I took my phone out of my right shoulder pouch and started filming. I was
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standing in front of one of the paddy wagons by this stage. The bikie started to

yell at the cops snarling: Take the cuffs off and then they can find out who

made who and they hadn’t found anything on him, the dogs, hadn’t found a

fucking thing and this annoyed the cop more who pressed the bikie’s face in

the dirt with his knee and the second cop looked up and saw me standing there

filming and he yells out to me: You mustn’t have a life, mate and I must be

really  bored  if  I  go  around  videoing.  He  said  videoing,  guys  are  getting

arrested,  and this  stupid cop from Bunbury takes aim at me with the word

videoing and that’s when the big cop says to me, he says something like: I’m

obligated to tell you that under the such and such surveillance act if an offence

is committed and you’re recording an offence at the time, then the police have

the power to seize my phone to be used as evidence.  

Taking a step to the side to get in the shade of the pub verandah inside I

distrust  the  cop,  and  I  half  believe  him,  as  nothing  surprises  me  with

Australian  laws,  we  think  we’re  anti-authoritarian,  but  really  we’re  a

subservient bunch. At this moment a notification popped up on the screen of

my phone, the bloody hard drive was full. I needed to delete some photos or

videos before I could keep recording, so I stood there still holding the phone

up as if I were still filming, because as soon as the cops saw me filming they

stopped slamming the bikie’s face in the dirt, and then they started being nice

to him, asking him to sit up and shuffle over to the shade. A few moments

later he was sitting on his bum with his hands cuffed behind his back but he

refused to shuffle over into the shade and I looked into the photos folder and

tried to delete as many photos and videos as I could to make hard drive space

to keep recording, still pretending to be recording. A few minutes pass by and

by this time the door of the wagon is open and the two cops lift the bikie off

the ground grabbing him under his armpits and the bikie refuses to stand up so

they have to drag him to the wagon which is when the cops yell at me for

standing in the way of the wagon door, I wasn’t really paying attention as I

was still trying to record what happened, still trying to delete old videos off
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the hard drive, I wasn’t even recording anything at that point I just wanted to

annoy the cops, for some reason. 

At  the  wagon  door  the  bikie  was  searched  again.  They  emptied

cigarettes,  a  phone and his  keys  into a  clear  bag as  another  paddy wagon

arrived. Then the stupid Bunbury cop asked him if there’s anything dangerous

on his Harley and the bikie says to the cop: I’m not on the fuckin Harley, you

dog, and then they try to take his boots off and I’m still trying to record, yet no

matter  how many videos I  delete,  the phone won’t let  me record and over

toward the gents where the owners are standing more bikies are struggling and

I’m wondering what set off the cops as I hear banging from inside one of the

wagons and the smell of cig butts hits me from one of the milo tins at the base

of a pole when a bikie whizzes past on his Harley, as loud as hell—doing

about 150k a hour—headed inland. That’s when the big cop shoves the back

of the bikie into the wagon and at the last moment the bikie throws his white

socked foot out and he cracks the small cop in the face. 

This was the moment the cops descended on me. One of them snatching

my phone and the big cop grabbing me by the arms. This is fucking bullshit, I

said, this is a public place, and then the small cop, whose clothes smelt like his

wife or mum used way too much fabric softener told me that my phone was

being seized under blah blah surveillance act as I had been filming a serious

offence, and there was evidence on my phone that will be used in court and the

big cop let me go, I wasn’t struggling although I said a stupid thing I said, You

don’t know who I work for, and the Fabric Softener guy says it didn’t matter

who I worked for, I had to stand there for about forty minutes as the last of the

bikies were put into wagons and people were slowing down in their cars to see

what the fuss was about and the pub wasn’t even open as it was a Tuesday and

Tuesdays, it turns out, the Mumby is shut and my dreams of lemonade and ice

cream disappeared. Mister Fabric Softener came back and got my phone out of

the cab and showed me as he put my phone into a bag with a number across

the top and I told him there was no footage on the phone, that the hard drive
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was full and that I was only pretending to film and by taking my phone he was

wasting his time. He wouldn’t listen. He wanted to argue with me about the

legality of the blah blah surveillance act, but I’d had enough time to cool off

by then and couldn’t be bothered arguing with him, with anyone, my weakness

had returned. On a piece of paper he gave me his details and the number that

corresponded with the number on the bag with my phone inside.  

The walk on the disused railway line to Haynes Road, and then  the brown

mile, brought out an anger and hatred in me that I’d not felt since Richard. The

‘trail’ went uphill along a gravel road, between hobby farms. A guy clapped

his Saint Bernard to his heel and ignored me when I said Hello. A half dozen

young bulls with fuzzy hair stood still and watched me, their blunt heads jolted

like Royal Show clowns. A woman filled a wheelbarrow with wood, oblivious

to my presence. Even the flocks of magpies and the white-tailed cockatoos

couldn’t  lift  my  spirits.  Sirened  cop  cars  headed  for  Bunbury  and  I  kept

reaching for my phone to listen to music or to check the time, only to recall, a

second later, I no longer had my phone, the fucking cops had my phone; and I

couldn’t figure out, despite continued cogitation, what pissed me off so much.

I  knew the pigs could do whatever they liked, whenever they liked, and I’d

heard  countless  stories  about  them  burying  innocent  bystanders.  Maybe  I

needed someone to blow the steam off to, and only after a long, solitary and

freezing night at Noggerup did my spirits begin to lift, when I was lying in my

quilt looking at the jarrah wall when an antechinus came out from the ground

and took steps, slow and timid as they were, and she sniffed the air for my

food bag, which hung from a nail  hammered three feet above the sleeping

platform, and after five minutes of careful scouting and remaining as still as

possible, for I had no desire to get up and walk to Grimwade, and even though

my bladder was chockers and I knew if I made a coffee while I lay in my quilt,

on my comfy mattress, as the finches picked at the crumbs, I’d soon have to

get up to chuck a shit so instead I watched the antechinus as she sat at the base

148



of the column beneath my blue food bag and then she plucked up the nous to

climb vertically up, using her tiny claws to cling to the hardwood fibres, only

to discover, half way up to her treasure that she was now too heavy, at her age,

with her human fattened diet, to rise straight up, in a way she might have in

years gone by; so instead she fell two feet, and, unlike a cat, she landed on her

plump fury back and immediately looked me straight in the eyes, as if she

knew I was there the entire time, and she was eating my food in spite of me,

only to have gravity spoil her advances, and, as the watery membrane around

her  disproportionately  large  brown  eyes  suggested  to  me,  she  was

embarrassed,  and  her  efforts  to  tuck  into  my  Carmen’s  muesli  bars  were

pointless. 
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Walpole

Late in the day, once I had gone shopping and waited for my clothes to dry at

the Walpole Hostel, I was able to continue my journey along the Bibbulmun.

The track  followed a  large estuary  across  wetlands through some carparks

overlooking the ocean before heading inland where I was nearly run over on

the South Coast Highway. A ute was overtaking a truck and the truck ended

up in the dirt where I was standing, waiting to cross. Once I gathered myself,

all I wanted was to reach the hut, make a cup of tea, and read. For some reason

my thoughts were of Anne from school, a girl who I sat next to in maths class

who I had hardly spoken to and hardly given any thought to until now, and, as

I  continued on,  the  idea of writing a note to  her and burying it  as  a  time

capsule occurred to me. 

As the walk progressed and I made my way closer to Franklin Hut, I

kept thinking of Anne until I was not able to put her out of my mind. Over a

small hill on a gravel clearing the final five kilometres seemed to take forever,

and I  was satisfied  to  see the  dull  green colour  of  the hut  roof  up ahead.

Parrots squawked as I rounded the rain water tank to discover a wooden deck

extending out from under the shelter overlooking the river that flowed south. I

plonked my pack on the seat of the picnic table and saw in the dark recesses of

the hut a man and his belongings sprawled out over the sleeping platform. He

wore  a  blue  and black  checked fleece  jumper  and cheap chemist  reading-

glasses. Below his moustache a rollie drooped from his lips. The rich tobacco

smell  swirled about  his  deep eyesockets and up to  his  thin white  hair  that

looked to have been teased after removing his drover’s hat that hung from a

black boy frond. You’re walking late,  he said.  Thought  I  had the place to

myself. We exchanged a few remarks as I set my bed up on the deck near the

river. Here was the Ken I kept hearing about. That night rain started pattering

on the tin roof and by the morning the rain continued and got heavier and

heavier.  Keeps up this  way we won’t be going anywhere today,  Ken said,
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lying on his mattress. My plans were to keep walking, regardless of the rain,

so I put my rain gear on and made a second cup of coffee.

Ken put his book down, pulled his tobacco pouch out, and sat up, resting

against the rear of the hut. So you’re thinking about doing the Australian Alps

Walk, are ya kid? I tried that wretched track once, never again, said Ken, lying

on his mattress. With his thumb and middle finger he drew his eyebrows to the

centre  of  his  forehead,  as  if  to  gather  his  thoughts.  I’m  from  over  east

originally, Snowy River area. Spent most of my life riding horses and camping

in the huts. Yeah, I can still recall walking that track, if you can call it a track.

More  like  an  idea  running  from Walhalla  to  Canberra,  he  said.  Probably

would have helped if I took some maps. Yeah I remember Black River well.

Bastard  nearly  killed  me.  Should  have  just  walked where  I  wanted  to  but

because I said I was walking the whole thing, I felt kinda obliged to stick to

the bastard. Where to begin? Mount Victor, I suppose, said Ken; the broad

round dome-shaped hill with a wide clearing to the top,  that’ll do. I can still

see  my  canvas  rucksack,  hip  belt  splayed  like  an  injured  Lorikeet.  I  was

unhooking tarp rope from trees and wrapping them around my hand when the

pack fell over and I set myself the challenge of standing the pack up without

resting it on a tree or rock. The morning was freezing and all the grass had

frost and after standing the pack up I stood back and made a spell casting

movement and wiggled my fingers and said sim-salla-bin and was able to pack

up my tarp, sleeping bag and all the rest of my crap in peace. Hate my stuff

lying in the dirt. 

On the Alps Walk there’s stretches with no huts, Ken said, lying on his

mattress. Can’t stand setting up and packing up a wet tarp. No chairs to sit on

or tables to eat at. I’ve broken into more huts than I can count, but there were

none on that section to Black River which is where I was meant to end up that

day. I set out for the Royal Spur Track in freezing air and falling water drops

and I was happy, I’ll give you the tip; no bastard telling me what to do. I was

so cold I’d started to second guess my eye sight and what I was interpreting
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started to loosen up, started to separate,  said Ken. A gnarly log was some

lizard sleeping. Why was that log laying across the track like that? Some kind

of message? Whenever I saw a yellow track marker I thought it was a leaf. At

Fiddler’s Green my boots started to defrost and someone had left some water

drops in white plastic containers, but they were frozen, and I still had enough

water left from Red Jacket the afternoon before, so I kept walking. 

There was bugger all to see with the fog and tall shrubs blocking the

views of the valleys. Yeah, I’d been there before on my horse and knew the

Alps Track took the Champion Spur trail to the Black River camp site, but do

you think  I  could  see  the turn  off  in  all  that  fog? Ken said.  In  a  state  of

numbness I kept walking, my socks still wet and my head itchy and as I got to

South Road, a red Mitsubishi hatch-back pulled up and out got a couple from

Melbourne. The first thing we both said to each other is that we’re lost. The

clouds had disappeared and steam spat out the exhaust and the woman was

frustrated because she wanted to get back for work that afternoon. The guy

was happy to have a break and was asking me what I was doing and we stood

there smoking and they had seen a sign that said Black River Track about a

mile or so downhill. Turned out I wasn’t lost, or so I thought at the time, said

Ken, lying on his mattress. 

Fifty days, I said, when they asked how long the track would take. The

guy scratched his beard and stood up and walked towards the forest with his

head stooped, smoking. They gave me some tea bags,  lollies  and sultanas,

none of which I needed, none of which I wanted as I already had enough food

and if  I  ran out  I’d simply  go hungry for a  day or two,  as I’d done with

Einstein my horse on numerous occasions. I took the food because I didn’t

want to upset these Melburnians. I generally dislike people from Melbourne.

Yes, you know what I mean, I can tell by the look on your face. We stood there

freezing each of us having a go at pointing at the Victorian street map trying to

figure  how to get  back to  Melbourne.  I  said I’d just  come from Fiddler’s

Green and pointed in that direction. At that moment I caught a glimpse of my
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face in the window and somehow knew I wouldn’t see anyone for a few days,

at least until I reached Mount Hewitt and the Vallejo Gunter Hut area, and to

be honest with you I didn’t particularly want to be alone for five days and I

wouldn’t normally choose to not talk to anyone except for this promise I made

to do the track and finish the thing. Who can think of anything worse than

being in a city like Melbourne or Sydney for longer than a day or two? Once a

year I go to Sydney, to Randwick, for the annual Polo match and I can handle

that for a day, at most, and then after that I turn into a monster and have to get

out of there as soon as possible. The Melburnians said their goodbyes, once

they figured out where they were, and the red shape with the red brake lights

re-entered the fog and I was alone once more. 

The road was crushed white rock and to my right were leaves and twigs

caught in grass and to my left a wall of mica had collapsed. Knee high bright

green ferns were near hundreds of burnt trunks standing like a yacht club, Ken

said.  There  was  a  road  sign  at  the  top  of  Black  River  road  but  no  track

symbols.  Looking  back  now I  should  have  got  a  lift  with  the  Melbourne

couple back to the Champion Spur Trail,  but it was too late by then. From

South Road to Black River the valley is about 900 metres deep, or about nine

crushed Jack Daniels cans. I recall descending and descending for more than

an hour and when I reached a flat patch of ground I thought I had reached the

valley floor, but the track dropped a few more times and then when a gully

formed to my left I thought I was close, but the path narrowed and headed

north away from the gully. In among the gum trees with thick trunks were

birch covered in white lichen with vines cutting between them blocking out

the sunlight. I was forced to duck once or twice under low hanging boughs and

as I loosened my pack straps that were digging into my right collar bone, I

found a shattered side view mirror that I collected the pieces of and put into

the hollow of a tree. From my pack pocket I pulled out a muesli bar and my

old camera to take a photo of the mirrors. I pulled the mitten off with my teeth

and in the viewfinder my surroundings were all blurred from the frost. If I
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were a photographer I would have repositioned some of the mirrors and taken

the shot once more. There were a few hours of sunlight left but if I was where

I thought I was, I should’ve only been an hour or two from the campsite. You

have to go on and on checking your compass watching your boots appear from

below your torso, said Ken, these tracks don’t walk themselves,  you know.

Maybe there were birds and animals, maybe a tiger snake was spiral-lollipop

on the ground. I wiggled my toes in my boots to make sure they still worked,

and I kept hoping someone would be at the campground with a fire going. 

I found Black River. Small sheets of ice were stuck between the rocks in that

lonely blackened canyon. The Southern Ocean was to the south, but Black

River’s water flowed the other way. I pulled a burr out of my shoe and took a

handful of water in my mouth. There was a bend in the river not far from

where I stood so I couldn’t see if the river was walkable in that direction. With

no maps I guessed that from Champion Spur to where I met the red Mitsubishi
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was about four miles, and I had walked back in the way of the track about two

miles so I should have been only about two miles from the track, and another

mile from the campsite. In the shade of the valley the temperature must have

dropped to about two or three degrees. The scrub on this side of the river was

impenetrable owing to the steepness of the bank, so I made the decision to

cross the river and climb uphill until I could find a way to the camp, said Ken.

Throwing a few stones in the water I was able to cross without wetting my

feet, and on the other side I climbed and climbed and instead of following the

river the track kept cranking east and climbing higher back up the steep valley.

No smaller tracks could be seen to the north, said Ken, even though I kept an

eye out. Up the steep hill I had to keep dragging my body, propped up with my

walking stick,  the heavy rucksack making my lower back ache and at  one

point I spent a while investigating an imaginary track marker in a small cut

hemmed in by fallen trees. Looking back across the valley I could see I was

half way back up the hill and walking further and further from the campsite.

I’d wasted an hour already and at that moment, out of impatience I decided I

was going to walk alongside that river.  How hard could it be?  asked Ken, a

Tally  Ho paper  hanging from his  bottom lip.  From above,  the steady rain

turned to a torrential downpour, the tin roof hammered by large drops and the

downpour lasted for about five minutes in which neither of us said anything.

The sound made me shiver a few times. I was grateful for shelter. 

Love it when rain falls like this, Ken said. Puts you in a good mood,

don’t  ya reckon? As soon as  I  started  descending,  my toes  and left  ankle

started to hurt.  That left  ankle always gave me trouble after the motorbike

accident, Ken said, but I was buoyed by the notion that I’d be at camp in an

hour, so I started singing the Polo Club song and I loosened my left boot a bit.

Only thing I could hear were the words of Ralph Smithson, the club president,

saying never to go out here on your own in the cold. He seemed to me to be

over-cautious at the time but I was about to find out I was in one of Australia’s

deepest  darkest  valleys,  some constricted  ravine  that  kept  turning  back on
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itself like a Penrose staircase, Ken said lying on his mattress in the back of the

hut. That bloody river’s a crack between two boulders, or the bleeding wound

left by some giant scalpel, said Ken, lying on his mattress, smoking. Back at

the river  I  took a  few handfuls  of  water  and washed my face.  I  had been

sweating a lot walking uphill and the sweat froze as soon as I stood still. 

Following the bank the going was slow until I got around the first bend

and saw the river straight and shallow so I plunged straight in the clear water

turning murky with black trout scattering over the tri-coloured pebbles. In the

beginning I  hopped over  the slipperiest  rocks  and swung under  any heavy

branches with speed and the riverbed was sandy and shallow and the going

was swift and I made good ground. I was on the lookout for snapped twigs,

scratches, footprints,  anything to say someone else had been there, but any

evidence  had been erased  by the  fire  the  year  before.  Ashen swathes  tore

across  the  contours  like  the  twisted  bars  of  a  melted  birdcage  and  great

mounds of slain trees had congregated and amassed in the river. I thought the

first mound I laid my eyes on would be the only one, but the train carriage

sized obstacles kept arising at unpredictable intervals. If you were caught in

the fire, I thought, you would lay in the river, holding your breath for as long

as possible until the flames had died down to cinders and embers, and a wet t-

shirt could be used to filter the smoke. If, by some miracle, you survived, all

charcoaled and bearing the heart of a charmed existence, you would forever

have etched in  your  memory the  act  of  forcing your  head underwater  and

looking up out of the burning waves as the ravens flew for the red sun, said

Ken.

As  it  was  those  hodgepodge-vegetation-wrecks  made  the  going  very

hard. As I climbed over I had the choice of jumping from one log to the next

or crashing back into the water and remounting the next fallen trunk. Or, three

metres above a rocky bank I had to trace a dinner-plate-wide trunk to another

trunk leading zig-zag downstream. If a pile was too difficult to climb over I

had to find a way around or, more often than not, underneath with my pack
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falling sideways off my back as I squeezed under and my face was forced into

the freezing water and my beard got soaking wet. What I remember, said Ken,

lying on his mattress, was my face getting slashed by branches as I forced my

way over or under each bloody obstacle. Partly from being tired and partly

from being impatient, I started to fall over, and my pants ripped and small

slithers  of  blood could be seen  in  the  holes.  On and on my sodden boots

became  heavier  as  I  lifted  them  over  trees.  My  chest  heaved  against  the

sternum strap and I told myself to slow down, said Ken. I pressed my thumb

and forefinger against my scrunched, heavy and sore eyelids and saw the face

of Sorcha, my daughter, who I hadn’t spoken to in nearly a decade. Her eyes

were soft and she said that if I wanted to get better I should do something for

other  people  and  if  I  was  forced  to  talk  to  strangers  I  might  begin  to

understand that I can’t control everything and if I wanted to be happy I needed

to let go and be without my dickhead attitude, as she said, said Ken, lying on

his mattress, smoking. By then my hands were shaking and I thought when I

get out of this mess I’ll find Sorcha and try to be friends with her. Ken fell

silent  at  this  and put  a cigarette  out  on the base of  his  blackened pot  and

started rolling another. The rain had not ceased and was hammering down on

the tin roof of Franklin Hut. At times I could hardly hear him and the dark

clouds darkened the interior of the hut, and it felt like his voice was bodiless

and spoken by the hut itself. 

Onward I  slopped, said Ken, spitting  dags from his lips.  I  remember

thinking that if you were with someone else the seriousness of the situation

would escalate, your woes and worries would build up and the feeling of being

lost would be shared, but the responsibility of being lost would be shouldered

by only one of you who would then have no credibility as a future navigator.

Of course they’d then be known as the hopeless navigator and this idea would

circle back on them and make them angrier which would then be projected

back onto their companion. This anger would work its way onto the indifferent

landscape  as  if  it  were  the  burnt  and  fallen  tree’s  fault,  or  the  small  fish
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swimming in the stream’s fault, or the giant boulder that forced you into the

thick scrub’s fault, and as you thrashed and grabbed upset with yourself you’d

become panic-stricken  and begin  talking  to  yourself  and start  thinking the

campsite  would  never  appear  and you’d  need to  follow the  river  for  days

whereupon the river would widen and deepen until it became a waterfall or

rapid and you’d have to score in big letters on a river bank HELP knowing the

further  you went along that  crevice the less likely  you could return to the

Black River track and out to South Road and that you would have to camp out

for  a  night  or  two,  but  you couldn’t  go  back,  not  against  the  flow of  the

freezing river, not against morale, Ken said.

The river twisted west for twenty minutes, then north, then back on itself

to the east and when I reached the other side of the spur I thought I could have

saved myself a lot of time by climbing over the spur instead of walking around

it, said Ken, smoking. This idea only occurred to me, Ken said, lying on his

mattress, when I realised I was standing at a point a mere three hundred metres

from where I  was forty-five minutes  earlier.  Looking at  the density  of the

vegetation and the steepness of the incline, I concluded, happily, that I might

have saved ten minutes in the process although I would have returned to the

river severely scratched, covered in dead leaves and highly irritated. I looked

up to the sky to gauge how many hours of light there were left, how heavy I

felt, how wet I had become. There was no breeze, said Ken. I shuddered. With

each mound of fallen trees my appearance must have declined. My eyelids felt

like they were on fire and if I could shake off this desperate dejected feeling I

might  emerge  utterly  liberated,  as  I  was  convinced  I  had  trudged  into

undiscovered territory.

On  a  small  beach  I  pulled  out  the  bag  of  lollies  the  couple  from

Melbourne had given me earlier. Good on you for doing this, they said, said

Ken, as if I were some kind of hero, with my fingers and hands going numb. I

ate the red-ribbed sugary lollies in handfuls snorting like a pig and in my head

I again heard Sorcha’s voice. The closer you get to someone the more they see
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how ugly you are, how ugly you can be even when you don’t mean to be ugly.

Your  despicable  self  emerges  at  the  strangest  moments  when  everything

should  be  going  swimmingly  as  if  there  is  an  undercurrent  of  discontent

moving beneath the ice cap. I know now that women can see my ugliness, that

Sorcha could see I could not be trusted, that’s why I had to leave her and walk

back  this  way,  I  had  no  plans  of  walking  back  here,  I’m meant  to  be  in

Mandurah looking after Mum, and I would be by now but I couldn’t give the

ugliness a chance. Isn’t it funny how we’re ugliest to the people we’re closest

to? I’ve been thinking about that for a long time... I’m out here every day and I

sometimes have to stop because some memory of my viciousness returns and

knowing I’m a  miserable piece of shit  takes hold of me, said Ken. I don’t

normally talk about other people, if you know what I mean, said Ken, lying on

his mattress, but even  she had some ugliness too and I was afraid both our

uglinesses  would  find  one  another  and  then  I’d  be  walking  some  new

unforgiveness off. That Sorcha, she tell you I fell off Einstein and ended up in

a coma? Yeah, bet she did. Some days I can keep walking, building up the

sweat and steam and walking until I’m in so much pain I can forget, but most

days I can still see my ex pleading with me to let her be, that she tried to clean

up all of her hair out of the bed sheets and off the floor. Fact is, said Ken, I

hate walking. I hate walking nearly as much as I hate myself for all the terrible

things I’ve done. All the awful things I’ve done keep coming back to me in my

thoughts and only by walking can those thoughts be quietened a little. Usually

I walk until I can no longer walk and only then can I sleep for an hour or two.

One time I walked for three days day and night with only a short rest here and

there. 

The rain had settled, and I couldn’t wait to get out of there. As soon as

this front moved over and the rain stopped for more than ten minutes I would

go, I kept telling myself,  and I kept trying to find a gap in Ken’s story, a

comma to escape out through. Up ahead where the river was straighter and

shallower I could see a badly burnt section of forest, Ken said, helping himself
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to a ginger nut biscuit. First I had to climb over another pile of logs the size of

a truck. I tried to slow down. I jumped off a log and onto a patch of sand when

the sand gave way fast and I had to lunge forward and hold myself up on a

rock where I was huffing and puffing and my left ankle was throbbing. I sat on

the black rock and stretched my foot out and enjoyed the pain.  Get up you

bastard, I told myself, said Ken, keep going you miserable piece of shit. All I

could hear was my boots sloshing through the water. All I could do was keep

walking downstream until I reached a flat patch of grass big enough to put my

tarp up and light a fire. There were pig prints and cat prints but no human

prints. In the water layers of foam mixed with ice bark. When I pulled my

waterlogged  stick  up  from  the  mud  it  snapped.  On  the  verge  of  tears  I

continued this  childish battle  with my self-made mess and started chanting

The Man From Snowy River,  even though I  had promised myself  I  would

never sing that poem again. Below the peak of a snow-capped mountain were

two giant boulders and as I was concocting some way of getting around them,

I saw two Lorikeets on the lower branch of an Alpine Ash. I can still see them

looking at  me with their  black eyes  and their  Christmas-coloured feathers,

their  yellow  necks  craned  and  their  torsos  cantilevered  in  the  last  of  the

afternoon light, Ken said, lying on the mattress. What an inelegant creature I

was, green and black and bloodied. My sloshing sound caused them to move

on as the branch they were standing on flicked up and their bellies expanded

and their wings flapped and they squawked downstream. A few moments later

I spotted a line of rocks running from one side of the river to the other, and on

both banks off-colour gouges in the soil. I clenched my cold fingers into a fist

and hoped for a track.

There  were  clearings  heading  uphill  that  disappeared  quickly.  There

were no fresh vehicle tracks but I wasn’t surprised, no one drives down there

unless they’re lost or rich enough to ruin their car. Getting dark I decided to

camp  right  there  on  the  track.  My  shoulders  ached  and  cramped  once  I

removed  the  pack.  The  shoulder  straps  were  darkened  with  sweat.  Sitting
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down in the dirt I looked for a flat area to lay my mattress and tucked my

hands in my armpits trying to think up a game plan, said Ken, lying on his

mattress. I was losing feeling in my toes and knew I had to get a fire started as

soon as possible as the temperature was dropping below freezing. I collected

some twigs and branches and leaves and pulled out some toilet paper from the

pack and made a pile. The lighter I had in my pocket was soaking wet and

wouldn’t spark. Two is one and one is none, as the saying goes, said Ken. If I

could get the gas stove lit with a spark from the lighter I could use that to start

the fire. In the river chunks of ice were collecting where I had broken through

earlier. I wanted nothing more than to get into dry, warm clothes and make

some pasta and eat some salami and lay beside the fire. The old timers warn

you about freezing out there, said Ken. When they say you’ll freeze unless

you’re careful of course a smart arse like me never thinks he’ll lose the tops of

some of his fingers, said Ken, holding his hands up. 

In the dark shade of that valley the light disappeared before I could get

some twigs alight. To get my pack open took a lot  of effort as my fingers

couldn’t open the plastic clips that held her shut. Once the clothes were laying

on the pack my hands decided not to work, so I had to wrap my arm around

my shins and pull at the laces with my teeth and prise open the boots with a

stick until I could kick them off. On my left heel a large chunk of skin pulled
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off when I removed the sock and the skin of the rest of my feet was macerated

as if the undulations of the terrain had transferred to my feet. My beard no

longer itched, I remember that. The bloody thing froze with all the slobber I’d

dribbled as I busted along the river. Snot kept dripping out my nose and the

back of my gloves got all sticky. I stripped off my soaking pants and I don’t

know if  I’ve ever been that cold before or since,  my jaw chattering all  by

itself. As loneliness started to set in, I put wool leggings and some thick socks

on followed by a beanie and a jacket. Inside a stuff sack I found my flashlight

and another lighter and banged my fingers against my leg until the feeling in

them returned and then got the gas stove lit and pointed the blue jet at the

toilet paper and twigs, to hell with how much gas I was wasting, said Ken.

Slowly I got a fire going, blowing the flames with my breath, having to get up

a few times to gather more wood with my eyes watering, careful not to bang

my numb feet on a rock. Feeding the fire with larger sticks, once the flames

got bigger I warmed my hands up and started boiling some water, said Ken. I

then pulled out my groundsheet, blew up the mattress and got into my sleeping

bag. 

After that, for a long while I sipped tea eyeing off the river that was no

longer my enemy. Black in the last of the light, I noticed a giant tree that had

fallen in the water. My eyes then surveyed the area for the best trees to tie the

tarp to, in case it rained. A water puddle sat at the bottom of the pack after I

pulled the pack liner out. Turning the pack upside-down, the compass, rubbish

and  camera  fell  on  the  groundsheet.  A  little  black  and  red  notebook  was

caught  in the  opening of the hip belt  pocket  and the notes I  had taken in

previous  days  were  now  indecipherable.  Guess  what  else  fell  out  of  my

rucksack when I turned it upside down, said Ken, lying on his mattress. A

black hair the same colour and shape as Sorcha’s fell onto my blue mattress,

the same one I’m lying on now. Bloody good mattresses these mate, heavy,

but worth the weight if you ask me, said Ken. Moving in on the hair I couldn’t

believe my eyes. Drawing in closer I shook my head in disbelief and also to
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shake my eyes to see if they would work better, and sure enough as I raised

the hair in my shivering hand the hair was nearly exactly like Sorcha’s hair,

like all the hairs she used to leave around the house all those years ago. As

clear as day it was one of Sorcha’s hairs in my hands, yet the impossibility that

one of Sorcha’s hairs somehow found its way into my backpack never escaped

me. The follicle stuck to my mitten as I tried to drop it in the fire and when it

fell it flew upwards in the up-draught and I never saw the hair again and until

this day part of me wonders how the hair got in my backpack and whether or

not  the  hair  was  indeed  Sorcha’s.  Out  the  corner  of  my  eye  I  caught  a

movement on the giant fallen tree and looked up to find a pair of lyre birds

making their way across the river. Their necks craned over their plump brown

bodies, and as I stood up to gain a better view two mosquitoes buzzed around

my face and my fanning arms were spotted, causing a loud screeching noise

from the vanishing birds. The fear of these shy animals cut right through me,

and a long time passed before my pulse slowed and my mind stopped racing,

before  I  could  fall  asleep.  Just  you wait,  said  Ken,  lying  on his  mattress,

smoking, with the rain hammering down on the hut roof, when you walk the

Australian Alps Walking Track, you better take some maps, and do yourself a

favour, go in summer. 

The ladies who volunteer at Parry Beach Caravan Park let me fill my water

bottles up from the corrugated iron water tank. They also offered me a cup of

tea and some fruit cake, but I wanted to make William Bay Hut before dark

and the conditions were such that you could make out the outline of the dunes

through the mist; cream beach, silver lagoon, white wave lines, black land.

One of the ladies, with short salt and pepper hair, came beside me as I was

filling my water bottles, and asked if I had met Sorcha. An image of Sorcha at

Beraking Hut wearing her Geraldton leavers’ jumper flooded in. She passed

away,  said  the  lady,  hit  by a  car  on  Harvey-Quindanning  Road.  We were

163



called this afternoon. The skin around her eyes began to twitch and I saw her

try to stop her hands from shaking. My little finger ran along the hard plastic

edge of the collapsible water bladder and an awkward core was felt between

us which proceeded a pulling to the interior of the volunteers’ kitchen. The sky

was full of black bottomed clouds.

I left and as I was leaving I felt like I was pussyfooting around death.

From sharing Sorcha’s death with the Parry Beach volunteers, from sharing

my experiences of death with the ladies at Parry Beach who preferred Earl

Grey to English Breakfast and who offered me a shot of Jameson. I’m a death

sissy, I muttered to myself, as a seagull stood still. Then I couldn’t remember

if I had actually said that I was a death sissy or a death milquetoast or a death

big girl’s blouse, or if I had muttered anything at all. Rarely was there a time I

could use the word milquetoast, I thought, as I took another look back up the

beach to the Parry beach volunteers shack. Because of the news of Sorcha’s

death, I nearly had a shot of Jameson. In light of the news of Sorcha’s suicide I

nearly got drunk with the Parry Beach volunteers. The heroic thing to do, I

thought, as I walked along the beach, was to get smashed with the Parry Beach

vollies.

The wind blew from behind my back as if a hand were forcing me along

the beach. My steps were as deep as the soft sand that collapsed beneath my

weight, and the grains swelled outwards from my boot the way water balloons

from a ship’s bow. I heard the soft swish of small waves in the granite-rocked

bay below the thud of the breakers. Further along, salt spray flicked up from

the violent water that crashed on the sand bar. The curved tide mark craned off

to the right and disappeared in a headland 15ks from where I walked. I had to

pick a line between the water hardened sand and the lines of weed and silt that

sat on the surface. Airborne sand flicked against the back of my legs and took

off as if one body swirling low and horizontal. As if I were a tern, every so

often a stronger wave would force me to run up the berm to where bits of rope,

white foam and cuttlefish lay. An hour or so later I began to approach Parry
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Inlet. 

As I climbed my side of a small dune I could make out the tops of about

ten bodies walking in my direction. As details of these bodies came into focus

I could see all but one had bandanas across their faces. The top half of their

bodies craned at an angle over their legs as they ploughed up the beach. They

were a group of Scotch College boys I had heard about, on a ten-day team

building adventure prior to graduation. Two stragglers had snot running down

their faces and for a moment I thought they might want to talk with me, or I

might have something to say to them about where I had come from. Instead,

we nodded and kept going. I licked my lips and wiped my right eyebrow.

There was a small scab where a squeezed pimple had been. I ripped the scab

off with some sweat and a few long hairs. When I turned my head the sound of

the resistance of my ear against the wind grew, then diminished. A cormorant

flew in. 

Upstream there appeared to be a fence and a clearing in the paperbarks.

At  the  mouth,  I  could  see  long  divots  on  the  sandy  floor  of  the  inlet.  I

struggled to make out what I was smelling. Sand sprayed across the surface of

the clear yellowy water. A fast channel, choppy and dark, fed the ocean. I had

the Scotch boys’ prints as a guide to pick a way across and I decided not to

take my boots off. I threw my phone into a glad bag. On the other side of the

inlet I spotted a sea eagle land in the middle of a bunch of seagulls. Then I

decided to take my boots off. My stomach gurgled and I decided to have a

snack somewhere over there. Having made this decision I took my boots off,

and shoved the grey socks inside and grabbed them both in one hand. In the

channel,  where the water was deepest,  the water came up to my mid-thigh

where a hakea barb had put a few welts into my skin. They’d been there since

I climbed Boonering near White Horse Hut. By the time I had crossed the

water the seagulls had started to move closer to the eagle that raised its wings

in the air. 

There were no tyre tracks on the southern side of the inlet. I came across
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a small grey and white animal body above the reach of high tide. The wet back

was rolled in  the cream sand. Salt  flecks  reflected  in the light.  Were  they

feathers, or skin? There were missing patches of fur about the size of a ten

cent  piece.  The white belly  appeared to be sinking into the sand, as if  the

beach was swallowing her. Her beak pointed to the waves, as if ready to enter

the water once more. The feet, made of hard lizard skin, lay in a divot either

side of the stumpy tail. Her eye socket was bright white and the eyelids moved

once in a while, yet the eye balls stayed still. One of the wings had been pulled

out of position by the eagle. 

Using the lines of seaweed for reference I looked up and down the beach

to check for witnesses. I was alone with the little penguin. Scanning the map, I

still had eight kilometres to reach Williams Bay Hut. I needed a rest and had

over a litre of water. I removed my pack and sat beside the penguin. I cleared

my throat and the lids of the penguin’s eyes opened, and closed again. I could

see the outline of my body in the hazy outer layer of the pupil. She wanted to

move away from me. I put my pack upwind and lent back against it, sheltering

her as well.  Hello,  penguin,  I  said.  Where is  your family? Leaning over,  I

pulled a piece of orange weed out from between the legs. Still no response.

The  eyelids  opened and shut.  A huge dumper  reminded  me  of  the  ocean.

Reminded me of the walk. One of my boots got wet during the crossing. I lay

the wet sock on my pack and took a swig of water and ate some nuts. Caught

in a gust, the eagle hovered overhead. One seagull squawked at the dunes over

and over,  while  the other  gulls  were chased up the berm by a penetrating

wave. A couple of terns pecked at the bubbles as the water receded. 

My nostrils itchy, I tried to pick a boogie with my little finger but only

managed to push the green goo further up. From a side pocket I pulled out my

rain  jacket  and  put  it  on  and an  area  of  warm sun shone  on me  and  the

penguin, and I watched her closed eyes to see if they would open and felt

sleepy  and  cradled  my palmed  hands  between my thighs  for  warmth.  We

seemed to find a calm beside the hiss and crash and boom of the restless
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waves. She made me feel sad. Sadder than I had since leaving Parry Beach. I

had  been  operating  within  a  small  band,  a  channel,  a  beach,  of  my  own

thoughts and feelings, bashing between the heath tufts on the primary dunes

and the forward and backwards thrust of random waves. What could I do for

the penguin? I could have put her in my pack and kept walking to Williams

Bay Road, where I might run into a car, where they might take her to a rescue

centre. She might get up and waddle into the surf like the fur seal I had seen at

Hood Point near Bremer Bay two years earlier. She might stay where she was,

and let her body decay and rot in the moist sand until all that was left of her

was my memory of her. I hate the ocean, I said to her. I get sea sick at the drop

of a hat, I said. Do you mind if I sit with you a while? I took her blink as an

affirmation. Another warm patch of light shone upon us and I used my pack as

a pillow. My ears tried to find a music in the wind and the waves, a pattern to

synchronise with, as I stared at the flightless bird.

K took me skateboarding, gave me skateboarding magazines through the

sleep-out window. Through the sash window he gave me Black Sabbath and

Beastie Boys cassettes, said the penguin. Follow me and I will show you. I

followed the penguin along the beach. I walked in her foot prints and as my

feet were much bigger than his I destroyed her prints. There was a painting of

a burning man on an easel that blew over in a gust. This is where K took me

skateboarding,  said  the  penguin.  The  dune  turned  into  a  large  industrial

warehouse  and  inside  was  an  array  of  skateboarding  ramps  and  bowls,

graffitied over. Bodies flew across the floor and up into the air. The penguin

then had a skateboard and went on a few ramps, and then rode up to me half

aghast  and  said  I  should  have  a  turn.  I  tried  to  have  a  turn  but  my  legs

wouldn’t work and then we were on a train with our legs dangling out of the

diesel train doors until a conductor came and told us to sit on a seat. In my

dream the penguin and I sit side by side on a train seat and she tells me that

she had to go visit K in a veterinary hospital and she had a tube inserted into

her mouth and about five different machines to keep him alive; K had been
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dumped on some boulders and some fisherman had found him and this was the

first time the penguin met her uncle and he appeared at her shoulder as she

stood beside the bed and he put his wing on K’s forehead and told K to relax

and that everything will be fine. 

My uncle asked me to adjust K’s pillow while he lifted his head. I later

learned my uncle went to the scene of the accident, the penguin said, a place

where penguins  and seals  are  often seen jumping in and out  of  the water,

fishing for herring and sardines, or sleeping in the caves. My uncle had to see

for himself what had happened, although he said the tide had gone out and the

swell had dropped off, he could make sense of where K slipped and put the

accident together in his mind, the penguin said, as we sat on the train opposite

Karrakatta cemetery, in my dream. K was in a coma for nine days and when

he woke up he asked for me. I remember riding with my cousin Serena to the

BMX track after the call came and thinking that maybe K would die and if he

did die I was indebted to him for what he had done for me, the penguin said.

Although I could not explain this back then, and I still  struggle to put into

words what happened, I was juggling the dual truths that he was the one who

molested me and therefore he was the one who taught me those things which

got  me  beaten  up  by  my  mother.  There  was  a  feeling  that  penetrated

everything, an uneasiness that infiltrated those moments, the penguin said, and

those moments kept on and on inside of us. 

When we returned from Albany, my mother returned from the hospital

and she said K was in a bad way, a really bad way and was lucky to be alive,

said the penguin. When she got home my mother showed us these hazy photos

of him in the hospital bed in this dark room lit by a shaded light with what

looked like blood stains dripping down the wall and he was laying on his side

and a breathing tube was in his mouth and taped in place. White sheets and

tubes were hanging out of him, and machines beeped and he looked like a

carcass, even I still think he looked more serene in those photos than he did in

the last family photos we had together. Us kids, the penguin said, my brothers
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and I were being looked after by our neighbours who lived across the road on

Heidlberg Road. I had broken the runner that held the maroon velvet curtain

that  separated their  TV room from the room where Kingi penguin had his

weight lifting equipment and photos of Arnold Schwarzenegger on the wall,

and I was sure that I was going to be in big trouble for breaking the curtain,

but then there was a knock at the door and we let our mother in and she said

our brother had woken up, the penguin said, and she said the first thing K did

when he woke up was see the photo of us kids my mother had stuck to the

inside of the bed end and he couldn’t talk so he moved his foot to cover the

image of my face to indicate that he wanted to see me. 

My brothers had to stay back while I got to see K who had survived

being in a coma for nine days. In the photo of K and my uncle and I, I am

wearing  my  mother’s  purple  jumper  as  we  didn’t  have  time  to  go  home

because visiting hours were soon to finish.  Everything always felt  like  we

were in a rush. Twice the priest had come, according to my father, to say the

last rites, and my father had turned the priest away and the machines kept him

alive,  although  the  doctors  had  said  there  was  no  hope given  that  he  had

clinically died three times. In the hospital we followed the yellow ICU line on

the floor from the ground floor at the entrance right up to the sixth floor where

everything was eerie and I had to wash my hands and there were different

rooms emanating different death vibes. Nothing can prepare you for seeing

someone you love so much in a coma, K’s body now as thin as a rake under

the  white  blankets,  tubes  hanging out  of  his  arms  dropping drugs  into  his

blood and a huge tube going straight into a hole cut in his throat, the tube

jumping slightly by itself whenever a fresh breath was pumped into his lungs. 

On his wing was a baby blue clip to monitor his pulse, the penguin said.

You could follow the trachea tube up from his throat to K’s sunken face where

his lips had lost their ability to hold any expression. But it was his eyes that

had changed the most, the penguin said. As soon as he saw me tears poured

out of his eyes that were now so dark and full of fear that you knew as soon as
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you saw him that K was so terribly frightened. He appeared frightened in his

watery eyes, terrified of whatever it was he had experienced in his coma, and

also that he was scared to now be alive, and each new emotion and experience

was terrifying in itself. Everything new, I mean everything that brought back

to him the life he had before the accident triggered a whole new set of pain

that he had no ability to contain. Even I, I could tell, said the penguin, had

brought a level of suffering that was capable of destroying him. There was no

filter for his pain and I could tell every new experience, including seeing me,

was so intense, was so full on, it was as if life had become like death and K

saw them both simultaneously, saw them like no one else saw them, and you

could only catch a tiny glimpse of what he knew in the profound sorrow in his

eyes. I tried to keep a brave face and make him smile but this was not possible

and I lay on his chest and cried as well. My father said to be careful because I

might hurt him. He couldn’t talk. In some ways this was worse than seeing

someone dead, like I had seen my mother’s mother dead in her coffin two

years earlier, the penguin said. 
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My grandmother had a history that is still largely unknown to me, the dying

penguin said. She had a small villa in a set of villas about 500m down the road

from where my youngest sister drowned. Her little brick and tile flat was right

up the back of the complex and she had a small garden full of roses and next

to her house was a small outdoor hallway that sang like a ghost when the sea

breeze blew, the penguin said, as the train neared Fremantle we turned to face

the ocean.  She hated guns,  and fighting.  Outside of the house she and my

mother would do aerobics and pottery and craft classes in this wooden house

down in the wetlands. We would go there after school and pick her up. She

had a small white Honda Civic. She had this chihuahua named Bobby who

was very protective of her. One day one of K’s school friends visited with us

and Bobby went mental barking at the girl. We had never seen him like that

before. In my dream on the beach, the penguin said, her grandmother had fake

teeth that moved around in her mouth. She smoked Marlboro Reds before she

came down with lung cancer. I was only four, five, six, but my feeling is she

had  no  quarrel  with  dying.  We  would  enter  her  dark  room and  hear  her

exasperated breathing and sense her small and fragile body under the sheets.

One night, in the middle of the night we heard our mother screaming, over and

over and over, the penguin said, scratching her chest with her black beak, and

the penguin seemed to be inserting the images in my mind as she spoke. In the

morning our father  turned the telly  turned off,  gathered us together  on the

couch, and started to tell us that our grandmother passed away. The news was

no surprise. I think he had genuine tears. A day later we are at Nan’s place in

Ballajura and all of our uncles and aunties were there and they are drinking

and smoking and blowing the smoke in our faces and we are thinking:  who

are these people? Where have you been the last five years? They sat around

drafting  their  death  notices  and  using  the  wall  phone  to  ring  The  West

Australian and dial in their letters. Our uncle Jim said to be careful because

Dear Aunt could become Dead Cunt and your ad would be ruined. 

Her body was in the Bowra and O’Dea funeral parlour in East Perth. My
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mother and her sisters were laughing about how they dressed her, and how her

body was limp and they struggled to get her dress on. If I remember correctly

her dress was a brown polyester number and she wore high heels and her face

was heavily made up, the penguin said. She was dead all right and we moved

around her coffin taking in this dead person who no longer responded, who no

longer told us off. This dead person who no longer told us why she was telling

us off and who would sit us on her lap and sing songs walking spiders up our

legs and wiggling our toes and singing Piggy Going to Market. She taught us

in subtle, playful ways not to be naive, not to assume the story or game would

be the same way each time, the penguin said. The answer for the same playful

question would have three or four different answers and we usually answered

with the trick answer from the last game, but this time a new trick answer was

ready  for  us.  With  the  Passenger  Terminal  outside  the  train  windows,  the

penguin said my grandmother’s body was a different body, to K’s body. K

was neither dead nor alive. In place of peace was terror. The next time we

went  to  the hospital  was with my sisters  and it  was  K’s  birthday and my

mother had made a cake. There we all were standing around the bed with K in

the middle, still as terrified as hell, while my mother was taking a photo and

we sang Happy Birthday but he looked like we were delivering him poison

and he didn’t have the strength to blow the candles out so my younger sister

and I blew them out for him, the penguin said, when the fire alarm went off

from the candles and an eagle cry entered the room and the penguin and I

looked at one another and we both heard an eagle. 

In my dream Sorcha was eating with her mouth open, gulch sound, I

could  see  the  food  in  her  mouth.  I  woke.  Over  the  corpse,  in  the  brown

seaweed, in front of the crashing waves, tiers of brown feathers fell to yellow

claws and rose to great big eyes, a scalloped head and a hooked beak covered

in penguin eye and penguin brain. I threw my hand at her head. She didn’t

flinch. The closeness of eagle was closer than the closeness of penguin. Her

claws let go, her head turned to me and her mask reflected my mass. Maybe

172



her wings separated from her breasts, I thought. I think I stood up. I must have

stood up and threw my hands at her once more; she was as tall as my chest and

she  used  the  cadaver  and the  weeds  as  a  spring,  her  woop  was deep,  her

wingbeat above her claws dangled, and she almost crashed on the sand. This

was  wedge tailed eagle and she found the air to rescue her laboured flight.

Speechless,  I  dug a hole and covered the penguin in  sand, I  used the wet

seaweed as a wreath; undertaker, beachcomber, I saved her until the next tide.
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Albany

On a  clear  morning I  left  Sand Patch  Hut  and took the  final  steps  of  the

Bibbulmun Track. The chilled Antarctic wind made goosebumps on my bare

skin, and I jogged between the banksias to warm up. My pack was light and

comfortable and my thoughts were about delaying the journey’s conclusion, as

I would be at a loose end, unemployed, rudderless and certain to return under

the dreaded influence of the Dog Star. I had found a kind of home on the trail

and knew each morning what I had to do that day, and that I would be healthy,

content,  and  free,  to  a  certain  extent.  At  Frenchman’s  Bay  Road  I  was

reminded of the fact that Torndirrup contains some of the oldest rocks in the

world, and that this area was once connected by a land bridge to Antarctica,

although  I  could  not  place  where  I  had  gained this  knowledge  from.  Any

mention  of  Antarctica  conjured  up the  story  of  Ernest  Shackleton  and  his

miraculous march across Elephant  Island in 1916. My pathway hugged the

border  of Shoal  Bay into the centre  of  Albany.  Houses and port  buildings

started to dominate the landscape. Food, my belly began to counsel me. 

A few hours later, I stood on the brick paved median strip on the bay

side  of  the  railway boom gates  and I  could  see  up York Street  with  Dan

Murphy’s off to the left and IGA off to the right. A few Port Jackson fig trees

provided shade to parked cars. Other than a mother pulling an upside-down

and back-to-front pram up the steep hill no other pedestrians were to be seen.

A white Toyota Camry dipped from the carpark into the gutter as the driver

lurched forward to check for traffic. I looked up and over the IGA towards

Mount  Clarence,  and  then  turned  back  toward  the  low lying  dunes  I  had

walked from and felt immediately as if I were experiencing deja vu. Ever since

my departure from Kalamunda some seven weeks earlier, I had imagined this

time, this feeling of confronting an elusive moment, a future event that held a

promise of realisation, with a tangible object that corroborated my fantasy. But
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now I realised that the more I fantasised about this moment, this period when

the goal would be achieved, the more I looked for clues that substantiated the

fantasy; Dan Murphy’s was still there, IGA was still there, the wide sound was

choppy. Even a lone seagull stood nearby. Only the replica sailing ship was

missing from the jetty. My fantasy was reduced to this materialism and I felt

no wiser, and not necessarily happier; no one cared I had finished the trail, and

as I looked down at the gnarled bitumen around the steel railway tracks,  I

couldn’t decide what to do. There was no one in town I knew who I could

celebrate the occasion with. I looked through the contacts on my telephone

and  felt  more  isolated  from  each  of  them  than  at  any  other  time.  Their

acknowledgement  of  my  achievement  would  dilute  the  intensity  of  the

impending revelation somehow, I concluded. But what would the revelation

be? What could the revelation be? The steps I would take between the spot I

was  standing  and  the  brown and  white  sign  with  the  letters  SOUTHERN

TERMINUS were no different from all the other steps I had taken to get from

Kalamunda to  here.   Standing on the  yellow checked paint  of  the railway

crossing,  the  settlement  edge,  the  water  and  landscape  behind  me  now

appeared featureless, and lacking any sense of adventure. ‘Ending’ the walk

merely  served to dispel  any sense of wonder  that  those previous moments

contained. I did not want to walk forward. Where I had come from held no

interest either. 

I decided I was unable to ‘complete’ the walk at the southern terminus

on Proudlove Street. I chose instead to stroll beside Dan Murphy’s and up the

hill on York Street. Should I buy a beer? Or even a six pack? On a wall was an

advertisement for the 1849 Backpackers with a big red dog-leg arrow pointing

the way. Would I find someone to drink with there? As quickly as the idea of

getting  silly  with  a  bunch of  strangers  entered  my mind,  the  idea  seemed

preposterous.  If  the  walk  had  changed me  in  any  way,  there  was  the

recognition that what excited and entertained me in the past no longer held the

same temptations as before. If only the track continued another five hundred
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kilometres to Esperance, I thought, that would solve my problems, and satiate

my will for a few more weeks. I could walk there myself, I suppose, keep the

ocean to my right and follow the beaches for as far as Israelite Bay, or maybe

even Adelaide. All that I had to do was buy some road maps and food, and a

tent, before heading out again.  

Maybe I should have turned around and walked back to Kalamunda? I’d

heard that the track was completely different in the opposite direction. If I had

have set out to walk the track end to end to end from the beginning I would

have prepared  myself  for  this  moment,  knowing I  was  only half  way and

therefore someone still with a purpose, someone with a mission and a reason

for existing. Someone with self-worth. Now that I was in town, I felt more lost

than at any moment I was in  the bush.  As it was, I walked past a couple of

cafes, a bank and a service station and at the top of the hill I crossed the road

when  a  gust  of  cold  wind  sent  a  shiver  up  my  sweaty  back.  The  cream

coloured Albany Hotel stood before me. White posts held up the ceiling of the

entrance alcove and a row of tall white French windows were set back. In a

corner, out of the wind, three people stood around a gas heater, chatting and

drinking. 

I had harboured the idea of having a counter meal inside, but the sight of

the  outdoor  gas  heater  turned me off.  These  climate-change-denying-idiots

won’t be having the last of my money I mumbled to myself, as I walked back

down York Street  from where  I  had  came.  Not  long after  I  found myself

standing in front of the SOUTHERN TERMINUS sign on Proudlove Street,

with the interior lights emanating from the visitors’ centre nearby. Inside the

front window I was drawn to a giant screen showing the sport and weather

section of the local news station. I let the shoulder straps of my backpack out

and  stood  watching  the  screen,  content  to  let  the  images  guide  my

capriciousness  for  a  moment.  Against  a  black  background  bright  yellow

teletext  scrolled  across  the  bottom of  the  screen,  making  the  announcer’s

speech appear mechanical and scripted.  
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When the news finished a group of ragged looking men were walking

horses along a beach. The men were in the water with waves crashing against

their legs, forcing the heads of the horses back toward the dense scrub inland.

…the teletext moved across the screen… “we had, therefore, to go far out of

our way, tracing round every point, and following along every bay, whilst the

sea-weed frequently  obstructed  our  path,  and drove  us  again  to  the  loose

sands,  above  high  water  mark,  causing  extra  fatigue  to  our  unfortunate

horses. At other times we were forced to go between these banks of sea-weed

and the sea, into the sea itself,  on which occasions it  required our utmost

vigilance to prevent the wretched horses from drinking the salt water, which

would inevitably have destroyed them.” 

A few midges were glued to the glass window as the show cut from the

ragged men to a well-dressed woman walking along the cliffs of the Great

Australian Bight, talking to the camera. The vision cut away once more to a

monochrome  map  with  an  animation  of  a  red  line  at  first  beginning  in

Adelaide  and  then  working  its  way  to  the  Flinders  Range,  up  to  central

Australia east of Uluru, then south-west to Whyalla, squiggling further south

to Port Lincoln, to Ceduna and then resting on the Great Australian Bight, in a

pulsating red circle.  Based on the knowledge I  had from a primary school

history project, I knew then that I was watching a dramatised documentary

about Edward John Eyre and his aboriginal mate Wylie, who, after exploring

the interior of central Australia, walked from Adelaide across to King George

Sound, now known as Albany, in 1841. The teletext scrolled across the screen

as  a  mixture  of  paraphrased  extracts  from  Eyre’s  diary  and  the  story

reconstructed by the GWN production team. The title Part III faded in and out

after a montage of images from the previous episodes, the story ploughed on. 

It was in March of 1841, the narrator said, in yellow teletext. There was

Eyre, his overseer Baxter, Wylie, a fellow from Albany, and Yarry and Joey

from the Adelaide region. They were about the midpoint between Adelaide

and King George's Sound, with a fearful, unforgiving country on either side of
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them. The horses carried a small supply of provisions, and the last of their

water. The two sheep that were still alive had become delirious and required

extra attention. From their current position, before them lay a series of long,

waterless stretches of over five hundred kilometres to Cape Arid, where Eyre

believed, based on reports by Captain Flinders, that water was more abundant.

The horses, constantly knocked up, lame, and close to perishing, had slowed

their progress, yet were needed to carry water over this final arid stretch, said

the narrator. Each day they were forced to wait for the horses to feed on the

scant grass in order for them to rest and recover, but this meant the men were

eating their flour and drinking the last of the tea and sugar. Over the course of

months they moved slowly westward, burying supplies when the horses were

tired and then returning on foot to retrieve the goods when water was found. 

Baxter,  his  mind  ill  at  ease,  was  beginning  to  take  up  an  opposite

opinion to Eyre’s. He had many gloomy anticipations of the future, and that

they should return to Fowlers Bay where a large supply of provisions were

buried. Baxter thought there were no sand-hills ahead, that they should never

reach any water in the direction they were headed, and that there was no hope

of saving any of the horses. As the afternoons passed Eyre regretted to find

that Baxter’s mind was continually occupied with thoughts of returning, the

scrolling disjointed yellow teletext said, and that the only plan he could come

up with was to  push on to  the water  found by Captain  Flinders,  and then

endeavour again to return to Fowlers Bay. Eyre has his own reservations, but

he kept them to himself, the narrator concluded, awkwardly standing behind a

skinny bearded man sitting on a sand dune and throwing handfuls of sand

between his feet. According to Eyre, Wylie, Joey and Yarry appeared to think

little about the future; and still having something to eat and drink, they played

and laughed and joked with each other as much as ever.

To keep him occupied Eyre sent the overseer to a distant point of land to

try to see what lay to the west. During Baxter’s walk Eyre wrote in his diary

and examined the footprints and many pieces of wreck upon the beach; oars,
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thwarts of boats, fragments of masts thrown about in every direction. Many of

the oars and lighter spars were stuck up on their ends in the sand above high

water mark. One oar was stuck up upon a high sand ridge, quite a distance

from the shore, and Eyre spent some time in examining the place, in the vain

hope of finding water. Baxter then returned from his walk noting that the view

to the west was obstructed by a point similar to the one he had walked out on.

That night they drank their last drop of water… At last. I had found something

to occupy myself  with.  A new escape.  I’ll  stand here and watch the whole

show and worry about where I’ll sleep and what I’ll eat afterwards…The next

morning Eyre sent Baxter and Joey to search for the horses that had strayed,

the teletext continued. With Wylie and Yarry, he then went to try to collect

some of the dew hanging in spangles upon the grass and shrubs. Brushing

these with a sponge, he squeezed the drops into a quart pot, which, in an hour's

time, Eyre filled with water. Having taken the water to the camp, they made

tea, and never was a meal more truly relished, for none knew when they might

again enjoy either a drink of water, or a mouthful of bread. After they had

travelled one hundred and sixty miles since they had left the last water, they

travelled ten more miles, and the sand-hills they were aiming for were about

five miles further. The horses were becoming exhausted, and the day was so

hot that they were compelled to halt. Even then, in sight of their long-expected

goal,  Eyre feared it  might be too late  to save the horses, said the narrator.

Leaving the dejected boys to attend to the animals, he took the overseer up one

of the ridges to see if there was a place to dig for water. Weighed down by

intense  anxiety  and  over-wrought  feelings,  Eyre  and  Baxter  carried  out  a

careful surveillance, and a hollow was selected between two ridges of white

sand.  The  boys  were  called  up  to  assist  in  digging,  and  their  suspense

increased every moment as the well was deepened. At about five feet the sand

was observed to be quite moist,  and a taste test pronounced the liquid free

from any salt. They all tasted the sand, and they could scarcely believe that

there really was fresh water. By digging deeper the question was put beyond
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all doubt, and to their great relief fresh water was obtained at a depth of six

feet from the surface, the teletext said. The actors, who looked like a couple of

shearers from Jerramungup mimed the sequence before a segue of a seagull

and then a slow fade out to black. 

After advertisements for Ian Diffen Discount Tyres, a whale watching

tour and the fourth day of the Ashes the docu-drama resumed, in the same

yellow teletext… the next day Baxter and Joey walked forty seven miles back

from where they came to gather up their provisions, a journey of six days.

They returned missing two of the horses, both of which had died and most of

the belongings they had been sent for needed to be abandoned. In a maddened

state Baxter had made up his mind to return to Fowlers Bay, the narrator said,

and Eyre, after calming him down, convinced him to continue, by saying that

they might well  come across a whaling ship who will  give them food and

water. Baxter pleaded with Eyre that if they were to continue, they would need

to go on without the horses, as he had done on his return from the buried

supplies,  as they slowed the men’s progress.  The idea had already crossed

Eyre’s  mind,  and the party agreed to  terminate the noble animals  that  had

served them, and to put their meat to the use of saving their lives. Eyre then

sent  Baxter  to  kill  one  of  the  dying  horses,  said  the  yellow teletext,  as  I

slapped a mozzy on my right  calf.  The miserable  animal  was in  the  most

wretched state possible, thin and emaciated by dreadful and long continued

sufferings, and moaning from labour. After a great portion of the meat had

been cut off from the carcass, in thin slices, they were dipped in salt water and

hung up upon strings to dry in the sun. Eyre could not bring himself to eat any,

so horrible and revolting did the meat appear to him, but the overseer made a

hearty dinner, and the boys gorged themselves to excess, remaining the whole

afternoon by the carcass, where they made a fire.

On the 22nd of April 1841, Eyre woke to find that four pounds of the

horse flesh had gone missing. Eyre had suspected some of the disgusting meat

had been stolen during the previous nights, so he weighed it to find out. When
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everyone was waiting for breakfast,  Eyre deducted the stolen amount  from

Wylie,  Joey and Yarry’s daily  rations,  before he gave them what was left,

telling them that gluttony was to the detriment of all, and asking for the thief

to be pointed out,  who, if  found to be operating alone,  would be punished

accordingly and the others would receive their usual rations. Joey and Wylie

denied  being  involved  in  the  theft,  but  Yarry  refused  to  provide  an

explanation, and then informed Eyre and Baxter that the three of them were

leaving. A frustrated Eyre pointed out to Yarry and Wylie that there was no

chance they could succeed on their own. According to Eyre, he advised them

to remain where they were, and told them that if they were bent upon going he

would not attempt to stop them, and they would not be provided with horses or

provisions. In the heat of the argument Yarry told Eyre, for he now spoke for

Wylie  and  Joey,  that  they  thought  their  situation  was  untenable,  that  the

hardships they were experiencing were Eyre’s fault, and that while the horses

were falling behind and dying from fatigue, they were entitled to eat as much

as they desired and that they agreed with the overseer, that the only chance of

their survival was to return to Fowlers Bay. Eyre felt he was now alone in the

belief that the only way forward was to the westward, and that he alone would

have to press on to Albany. Despite their protestations, Eyre told them all that

he had a duty to ensure the safe passage of everyone in the party, and if they

apologised  for  stealing  the  meat  all  would be forgiven.  Nevertheless,  after

eating their breakfasts, Wylie and Yarry took up some spears they had been

preparing  for  the  last  two days,  and walked from the camp in  an easterly

direction. Joey had been enticed to join them, and he was getting up with the

intention of following, but Eyre called him back and detained him in the camp.

Joey sat there agitated but was happy again when they killed their last sheep,

and Baxter made wedge tail eagle stew. That evening, a little before dark, and

just as they had finished their tea, to their great astonishment Wylie and Yarry

returned to the camp. Wylie came up and said that they were both sorry for

what they had done, and were anxious to be received again, as they found they
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could get nothing to eat for themselves. Yarry sat silent and sullen at the fire,

the teletext said, more disappointed in himself for failing to leave, than sorry

for leaving in the first place. Eyre lectured them, for they both admitted having

stolen meat, not only on the night they were detected but previously as well.

Eyre then gave each some tea and some bread and meat, and told them if they

behaved well they would be treated in every respect as before. 

The small party spent nearly a week at the well, and were determined to

break up camp on the 27th of April. Wylie went on ahead, in the hope that he

might have time to spear a sting-ray. Eyre estimated that they had a hundred

and fifty miles to the next water. They had not gone far before the sky became

overcast with clouds, a dark shelf low and thick above their heads. To the east

and  to  the  west,  thunderclouds  gathered  around,  and  every  indication  of

sudden and violent rain was present to cheer them as they advanced, and all

rejoiced at the prospect of a speedy termination to their difficulties. But no

rain fell,  the wind shifted from the north-east,  before veering round to the

south and south-west.  That  night  Eyre and Baxter  took turns to  watch the

horses. The first watch was from six o'clock to eleven, the second from eleven

until four in the morning. Eyre would watch first as he was not sleepy. He left

the camp as the men were lying down in their wind-breaks. The guns were

piled up under an oilskin near to where the overseer slept. The night was cold,

said  the  yellow teletext,  and the  wind blew hard  from the  south-west,  the

horses, threading in and out among the many belts of scrub, pulled the damp

grass  from the  hard  earth,  until  at  last  Eyre  became  disorientated,  hardly

knowing where the camp was, the fires extinguished, the cliffs having taken

some  castling  manoeuvre.  At  half  past  ten,  Eyre  headed  the  horses  back

toward the camp, the yellow teletext said. 

While  looking  for  the  camp,  Eyre  was  startled  by  a  sudden  flash,

followed by the sound of gunfire. He called out, thinking Baxter was trying to

find him.  No call  was returned.  Eyre ran through the spinifex towards the

camp where he met Wylie who was shaken and trembling, and (I remember
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the teletext  to this  day,  as I  remember the words from my primary school

project, as if this were an event in my own life) the face of Wylie screaming

“Master,  Master,  something  terrible  has  happened,  Baxter  has  been  shot.”

Yarry and Joey had shot  the overseer  and scarpered,  taking with them the

majority of the food and water, as well as the majority of the firearms. Eyre

found Baxter writhing in the dirt, weltering in his blood, staring into the abyss.

Eyre sat behind Baxter, raising his torso as the blood shot out of his left breast

and saliva spewed from his mouth. Eyre yelled to Wylie to find some water to

attempt  to  clean  the  wound,  but  none  could  be  found,  and  there  was  no

medicine.  Baxter  died  minutes  later,  the  teletext  said.  Eyre  had  lost  his

companion  and  comrade  and  wished  he  had  taken  first  watch.  He  felt

paralysed in the wildest and most inhospitable place of Australia, with a wind

whipped up off the Southern Ocean, raging, with a crime scene before him,

and with Wylie, whose previous infidelities meant he could not be relied upon,

and who could have been working with Yarry and Joey to conspire to murder

him as well. Eyre’s double-barrelled gun was missing, as was Baxter’s double-

barrelled gun. He and Wylie were defenceless until they were able to service

the remaining rifle and brace of pistols. He picked up some loose cartridges

lying about the camp and went to search for the horses, who, spooked, had

strayed a mile off in the thick belts of scrub. Eyre still did not know if he could

trust  Wylie and spent the long, slow night shivering,  with an aching heart,

beckoning the sun to rise. He wore nothing but a shirt and a pair of trousers

and needed to walk to stay warm and to keep an eye out for the attackers. The

purpose of the expedition appeared extinguished and he would reflect, years

later,  the  yellow teletext  punched across  the  screen,  that  “ages  can never

efface the horrors of this single night, nor would the wealth of the world ever

tempt me to go through similar ones again.”

Eyre and Wylie shivered as the sun rose. They drove the horses back

toward the camp, where Baxter’s corpse lay; his eyes open, his shirt as red as

the dirt he laid on. According the Eyre’s diary, the teletext went on, Baxter’s
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face  held  the  same  stern  resolution,  and  fearless  open  look  that  had

characterised him when alive. He had fallen upon his breast four or five yards

from where he had been sleeping, and was dressed only in his shirt.  In all

probability, the noise made by the Yarry and Joey, in plundering the camp,

had awoke him; and upon his jumping up, with a view of stopping them, they

had fired upon and killed him. Around the camp lay scattered the harness of

the horses, and the remains of the stores that had been the temptation to the

fatal deed.

As soon as the horses were caught and secured, Eyre left Wylie to make

a fire, while Eyre proceeded to examine the state of their baggage, that they

might decide upon their future proceedings. Among the things carried off by

Yarry and Joey were all  of  the  baked bread,  amounting  to  twenty  pounds

weight, some mutton, tea and sugar, Baxter’s tobacco and pipes, a one gallon

keg full of water, some clothes, two double-barrelled guns, some ammunition,

and a few other small articles. There were still left forty pounds of flour, a

little tea and sugar, four gallons of water, one rifle and a satchel of pistols.

From the state of the horses, the teletext said, as I stood outside the Albany

visitors information centre, and the dreadful circumstances they were placed

in,  they  were now obliged to  abandon everything but  the bare necessities.

Eyre’s diary and instruments were kept, with many of the specimens he had

collected. A saddle, a pitcher, and surplus blankets were left behind to lighten

the loads the horses had to carry. A little bread was then baked, and Eyre tried

to service the remaining rifle, the yellow teletext said. Unable to take out the

breech, or to extract the ball, Eyre took the barrel off the stock, and put the

breech in the fire, holding the muzzle in his hand. Shooing a marsh fly, the

rifle went off, the ball whizzing by Eyre’s head. The fire had dried the powder,

which had been wetted, not washed out; and when the barrel was heated, the

piece had gone off, shooting the bullet past his ear and nearly ending his life as

well.  Once Eyre had calmed down, the gun was again serviceable;  and he

loaded a fresh ball, he and Wylie were ready to proceed; pausing to perform
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the last rites for their friend Baxter. Burying Baxter was not possible for his

body lay on a vast unbroken surface of sheet rock that extended for miles in

every direction. Too far from a beach to bury him, they wrapped his body in a

blanket, said the Lord’s Prayer, and left the loneliest grave in the world. 

They travelled ten miles to the west, baked some bread and ate some

mutton. Eyre questioned Wylie’s involvement in the murder. Wylie said he

was asleep, and woke when the gun went off and as soon as Baxter was shot

he ran to find Eyre. That after the unsuccessful attempt to walk off with Yarry,

Yarry tried to convince Wylie to return with him to Fowlers Bay, but Wylie

refused,  having  learned  his  lesson  of  Yarry’s  incompetence.  Eyre  was

unconvinced  of  this  story,  said  the  yellow teletext,  he  thought  Wylie  had

intended to plunder the camp with the others, but Baxter had interrupted the

robbery and been shot in the process, an act which frightened Wylie out of the

burglary. Wylie told Eyre that he felt Yarry would murder him as quickly as

he murdered Baxter, and that he did not trust Yarry, and was sorry for the loss

of his friend. Sitting beside a fire south of what is now known as Caiguna, the

details of what transpired the night of Baxter’s murder coursed through Eyre

thoughts. Had they intended to shoot Baxter? Or did Baxter startle them when

they were plundering the camp? Instead of heading east to Fowlers Bay, Yarry

and Joey followed their tracks. For four days, Yarry and Joey tracked Eyre and

Wylie,  appearing like ghosts with their  blankets covering their  heads.  Eyre

sent Wylie ahead with the horses and then Eyre marched backward toward

Wylie  and  Yarry,  pointing  the  rifle  at  Yarry  as  he  marched,  doubling  the

distanced he had to walk. In one of the most remote places on Earth, on top of

tall cliffs that met surging waves, there were repeated stand-offs between Eyre

and Yarry. Yarry and Joey each carried a double-barrelled gun, which was

pointed towards Eyre, elevated across the left arm and held by the right hand.

Yet every time Eyre took a step closer they retreated. This game went on for

some time until Eyre advanced unarmed, hoping that if they let him near them

he might get close enough to Yarry to wrest his gun from him. Yet, for every
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step Eyre made towards them, Yarry and Joey retreated. Eyre yelled to them to

return to Fowlers Bay, and that if they persisted in following he and Wylie, he

would be forced to shoot them. Yarry replied, “we don’t want you, we want

Wylie,” who was standing with the horses. When they saw that Wylie was

leaving to the west with Eyre, they screeched louder, beseeching Wylie to join

them. For fear of an attack, Eyre could not rest in scrubby country or at night.

Eyre would have to try to outrun them. The provisions they had were running

out. Eyre also knew that Yarry and Joey’s loot would soon be depleted. Eyre

also knew that the younger man Joey, in particular, would struggle to keep up

with Wylie and Eyre. The poor horse crawled on. Their ribs and hip bones

were showing from underneath their tightening skin. 

Their road was over scrubby and stony undulations, with patches of dry

grass here and there; in other parts, they passed over a very sandy soil of a red

colour, and overrun by immense tufts of spinifex, many of which were three

and four yards in diameter, with a hollow centre; they pushed on for eighteen

miles, until they felt satisfied they had left Yarry and Joey far behind, and,

finding a patch of grass for the horses, halted for the remainder of the night; it

was quite impossible, after all they had gone through, to think of watching the

horses, and the only means to prevent them from straying was to close the

chains of their hobbles so tight, that they could not go far; having thus secured

them,  they  lay  down,  and  for  a  few  hours  enjoyed  an  uninterrupted  and

refreshing sleep.

One circumstance in their  route that cheered them greatly, the yellow

teletext said, and led them to expect some important and decisive change in

the character and formation of the country. It was the appearance for the first

time of the banksia, a shrub which they had never before found to the west of

Spencer's Gulf, but which Wylie in particular knew to abound in the vicinity

of his homeland. Eyre wrote in his diary, the yellow teletext said, now turning

blue to denote the change in speaker: “Those only who have looked out with

the eagerness and anxiety of a person in my situation, to note any change in
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the vegetation or physical appearance of a country, can appreciate the degree

of satisfaction with which I recognised and welcomed the first appearance of

the banksia.” 

Fuck me, I said myself, standing on the footpath outside the tele-centre,

I thought the Bibb was hard. The on-screen image showed a map of Australia

that zoomed in on a pulsating red dot in the centre of the Great Australian

Bight.  The teletext  said most men would have perished by now, given the

continued sufferings and privations they had been subject to. The two men

were both very weak and worn out, as well as lame, and with great difficulty

Eyre prompted Wylie to move. Eyre reported that he would gladly have laid

down and slept in that spot for all eternity, a pleasing and fatal indulgence, a

temptation to complete  his path in the eyes of God and to never continue,

never  go  on,  to  release  his  grasp,  and  to  no  longer  hold  on.  But  his

responsibility to Wylie kept him moving forward. Wylie who lay in the dirt,

and  who gave  Eyre  a  small  smile  inside,  his  chest  heaving,  a  fly  or  two

tickling  his  ears  and nostrils.  Eyre’s  fondness  of  Wylie  grew.  The idea  of

returning Wylie to King George Sound to be reunited with his family, that’s

what drove Eyre forward and prompted him to prod him with a stick as he

sniffed  and  gurgled  and  woke  and  proceeded  to  protest  as  he  had  done

previous to his slumber. 

The camera view returned to the land, and zoomed in on the two men

dragging the horses over sand dunes.  I had lost track of time, lost track of

where I was, completely distracted by the story. A high definition photo of a

honey possum sucking the nectar from a banksia flower caught my eye behind

the television screen and my escape continued. The colour of the teletext had

changed to blue, changed to the voice of Eyre: by painful perseverance we got

the horses slowly along, for two miles from the base of the cliffs, and then

turning in among the sand-drifts, to our great joy and relief,  found a place

where the natives had dug for water; thus at twelve o'clock on the seventh day

since leaving the last depot, we were again encamped at water, after having
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crossed 150 miles of a rocky, barren, and scrubby table land. A large flock of

black  cockatoos  made  their  appearance  near  the  sand-hills,  indicating,  in

connection with the change I had noticed in the vegetation, that we were now

entering a different and less difficult country than any we had yet traversed.

These birds I knew never inhabited that description of country we had been so

long  travelling  through,  said  the  blue  text  of  Eyre.  We had  not  seen  one

before, during our whole journey, and poor Wylie was quite delighted at the

idea of our vicinity to a better region. During the day a strict look out was kept

for  the  other  two  natives,  and  at  night,  after  watering  the  horses  and

concealing the saddles, we took our provisions and arms up among the sand-

hills, and slept there at some distance from the water; that if Yarry and Joey

travelled  onwards  by  moon-light,  they  might  not  come  upon  us  unawares

whilst sleeping. 

Upon  the  whole,  however,  I  thought  it  more  than  probable  that  on

finding they could not get Wylie to join them, and that they could not keep

pace with us, they would turn back, and endeavour to put in practice their

original intention of trying to reach Fowlers Bay, said Eyre, as I stood outside

the Albany telecentre. Still it was necessary to be cautious and vigilant. A few

days at most would decide whether they were advancing this way or not, and

until  satisfied upon this point,  I determined to take every precaution in my

power to guard against a surprise. My hand was dreadfully painful at night,

and quite deprived me of rest. Out of five two only were now present; our little

band had been severed never to be reunited; and I could not but blame myself

for yielding to the overseer's solicitation to halt on the evening of the 29th

April,  instead of travelling  on all  night  as I  had originally  intended:  had I

adhered to my own judgment all  might yet have been well.  The following

morning I was up before before day-break, and moved down to the water to

breakfast,  then  examined  carefully  round  the  wells,  and  between  the  sand

drifts and the sea, to see if any foot-prints had been made during the night, but

none had. 
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Images of the Jerramungup shearers searching the periphery of a ditch in

a sand dune came on the screen and the text turned back to yellow: Yarry and

Joey’s motive played on Eyre’s mind for the following weeks. The harrowing

event appears to have motivated Eyre, said the narrator’s teletext. An expert

historian was then called in to conjecture about the fate of Joey and Yarry,

whose remains have never been discovered. At this point I heard a car horn

and I spied a woman who looked like she had finished her shift at IGA jump

into  the  passenger  seat.  The  night  had  set  in  and  a  deep  orange  mist

surrounded the tops of the Port Jackson figs. Engrossed in the story I cared

little for where I would sleep that night. I was happy to sleep where I stood. I

took my backpack off and lay it against the window and pulled out a bag of

dried fruit and nuts from the top pocket.   

Eyre’s  blue  enjambed  teletext  went  on:  nearer  to  the  sand-hills  we

obtained excellent water by digging, at a depth of five feet, and only half a

mile away from the grass. This place was too favourable not to be made the

most of, and I determined to halt for a day or two to give our horses a rest, and

to enable us to diminish the weight of meat they had to carry. Whilst here I

gave Wylie free permission to eat as much as he could; a privilege which he

was not long in turning to account, Eyre’s teletext said. Between last night's

supper and this morning's breakfast he had got through six-and-a-half pounds

of  solid  cooked  flesh,  weighed  out  and  free  from  bone,  and  he  then

complained, that as he had so little water (the well had fallen in and he did not

like the trouble of cleaning it out again), he could hardly eat at all.  On an

average he would consume nine pounds of meat per day. I used myself from

two to three when undergoing very great exertions.

During the next day Wylie had caught two opossums, and as these were

entirely  the  fruit  of  his  own  labour  and  skill,  I  did  not  interfere  in  their

disposal;  I  was  curious,  moreover,  to  see  how  far  I  could  rely  upon  his

kindness  and  generosity,  should  circumstances  ever  compel  me  to  depend

upon him for a share of what he might procure. I was employed in repairing
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my only two pair  of socks now left,  which were sadly dilapidated,  but  of

which I was obliged to be very careful, as they were the only security I had

against getting lame. At night, therefore, I sat watching him as he proceeded to

get supper ready, said Eyre, his ability to prepare the meal was fascinating in

itself. Wylie selected the largest of the two animals, he prepared and cooked it,

and then put away the other where he intended to sleep. I now saw that he had

not  the  remotest  intention  of  giving  any to  me,  and I  asked him what  he

intended to do with the other one. He replied that he should be hungry in the

morning, and meant to keep it until then. Upon hearing this I told him that his

arrangements were very good, and that for the future I would follow the same

system also; and that each should depend upon his own exertions in procuring

food; hinting to him that as he was so much more skillful than I was, and as

we had so very little flour left, I should be obliged to reserve this entirely for

myself, but that I hoped he would have no difficulty in procuring as much

food as he required. I was then about to open the flour bag and take a little out

for my supper, when he became alarmed at the idea of getting no more, and

stopped me, offering the other opossum, and volunteering to cook it properly

for me. That night Wylie had left the meat on the ground at some distance

from our fire, and instead of putting it up on a bush as I had directed him, the

consequence  was that  a  dingo had stolen  about  fourteen  pounds  while  we

slept. 

For the first time mountain ducks were now seen upon the shore, and the

trunk of a very large tree was found washed up on the beach: the only one we

had met with during the whole course of our journey to the westward, Eyre’s

blue text continued. We also found a few drops of water trickling down a huge

granite rock abutting on the sea-shore.  This was the only approximation to

running water which we had found since leaving Streaky Bay, and I felt as if

we  had  found  a  river.  A  little  inside  Point  Malcolm,  I  found  traces  of

Europeans who had slept on shore near the beach, and upon one of the tea-

trees, I found cut “Ship Julian, 1840,” “Haws, 1840,” “C. W.” and some few
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other letters, which I did not copy. We ploughed on another five miles and

found a great and important  change in the basis  rock of the country;  grey

granite,  and in  many places  the  low-water  line  was occupied  by  immense

sheets cut in long lines on the surface. Travelling for two miles further, we

came to a very pretty fresh-water lake, of moderate size, and surrounded by

clumps of tea-tree. It was the first permanent fresh water we had found on the

surface since we commenced our journey from Fowlers Bay, a distance of

seven hundred miles. I would gladly have encamped here for the night, but the

country surrounding the lake was sandy and barren,  and destitute  of grass.

After travelling only a quarter of a mile beyond this lake I was chagrined to

find we had crossed the river just above the junction of two branches, and that

we  had  still  one  of  the  branches  to  get  over;  the  second  was  even  more

difficult to pass than the first, and whilst I was on the far side holding one of

the horses by a rope, the animal made a sudden and violent leap, and coming

full upon me, knocked me down, the teletext moved quickly across the screen. 

One of his fore legs struck me on the thigh, said Eyre. My leg was soon

covered  in  bruises,  and  two  of  my  ribs  were  fractured.  Unable  to  walk

properly, I felt thankful that I had escaped so well; had any of my limbs been

broken I should have been in a dreadful position, and in all probability would

have perished. Being now near Thistle Cove, where I intended to halt for some

time, and kill the little foal for food I was anxious to husband our little stock

of flour in the hope that at the little fresh-water lake described by Flinders we

should find abundance of the flag-reed for our support. Keeping a little behind

the shore for the first hour, we crossed over the sandy ridge bounding it, and

upon looking towards the sea, I thought I saw a boat sailing in the bay. Upon

pointing this object out to Wylie, he was of the same opinion with myself, and

we  at  once  descended  towards  the  shore,  but  on  our  arrival  were  greatly

disappointed at not being able again to see the object of our search, the blue

text said. In the course of half an hour, however, whilst resting ourselves and

watching the surface of the ocean, the barque again became visible, and soon
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after a second appeared. It was now evident that both these were boats, and

that we had noticed them only when standing off shore, and the light shone

upon their sails, and had lost them when upon the opposite tack, the blinding

western sun pressed up from the surface of the water. 

I imagined them to be sealers, who having entered the bay to procure

water and firewood, were again steering towards the islands to fish. Having

hastily made a fire upon one of the sand-hills, we fired shots, shouted, waved

handkerchiefs,  and made every signal we could to attract attention,  but our

efforts were in vain. They were too far away to see, or too busy to look toward

us. The hopes we had entertained were as suddenly extinguished as they had

been germinated, and we stood silently and sullenly gazing after the boats as

they gradually receded from our view, Eyre said. Whilst thus occupied and

brooding  over  our  disappointment,  we  were  surprised  to  see  both  boats

suddenly lower their sails, and apparently commence fishing. Watching them

as we walked hurriedly with the fagged horses we now perceived that they

were whale boats, and once more our hearts beat with hope, for I felt sure that

they  must  belong  to  some  larger  vessel  in  the  neighbourhood.  We  now

scanned  the  horizon  in  every  direction,  and at  last  were  delighted  beyond

measure to perceive to the westward the masts of a large ship, peeping above a

rocky  island which  had  heretofore  concealed  her  from our  view.  She was

apparently about six miles from us, and as far as we could judge from so great

a distance, seemed to be at anchor near the shore. Wylie's joy knew no bounds,

and he leapt and skipped about with delight as he congratulated me once more

upon the prospect of getting plenty to eat. I was not less pleased than he was,

and almost as absurd, for although the vessel was quietly at anchor so near us,

with no sails loose and her boats away, I could not help fearing that she might

disappear before we could get to her, or attract the notice of those on board.

To prevent such a calamity, I mounted one of the strongest horses and pushed

on by myself  as rapidly as the heavy sands would allow, leaving Wylie to

bring on the other horses. In a short time I arrived upon the summit of a rocky
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cliff, opposite to a fine large barque lying at anchor in a well sheltered bay,

which I named Rossiter Bay, after the captain of the whaler, immediately east

of Lucky Bay, and at less than a quarter of a mile distant from the shore. The

people on board appeared to be busily engaged in clearing their cables which

were foul, and did not observe me at all. I tied up my horse to a bush, and

waited for Wylie, who was not long in coming after me, having driven the

poor horses at a pace they had not been accustomed to for many a long day. I

now made smoke on the rock where I was, and hailed the vessel, upon which a

boat instantly put off, and in a few moments I had the inexpressible pleasure

of being again among civilised  beings,  and of shaking hands with Captain

Rossiter,  commanding  the  French Whaler  Mississippi.  Our story  was soon

told, and we were received with the greatest kindness and hospitality by the

captain.

The documentary switched to the narrator, wearing modern clothes, walking

down three steps toward the camera from the poop deck to the main deck of a

large wooden ship, with two small boats at anchor in the middle ground.  The

colour  of  the  water  they  floated  on  was  bright  blue.  A  hazy  purple-grey

headland was off in the background. For some reason I imagined the boom to

swing around and whack her as she spoke, but instead she unclasped her hands

and then gestured at period costume actors pulling at some ropes. The narrator

went on: Eyre and Wylie were saved by the French whaling ship Mississippi,

and thus, they were the first colonial explorers to ever cross the Nullarbor on

foot. The captain greeted the men at the shore and used the opportunity to

check upon the vegetable garden made by the sailors. A pen was made for the

horses. On their way back to the main ship they stopped by a small island used

to keep livestock, pigs, sheep and a pair of tortoises from Madagascar. Once

on deck a feast of beef, mutton, cheese, beans, bread, butter, vegetables and

wine was served. Eyre noted in his diaries that while the sailors were well fed

by general shipping standards, they were astounded by the appetite of Wylie,
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who throughout the course of the night proceeded to eat a vast quantity. They

were to stay for twelve days on The Mississippi and during their stay a family

once or twice came out on to the white sand of the beach. Eyre immediately

sent  Wylie  on  one  of  the  small  boats  to  greet  them,  and,  knowing  their

language, was able to invite them back to the main ship. Wylie, working as

interpreter, said that The Mississippi was the first European ship that they had

encountered.  Of  the  interior  Eyre  was  to  learn  that  stunted  woodlands

stretched as far north as one would be inclined to walk, and that there was

abundance of water in the valleys and small wells. The guests were equally as

keen to know where the ship had come from and where they were going. Eyre

informed Wylie,  who relayed the information,  that  both he and Wylie  had

come from the east and having joined the ship, had concluded their journey.

The guests were provided with fish and biscuits and returned to the shore. It is

important to remember, the narrator went on, now pretending to steer the ship,

that  war  between  France  and  England  was  highly  imminent,  and  captain

Rossiter was anxious to be sailing on an enemies’ coast. During the following

days Eyre and Wylie were occupied with the preparation of renewing their

journey. Captain Rossiter had offered to land them as close to King George

Town as close as possible, but Eyre, now close to full health, was adamant in

continuing on foot and horseback.

On the 14th, the narrator’s teletext continued, Eyre landed the stores, to

arrange and pack them ready for  the final  leg of  their  journey.  The stores

consisted of forty pounds of flour, six pounds of biscuit, twelve pounds of rice,

twenty pounds of beef, twenty pounds of pork, twelve pounds of sugar, one

pound of  tea,  a  Dutch  cheese,  five  pounds of  salt  butter,  a  little  salt,  two

bottles of brandy, and two tin saucepans for cooking; besides some tobacco

and pipes for Wylie, who was a great smoker, and the canteens filled with

treacle for him to eat with rice. Eyre could not induce the Captain to receive

any payment for the twelve days' that they had been resident on the ship, nor

would  he  allow  payment  for  the  warm clothing  which  he  supplied  them.
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Having received a few letters to be posted at Albany for France, Eyre asked

the Captain if there was anything else he could do for him, but Rossiter said

there was not. His only request was that in the event that war had broken out

between England and France, he wished Eyre not to mention having seen a

French vessel upon the coast.

A gust of cold air woke me from the story and I was aware of where I

was. A ranger’s car came into the carpark, the headlights swept across my

location, and I thought for a moment she would stop and ask me what I was

doing, but the driver had no interest in me and went straight out the other side

of the carpark and exited to the east. Aware of a growing hunger and need for

sleep, I was now uninterested in the plight of these two men and what would

happen to them. A lightness, and carefree attitude moved through me and I

thought of blowing up my mattress, taking out the sleeping bag and sleeping

where I was. Finish the show, I muttered to myself. Finish what you started,

you lazy bastard, I said to myself without opening my mouth. I unrolled the

roll top closure on the pack and, moving the rubbish bag out of the way, found

my jacket and pants, and, once on, returned to watching the show.…we passed

over  a  sandy country,  covered  with low heathy plants,  and grasstrees,  and

having granite elevations scattered over the surface at intervals, the teletext

went on, mid-sentence. Under these hills fresh water swamps and native wells

were constantly met with, and at one of them we encamped for the night, after

a stage of about four miles. At night I observed native fires about a mile from

us, in a direction towards the sea; but the natives did not come near us, nor

was I myself anxious to come into communication with them whilst my party

was so small. During the day, we passed a variety of beautiful shrubs, and

among them were many different kinds of Banksias, one was quite new to me,

and had a scarlet flower, which was very handsome, said Eyre. The evening

had set in with steady rain, which continued with little intermission during the

night,  and  wet  us  considerably.  The  fossil  formation  still  constituted  the

geological  character  of  the  country,  most  of  the  lower  ridges  of  rock
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intervening  between  the  various  hills  of  granite,  exhibiting  shells  in  great

abundance. In the more level parts, the surface was so coated over with sand,

that nothing else could be seen. I have no doubt, however, that the whole of

the  substrata  would  have  been  found  an  uninterrupted  continuation  of  the

tertiary deposit, said Eyre’s teletext. 

A  year  had  now  elapsed  since  I  first  entered  upon  the  Northern

Expedition,  said  Eyre.  This  day twelve  months  ago I  had left  Adelaide  to

commence the undertaking, cheered by the presence and good wishes of many

friends, and proudly commanding a small but gallant party—alas, where were

they now? Baxter’s body would no doubt have been eaten by dingoes. Painful

and  bitter  were  the  thoughts  that  occupied  my  mind  as  I  contrasted  the

circumstances of my departure then with my position, and when I reflected

that  of  all  whose  spirit  and  enterprise  had  led  them  to  engage  in  the

undertaking, two lone wanderers only remained to attempt its conclusion.

I knew, from my walks in the Fitzgerald River National Park, the flower

Eyre referred to was the Scarlet Banksia. A pretty flower, like the colours of

Sydney football club. His speech made me think of Sorcha, Ken, Kento, and

even Richard, the bastard, and what they might be up to, where they would be

now, and our connection to one another through the Bibbulmun. A bond we

had that we could walk the track and run into one another at any time, and this

made me feel strong. Nostalgia always has the uncanny ability to detach the

present  moment  from your soul.  Eyre  and Wylie  walked past  East  Mount

Barren,  Mid Mount Barren and West Mount Barren,  steam rising from the

eucalyptus fields. As I had walked past those small hills, hills older than the

Himalayas, I felt connected to them, connected to their spirit through the act of

walking, and writing, and, as I write this in 2018, disconnected from them too,

as the place that they knew is now transformed for the worse. The south-west

of Western Australia, having been ravaged by agriculture during the twentieth

century, has merely a few pockets of rare biodiversity left, places not barren as

Flinders imagined, but rich in flora and fauna. Oh, to return to 1841 I thought
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… and I stopped myself proselytising and returned to the show…

…having found so much difficulty in keeping between the hills and the

sea, I determined now to keep more inland, and steering W. 20N., headed all

ranges in four miles. From this point East Mount Barren bore E. 20N., and as I

was  now clear  of  hills  in  front,  I  changed  my course  to  W.20S.,  passing

through a barren worthless country for eleven miles, and encamping upon a

deep ravine, in which we procured brackish water. Our horses were greatly

fagged. From our camp West Mount Barren bore S. 41W, said Eyre’s blue

teletext. In the evening we obtained a view of some high rugged and distant

ranges,  which  I  at  once  recognised  as  being  the  mountains  behind  King

George's Sound. At last we could say we were in sight of the termination of

our long, harassing, and disastrous journey. Early in the morning I had told

Wylie that I thought we should see the King George's Sound hills before night,

but  he appeared  rather  sceptical;  when,  however,  they  did  break  upon our

view, in picturesque though distant outline, for the first time on our journey

Wylie believed we should really reach the Sound at last, came Eyre’s teletext

in a flurry of blue. The cheering and not-to-be-mistaken view before him had

dissipated all his doubts. Once more he gazed upon objects that were familiar

to him; the home of his childhood was before him, and already almost in fancy

he was there, and amongst his friends; he could think, or talk of nothing else,

and  actually  complimented  me  upon  the  successful  way  in  which  I  had

conducted him to the end of his journey. Wylie would have kissed me if I

should have let him, but instead, he put out his hand which I gladly took and I

told him forthwith that I was indebted to him as equally as he was to me and

that any request he shall want be granted upon our arrival.  Wylie then fell

silent, said Eyre, and solemn. His eyes narrowed, he tucked his coarse black

hair behind his ears, and he looked towards his home and he bit his lip and he

said, my family, I miss them, John. I miss them.

…On July 1st, after travelling three miles we came to a chain of large

ponds of brackish water,  but with excellent  grass around them, and as the
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horses had nothing to eat or drink last night we halted for three hours, said

Eyre’s teletext on the information office screen. The water was bad, but they

drank it,  and we were obliged to do so too,  after  an ineffectual  search for

better. At noon we again moved on, and after proceeding about five miles,

came  to  a  large  watercourse  where  the  water  was  excellent,  and  the  feed

abundant.  A  few  casuarina  were  observed  in  parts  of  the  valley  of  soft,

spongy, peaty formation, and over which we had much trouble in getting our

horses, one having sunk very deep, and being with difficulty extricated. After

travelling two miles and a half, we obtained a view of Bald Island, bearing S.

15W.; and in two miles and a half more, we crossed a fine chain of ponds,

taking its course through narrow valleys between hills of granite; these valleys

and the slopes of the hills were heavily timbered; the soil was very rich, either

a reddish loam, or a light black mixed with sand, and the grass interspersed

among the trees was abundant and luxuriant, said Eyre. Ten miles from our

last night's camp we crossed the tracks of horses, apparently of no very old

date,  this  being  the  first  symptom  we  had  yet  observed  of  our  approach

towards the haunts of civilised man. 

From  the  print  of  horses’  hooves  the  image  zoomed  outwards  and

outwards and outwards and I quickly realised the camera was attached to a

drone and the drone was flying directly  vertical  from the  place  where  the

actors  stood  with  their  horses.  [Soft  music]  was  what  the  teletext  said,

followed by the yellow text of the narrator … close, and yet so far from home,

Eyre  and  Wylie  were  so  cold  that  they  were  obliged  to  walk  to  keep

themselves  warm.  They  spent  a  miserable  time  splashing  through the  wet

underwood, and at fifteen miles they passed a fresh water lake, in a valley

between some hills. This Wylie recognised as a place he had once been before,

and told Eyre that he knew the road well, and would act as guide, upon which

Eyre resigned the post of honour to him, on his promising always to take them

to grass and water  at  night.  At the King’s River,  just  beyond the Candiup

River, Wylie knew the proper crossing place, but the recent rains had turned
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the entire region into a swampy morass and the heavy dark clouds dropped the

heavy drops that the Great Southern region is known for, the narrator said.

Excited  to  reach  home,  Wylie  charged the  horses  through the  swamp and

deeper and deeper they slipped into the thick mud until they were all bogged,

no traction, and they laughed at the stupidity of the situation, as they spent the

next three hours pulling the horses clear. Once they were clear they set them

loose to be collected at a later date, so close to Albany they were. Eyre carried

his journals and charts in an oilskin above his head as Wylie, clasping a tree

trunk, held out his hand and pulled him from the raging water. They were soon

on  the  other  side,  and  rapidly  advanced  towards  the  termination  of  their

journey; the rain was falling in torrents, and they had not a dry shred about

them.  Their  skin  was  soggy,  and  their  fingertips  wrinkled,  and the  whole

country  through  which  they  passed,  had,  from  the  long-continued  and

excessive rains, become almost an uninterrupted chain of puddles. For a great

part  of  the  way they  walked  up to  their  ankles  in  water,  their  boots  now

threads wrapped around their feet, their bodies stunk and their hair and pores

oozed salt and sweat. The bitter Antarctic winds pressed against their damp

and torn clothes. Before reaching the Sound, they met one of Wylie’s friends.

They  greeted  one  another  in  a  most  affectionate  manner.  His  friend  kept

grabbing Wylie’s upper arms and facial skin, saying that he couldn’t believe

Wylie was real, and that Wylie’s family had mourned for his death. Wylie’s

friend then said something to Wylie which Eyre did not understand and then

ran off in the direction of the settlement. 

Soon after, as rain continued to pelt their lame bodies, Wylie and Eyre

stood on top of Mount Clarence overlooking the main street of Albany. Not a

soul could be seen; not a human or animal sound could be heard, for the wind

of the storm had driven everyone inside. The wet acacias flexed and a sole oil

lamp could be made out near the town jetty. Eyre tried to take in the moment,

a moment he had longed for, for much longer than he anticipated, a moment

that  moved  backwards,  a  moment  that  toil  and  heartache  and  despair  had
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rendered  incomprehensible,  thousands  of  confused  images  and  reflections

conspiring in his mind. Missing were the men and animals he started with.

Missing  were  the  spoils  he  had  hoped  to  find.  Eyre  looked  over  to  his

companion, his brother, his friend who was looking somewhere down a dark

path, toward the town. A shrill cry emerged from below, Wylie’s friend from

earlier had returned, and with him the murmur of many voices. One by one

Wylie’s  family and friends climbed the string of puddles  to meet  him and

touch his body, to chant and clap Wylie’s name and let the tears flow on their

wet faces and watch the tears flow from Wylie’s face, and Eyre’s face too.

They walked down to the cobbled street and the sound of human feet met their

ears. The smell of burning wood mixed with chanting, loud and irregular.  The

streets that were a moment earlier empty and desolate were alive with men,

women and children, and barking dogs, as happy as you could imagine, intent

on seeing the resurrection of Wylie. Back from the grave. In the rain Wylie’s

mother emerged from the throng, a wordless weeping pleasure on her face as

she stroked his hair and tugged at his beard. Wylie was home. 
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Introduction

The Bibbulmun Track is a 1000 kilometre walking trail from Kalamunda to

Albany, in the south west of Western Australia. It began as a walking trail in

the mid-1970s and was completed, with 49 shelters, in 1998. By 2003, there

was enough media coverage of The Bibbulmun Track that my interest  had

been piqued. My first long-distance, overnight walk, was from Balingup to

Denmark on the Bibbulmun Track in 2003. The following summer I walked

from Kalamunda to Balingup also on the Bibbulmun Track,  when I  met  a

Scotsman  who  traveled  the  world  walking  every  track  he  could.  He

recommended  Tasmania,  and  from  2005  to  2008  I  returned  to  Tasmania

multiple  times  to  walk  every  track  there.  In  2009  I  cycled  from Perth  to

Melbourne via Port Lincoln. 2011 was a nine week 4000km cycle around the

UK, and a three week walk of the Spey River in Scotland. To raise money for,

and awareness of suicide prevention, I cycled from Darwin to Perth via the

Gibb River road in 2012. 

In 2015, The Australian Alps Walking Track kicked off the research for

this current thesis. I returned to walk that trail in the opposite direction a year

later, after completing the southern half of the Bibbulmun Track once more. In

the middle of 2016, I flew to Alice Springs and walked the sublime Larapinta

Trail, before flying to Shikoku Island in Japan to walk the 1200km Buddhist

Pilgrimage, visiting 88 temples along the way. In early 2017, I walked the

length of the South Island of New Zealand along the Te Araroa, probably the

most physically demanding walk of those mentioned here. In July of the same

year I started at the Canadian border of the Pacific Crest Trail  and walked

south intending to reach the Mexican border before an accident at the halfway

mark ended that adventure. 

In one way or another I have written about, and through, each of these

walks,  and  reoccurring  themes  are  evident  in  these  writings.  A prominent

theme has been the environment, and more specifically, natural destruction.
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Against this backdrop is a complementary interest in the capacity of nature to

act as a healing agency in human suffering. There is also a fascination in the

therapeutic dimension of walking, and time alone, particularly in relation to

depression,  trauma  and  mental  illness.  Over  time  I  have  been  able  to

incorporate other interests such as history, politics and poetics. 

The creative component of this thesis is derived from these walking journeys.

My working method is to immerse myself ‘in the trail’ and then reflect on and

write  about  those  experiences.  The  writing  is  therefore  highly

autobiographical,  but  I  have  also  interwoven  historical  vignettes  into  the

narrative.  This  historicism  is  preoccupied  with  colonial  and  post-colonial

questions of ‘place’ as a dynamic environmental and political phenomenon.

Walking holds  a  particular  place  in literary  history,  which becomes

clearer  as  transport  methods evolve.  As a  literary  subject,  walking crosses

genres and occupies various roles within narratives. From Red Riding Hood to

The Gods Must  Be  Crazy,  walking often  takes  place  within  the story, and

although walking is not a central preoccupation for the characters, their mode

of transport says something about them, and their circumstances. Don Quixote,

for example, would not be the same on foot, nor would the movie Easy Rider.

Studies of walking as a subject include Solnit’s Wanderlust—A History

of Walking (2000), Amato’s On Foot: A History of Walking (2004), and Geoff

Nicholson’s The Lost Art of Walking: The History, Science, and Literature of

Pedestrianism  (2008).  Each  book  attempts  to  represent  the  fascination  we

have for walking as a practise, but also its symbolic and metaphoric functions

within the imagination. Amato notes that walking, prior to automobiles, was

the primary means of transport for those who could not afford to travel by

horse or train. However, those who wrote about walking were typically those

who had the luxury of walking as recreation. Walking and writing, then, has a

socio-economic dimension. 

Solnit’s Wanderlust surveys the field of walking literature, and examines
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writers such as Rousseau, William Wordsworth, Baudelaire, Jane Austen, and

Thoreau. Her book also intersperses accounts of protest and pilgrimage walks

she undertakes. What  Wanderlust shows is that walking literature has a long

history and its importance goes beyond walking for health. Solnit explores the

ways in  which  walking  takes  us  into  a  ‘second state’,  a  meditative  trance

which opens up ways of seeing the world in a new light: 

It starts with a step and then another step and then another

that add up like taps on a drum to a rhythm, the rhythm of

walking. The most obvious and the most obscure thing in

the  world,  this  walking  that  wanders  so  readily  into

religion,  philosophy,  landscape,  urban policy,  anatomy,

allegory, and heartbreak.

A key word in most discussions of walking is ‘rhythm’, whose meaning is

closely entangled with the act of walking. The cadence of steps is specific to

each walk and walker, and appeals to a primal spirit within us.

While  many ‘walking’  stories have been written,  and much has been

written  about walking  and  walking  stories,  I  was  intrigued  by  the  way

continental European authors broached the subject. The themes and concepts

these writers explored resonated with my own acts of walking and writing.

Three  texts  from the German language tradition  have been chosen:  Robert

Walser’s  The Walk (1920), Thomas Bernhard’s  Walking: A Novella (1971),

and  W.G.  Sebald’s  The  Rings  of  Saturn  (1998). Each  of  these  stories,  in

profound and intense ways, draw the act of walking and writing together. 

Christian Moser, in ‘Peripatetic Liminality: Sebald and the Tradition of

the  Literary  Walk’  (2010)  traces  the  history  of  peripatetic  literature  and

discusses how Sebald is influenced by and contributes to that tradition.  All

three  authors  in  this  exegesis  consciously  chose  to  shun modern  forms  of

transport  for  the  more  intensive  pedestrian  mode.  How  characters  move,
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therefore, is of central importance to each of these authors, and in particular

“the influence that diverse means of transportation exert on the perceptive and

cognitive  behaviour  of  the  traveler”  (Moser,  39).  What  is  it  about  the

horizontal,  earth-bound movement of the walker that distinguishes her from

other characters who choose not to walk? Also, what does this ancient mode of

movement say about the author’s awareness of the peripatetic tradition? Moser

claims that: 

Sebald’s endeavour to oppose the officious history of modern progress

and enlightenment by an archeology of the particular, the marginal,

and the incommensurable is related to the cultural practice of walking

and its literary representation. (40) 

By combining the act  of writing  and walking we are forced to  evoke and

question the particular. Thus, when we speak of the process of writing and

walking, we must remember that each walk is different, and must remain an

end in itself, even though they could be combined into a unified narrative.  

Walser’s  The  Walk follows  the  apparently  simple,  spontaneous

peregrinations of a narrator-protagonist as he folds from one chance encounter

to another. The characters in Bernhard’s Walking are trapped in a walk along

Vienna’s  Klosteneuburgerstrasse.  Their  regular,  habitual  walks  have  been

disrupted  after  one  of  the  group  is  admitted  to  a  psychiatric  hospital.

Bernhard’s  style  captures  the  neurotic,  irritated  rants  of  his  characters  and

discloses  an  exaggerated  relationship  between  walking  and  thinking.  An

argument  between  one  of  the  narrator’s  friends  and  his  tailor,  a  scene

uncannily similar to one in Walser’s The Walk, is the catalyst for his descent

into  madness.  Sebald’s  walk in  The Rings  of  Saturn  attempts  to  show the

interrelatedness of human activity and natural destruction by linking global-

historical events to a specific landscape in Suffolk, England. Sebald’s walk

relies heavily on digression, a technique also used by Walser and Bernhard.
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These digressions and the walks they mimic are used in the narrative to slip

into and out of the series of essays which were the genesis for Sebald’s project

(Schutte 72). 

Throughout this exegesis I return to a central question: How do these

writers  describe  the  act  of  walking?  This  seemingly  simple  proposition

provides an aperture to compare and contrast the ways these stories have been

constructed,  and  to  ask  broader  ontological  and  existential  questions.

Wandering,  getting  lost,  or  straying  from  ‘the  path’  is  a  physical  and

psychological act, as well as a narrative technique that functions as a universal

signifier  of  contrast;  progress/regress,  happiness/unhappiness,  life/death

(Frederick 107). Ultimately, I want to suggest that walking and writing have

been  integral  to  my  personal  journey,  a  sentiment  echoed  in  the  Gee

documentary  Patience:  After  Sebald,  where  the  poet  Andrew  Motion  is

quoted, saying:

I want to tell you a story about a walk… in the end I've in

fact  told  you about  the  catastrophes  of  western culture

since the Second World War, and before. So that the fear

is,  that,  if  you  allow yourself  to  become  a  writer,  the

catastrophe will be like an avalanche. If you keep walking

you might be okay.
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Robert Walser

The Walk (1917, 1920)

The Walk is  one  of  Robert  Walser’s  most  well-known stories.  It  was  first

drafted toward the end of the First World War,  in 1917, when Walser had

returned to Switzerland from Berlin. The story was revised in 1920. Between

1917 and 1920 Walser’s style had become more radical. Through collections

such as  Berlin Stories,  Microscripts and a  School Boy’s Diary  we see that

Walser  had  evolved  into  the  “clairvoyant  of  the  small”,  as  W.G.  Sebald

described his writing (130).  Walser’s  stories read the wider  world through

seemingly innocuous objects, events, and people. Throughout his writings we

receive  these  observations  via  his  perambulations,  mostly  on foot,  through

city,  forest,  countryside and villages.  Walser was a keen walker, and spent

much of his life on foot. In fact, he died on Christmas Day, 1956, while on a

walk. Walser, as Susan Sontag points out, “spent much of his life obsessively

turning time into space: his walks” (viii). He developed a form of shorthand

writing, later known as microscripts, where he could write full length stories

on palm cards, and jot down his thoughts as he roamed. 

Walser  was  influenced  by  German  romantics  such  as  Lenz  and

Brentano,  who  preferred  long  sweeping  sentences,  and  spiritual  subjects

(Lopate). However, like many of his contemporaries Walser’s writing registers

a shift to modernism. The Walk begins in the narrator’s study, in an unnamed

town, or small city. As readers we are not aware of the intended destination,

and therefore don't know where we are in the progress of the walk, and, as a

consequence, in the progress of the story. Nor are we told what the narrator

wants. From his study we are taken into the street, to a bookstore, a bank, to

lunch with a friend, to a tailor to check on the fit of his suit, to the tax office,

along  a  country  road,  and  into  a  forest  beside  a  lake.  There  is  little

foreshadowing,  and we are led from scene to  scene only by the narrator’s

ruminations. 
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The Walk, as noted by the translator Susan Bernofsky, was first written

1917, and then later revised in 1920. The revision was intended at “minimising

the  divide  between  the  writing  protagonist  and  the  walking  protagonist”

(Scrima).  A  major  part  of  the  elusiveness  of  The  Walk derives  from  the

inability  to  clearly  demarcate  between  the  two  competing  and  attention-

seeking  protagonists.  This  elusiveness  arises  out  of  Walser’s  style,  in

particular the long sentences that generate paragraphs that traverse multiple

viewpoints and subject matter, but also in the iterative structure of the text.

The Walk undermines the fantasy that holds that if only all phenomena were

ordered  in  such  a  way  then  the  ‘perfect’  story  would  emerge. This

contradiction is  expressed in the division between the writing and walking

protagonists, who are notionally the same person, but at the same time have a

fundamentally different being-in-the-world. Initially the exterior world of the

walking  protagonist constitutes  the  apparent  locus  of  the  narrative.  As we

proceed, however, the interior concerns of the  writing protagonist gradually

eclipse the world outside. 

The opening paragraph opens up the gap between writing protagonist

and walking protagonist:

I have to report that one fine morning, I do not know any

more for sure what time it was, as the desire to take a

walk came over me, I put my hat on my head, left my

writing room, or room of phantoms,  and ran down the

stairs to hurry out into the street. I might add that on the

stairs I encountered a woman who looked like a Spaniard,

a Peruvian, or a Creole. She presented to the eye a certain

pallid, faded majesty. But I must strictly forbid myself a

delay  of even two seconds with this  Brazilian  lady,  or

whatever she might be; for I may waste neither space nor

time. As far as I can remember as I write this down, I
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found  myself,  as  I  walked  into  the  open,  bright,  and

cheerful  street,  in  a  romantically  adventurous  state  of

mind, which pleased me profoundly. The morning world

spread out before my eyes appeared as beautiful to me as

if I saw it for the first time. Everything I saw made upon

me a delightful impression of friendliness, of goodliness,

and of youth. I quickly forgot that up in my room I had

only just a moment before been brooding gloomily over a

blank sheet of paper. All sorrow, all pain, and all grave

thoughts  were as vanished, although I  vividly sensed a

certain seriousness, a tone, still before me and behind me.

I  was  tense  with  eager  expectation  of  whatever  might

encounter me or cross my way on my walk. (53) 

In  these  opening  sentences,  the  rules  for  the  world  of  Walser’s  story  are

established.  The  walking  protagonist  is  descriptive  and  performative;  his

journey remains  unresolved.  The writing  protagonist,  on the other  hand, is

constative and instructive; he is the assessor and judge. The combined effect is

to create uncertainty in the world of the walking protagonist. Is the Brazilian

woman a real person or a painting in the stairwell? ‘Pallid, faded majesty’ is

an  unusual  way  to  describe  an  actual  person,  although  would  be  apt  in

describing  a  painting.  The statement  ‘as  far  as  I  remember  as  I  write  this

down’  reminds  us  that  what  follows  remains  firmly  in  the  reveries  of  the

writing  protagonist.  Each  statement  has  a  counter  statement.  The  sense  of

urgency is countered by measured and calm steps. Eager expectation of what

will happen during the walk is countered by the writer’s brooding over a blank

sheet of paper. The pleasing adventurous state of mind and ‘open, bright, and

cheerful street’ is countered by sorrow, pain and grave thoughts. His feelings

are concealed from his fellow citizens without fear of them being discovered,

for the disclosure of the fabrication of the conceit would, we must presume, be
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more embarrassing than the feelings themselves. The manifestations of these

conceits are the lasting impressions on the reader. They are what reward us for

our suspension of disbelief and provide eerie reflections of our own thought

processes. 

When the question is raised—what happens in Walser’s The Walk?— it

would be easy to conclude, as George Fragopoulos does, that “nothing really”

happens,  and  that:  “like  much  of  Walser’s  work,  it  is  rather  plotless.  It

chronicles the drifting and rudderless thoughts and actions of an “I” persona

who wanders through an unnamed town and countryside and who tries, with

ever  increasing  futility,  to  push  aside  encroaching  feelings  of  despair  and

loneliness” (Fragopoulos). The  tendency is to summarise the plot as the series

of actions on the part of the walking protagonist, as if the writing protagonist

is somehow in the way of the real action. But Walser mixes the actions of the

writing  protagonist  and  the  walking  protagonist  so  as  to  make  them

inseparable. Sentence by sentence, then paragraph by paragraph, readers are

swept along. Take this sentence for example: 

Since, dear kind reader, you give yourself the trouble to

march attentively along with the writer  and inventor of

these  lines,  out  forthwith  into  the  bright  and  friendly

morning world, not hurrying, but rather quite at ease, with

level head, smoothly, discreetly, and calmly, now we both

arrive in front  of the above-mentioned bakery with the

gold inscription, where we feel inclined to stop, horrified,

to stand mournfully aghast at the gross ostentation and at

the  sad  disfigurement  of  sweet  rusticity  which  is

intimately connected with it. (60)

The  long,  paratactic  sentences,  full  of  sub-clauses,  blur  the  boundaries  of

‘showing’  and  ‘telling’.  Paragraphs  like  the  one  above  make  quoting  and
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succinctly discussing The Walk difficult. Not only are the sentences long, but

the  parts  of  the  narrative  become  indistinguishable.  Furthermore,  Walser

openly discloses the role of the reader in the creation of the account, and even

thanks them for taking the trouble to suspend disbelief. The reader is asked to

reflect  on the nature of the lines they are receiving,  to become part  of the

investigation. Perhaps it would be more appropriate to refer to The Walk as a

report,  as  Walser  does,  rather  than a  story.  Here it  resembles  the work of

Kafka (e.g. ‘A Report to the Academy’), whom Walser influenced, and a story

like Poe’s ‘The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar’. In another sense, The Walk

could be seen as a reflexive guidebook for the act of writing itself, complete

with moments of wisdom, joy, sorrow, and self-admonishment. While the self-

reflexive references to the act of writing risk losing the interest of the casual

reader, their persistence in the narrative also prevents the reader from forming

an  immersive  connection  to  a  realist  fictive  world  ‘out  there’.  As  Andrea

Scrima has acknowledged in her 2012 review, the extent to which ‘a walk’

influences ‘the writing’, and ‘the writing’ influences ‘the walk’, becomes an

ambiguous epistemological puzzle, and it is the atmosphere created by these

tensions that is the story’s unique achievement.

In particular, The Walk asks readers to assess, in the specific context of a

piece of creative writing, what constitutes an  event? What is ‘real action’ as

opposed to ‘direction’ from the author? Is an event an act in the world that can

be separated  from the act  of writing? Within the principles  of realism,  the

author is meant to be, as much as possible, invisible. That is, by a series of

tricks, the author’s objective is to somehow remove all traces of the writer

from the narrative. The ideal is that the author’s experiences are distilled to the

point  where  their  intervening  hand  appears  to  disappear.  As  realism  was

challenged  by  modernism,  this  sense  of  the  narrative  arriving  unmediated

began to be complicated.1 For example,  what exactly  changes as we move

along a continuum of phrases such as the following: I walked to the shop … I

thought about walking to the shop …  I write about walking to the shop.  In
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literary  realism,  the  first  statement  is  the  primary  form  of  action  in

storytelling. In  literary  modernism,  the  second  statement  predominates,

displacing an action to an interior state. And in postmodernism, it is the meta-

fictive third statement that is exemplary. By leaning in the direction of this

latter  modality,  Walser’s  writing  is  thus  predictive  of  the  gestures  of

postmodernism, but also reaches back to writers like Sterne and Stendhal who

playfully destabilise their own quasi-biographical narratives.

The  Walk stages  the  intimate  interactions  between  Walser’s  two

dimensions  of  selfhood;  the  walking  and  writing  protagonist.  Bernhard

Malkmus, in ‘Robert Walser’s Sceneries: “Kleist in Thun” and “The Walk”,’

has argued that these ‘selves’ rest upon a carefully constructed dramaturgy, an

interplay  between  representations  of  place  and  space  (Malkmus  179).  Our

perception  and understanding of  ourselves  and others,  Malkmus  argues,  is

predicated on and cannot be separated from place, and that place is in constant

flux and reinvention. It is the recognition and inclusion of this reflexivity that

makes  The Walk unique  in  ‘walking’  literature.  The Walk is  a  deceptively

complex  narrative  about  a  writer  coming to  terms  with  his  self-worth,  his

sense  of  belonging.  The  centrality  of  walking  to  the  writing  protagonist’s

‘being’, or sense of self, is announced with cantankerous ardour to the tax-

man, who rashly points out to the walking protagonist that his perambulations

lead him to conclude that he is a man of wealth, a man of leisure who has

nothing better to do than stroll:

The superintendent or inspector of taxes said: “But you’re

always to be seen out for a walk!”

“Walk,” was my answer, “I definitely must, to invigorate

myself  and  to  maintain  contact  with  the  living  world,

without perceiving which I could not write the half of one

more single word, or produce the tiniest poem in verse or
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prose.  Without  walking,  I  would  be  dead,  and  my

profession,  which  I  love  passionately,  would  be

destroyed. Also, without walking and gathering reports, I

would not be able to render one single further report, or

the tiniest of essays, let alone a real, long story. Without

walking, I would not be able to make any observations or

any studies at all. (87)

This passage speaks, not only to the inspector of taxes, but to various camps in

the  tradition  of  walking  literature.  The  writing  protagonist  addresses

commentators  in  search  of  categories  to  place  a  certain  text,  to  ambitious

writers, to walkers who have no interest in writing. Walser’s ‘walks’ have no

topographic destination, yet are infused with an ontological urgency not only

to  find  meaning  but  to  give  meaning  to  the  walker’s  writing,  life  and

profession.

The notion of selfhood is important  in walking literature.  For Walser

walking  is  not  merely  exercise,  nor  a  mode  of  transport,  but  a  means  of

warding off debilitating nihilism and depression. Walser’s descriptions of the

act  of  walking  become  inextricably  linked  to  what  the  act  of  walking

represents.  The walker,  particularly the literary flaneur,  is  representative of

modern society in much the same way as digression is to plot; without the

branching out, we cannot define the centre. Without an outside, there is no

inside. Malkmus points out that that the interplay and overlap of scenery as

“landscape” and “theatre stage”, sets up a “deliberate dissolution of a clear

boundary between a staged inner realm and perceived outer realm”; a process

which challenges the dynamic make-up of the loss and retrieval of self (173).

Does the protagonist follow or lead? Does he or she have a clearly defined

path, or do they wander aimlessly through city and country alike? What are the

catalysts for the loss or retrieval of selfhood? The interaction with the taxman

continues:
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Do  you  realise  that  I  am  working  obstinately  and

tenaciously with my brain, and am often in the best sense

active when I present the appearance of the heedless and

out-of-work, negligent, dreamy, and idle pickpocket, lost

out  in  the  blue,  or  in  the  green,  making  the  worst

impression, seeming a frivolous man devoid of any sense

of responsibility? Mysterious and secretly there prowl at

the walker’s heels all kinds of beautiful subtle walker’s

thoughts,  such  as  make  him  stand  in  his  ardent  and

regardless  tracks  and  listen,  so  that  he  will  again  and

again be confused and startled by curious impressions and

bewitching of spirit power, and he has the feeling that he

must sink all of a sudden into the earth, or that before his

dazzled,  bewildered  thinker’s  and poet’s  eyes  an abyss

has opened. (89) 

The word ‘appearance’ provides a buffer, or a frame, in which deeper, more

serious questions can be explored, as if the ‘walk’ were an experiment. We

will see later that this framing, or periscopic mode is used by both Bernhard

and Sebald to set up regressive frames.

Eventually, the writing protagonist in The Walk breaks down any divide

between himself and the walking protagonist, as well as the notion of scenery

as  landscape  and scenery  as  a  place  for  theatre.  Furthermore,  as  Malkmus

indicates, the juggling of these ontological and existential quandaries creates

the basis for Walser’s poetic milieu. Walser’s scenes, sentences and mini-plots

fold and unfold like a person finding their way in a complex and unknown city

in a way that anticipates Michel de Certeau’s famous essay  Walking in the

City. Intense interplay between these competing forces draws attention back to

the ‘I’: 
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Not only does Walser play with the ambiguity of scene and scenery, he

also offers a narrative meta-commentary on dramatic art. One of the

implications  of  his  shift  from  drama  to  scene,  from  narrative  to

situation, from fable to tableau involves a significant change in the role

of the human body. (Malkmus 183) 

In this way Walser is zooming in and out from detail to commentary, a device

used by Sebald in The Rings of Saturn, particularly in the use of topographical

mapping. 

With  the  groundwork  for  Walser’s  poetic  language-world  developed,

Walser  is  now  free  to  write  in  a  modular  way;  he  can  add  and  subtract

digressions as he pleases, and to introduce unexpected elements into the story

without  undoing  the  logic  of  the  story.  Sebald,  writing  in  A Place  in  the

Country, is correct to suggest that Walser’s texts resist systematic treatment.

When a pattern appears to emerge, or a conceptual umbrella to discuss Sebald

emphasises  the  paradox  of  Walser’s  writing,  particularly  the  alternation

between gravity and whimsy. In this manner, Walser invites readers to join his

frivolous wandering. Sebald has drawn attention to this effect, stating: 

How is one to understand an author who was so beset by

shadows and who,  none the less,  illumined every page

with  the  most  genial  light,  an  author  who  created

humorous sketches from pure despair, who almost always

wrote the same thing and yet never repeated himself, to

whom  his  own  thoughts,  honed  on  the  tiniest  details,

became incomprehensible, who had his feet firmly on the

ground yet was always getting lost in the clouds, whose

prose has the tendency to dissolve upon reading, so that

only  a  few  hours  later  one  can  barely  remember  the
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ephemeral figures, events and things of which it spoke.

(Sebald, 2013, 121)

Like a message delivered to a top secret agent, the ‘dissolve upon reading’

effect reflects Walser’s perambulatory style. We are often at a loss as to what

Walser’s stories are ‘about’, yet the interactions the protagonist has with the

other characters are intense, and finely detailed. Withdrawing from parable,

his scenes are a testing ground for the limits of his imagination; to play out,

often in a tragicomic way, the possibilities of interactions with his neighbours.

The sentences themselves set up the ephemeral effect and play with the space-

time of plot. Related to ‘appearance’, hypotheticals litter Walser’s stories in

order to keep us guessing about what actually occurs and what might have

occurred. For example: 

Assuming I  am not delirious,  but hale  and hearty,  as I

hope and would not like to doubt I am, proceeding gently

on my way I passed a barbershop, with whose contents

and owner, however, I have, it seems to me, no cause to

concern myself, because I am, of the opinion that it is not

yet urgently necessary for me to have my hair cut, though

this would be perhaps quite jolly and amusing. (Walser

95)

Samuel  Frederick,  in  Narratives  Unsettled:  Digression  in  Robert  Walser,

Thomas Bernhard, and Adalbert Stifter, posits a multitude of ways in which

Walser in The Walk progresses narrative without the use of causal necessity.

Frederick’s  work also  surveys the  ways in  which,  like  Bernhard,  Walser’s

story resists the structures of plot and its demands for a teleological whole

(Frederick).  The differing modes of digression,  Frederick argues,  achieve a

kind  of  narrative  multiplicity.  Digression,  he  argues,  is  a  key  device  in
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defining a method upon which narrative can flourish, and in which the sense

of  opening  and  closure,  or  folding  and  unfolding,  takes  place.  Without

digression,  plot  attempts  to  conclude  itself.  Frederick  argues  that  Walser’s

mode of digression is proliferating,  in that the narrative energy in Walser’s

work is achieved by a removal of any sense of beginning or end, an effect that,

when combined with ‘branching off’, or divergence, gives the sense that the

story is starting over and over again. Therefore when the walking protagonist

in  The  Walk moves  from  his  ‘room  of  phantoms’,  to  the  street,  to  the

bookstore,  the baker and the tailor,  and so on, we feel that each encounter

‘shakes  off’,  in  some  way,  the  previous  encounter.  Therefore,  ‘Walserian

digressivity’, Frederick concludes, is given to its thematic corollary, walking.

In  this  way,  digression  is  an  important  trope  in  the  majority  of  ‘walking’

literature. Digression is a key concept in all of the authors discussed in this

exegesis, and features prominently in ‘Notes from the Bibbulmun’, where I

borrow from their  digressive modes.  (The claim that  digression is  a  major

preoccupation in walking literature is further supported by Richard Gray in his

article ‘Writing at the Roche Limit: Order and Entropy in W. G. Sebald’s Die

Ringe des Saturn’ which I will discuss below).  

There  are  many  similarities  between  Robert  Walser  and  Thomas

Bernhard. Both walked a lot, and wrote about walking in their stories. In the

writings of each, there is a heightened sense of agitation mixed with humour,

as well as narrators prone to exaggeration, digression, and sudden conviction.

There are scenes in Walser’s  The Walk and Bernhard’s  Walking  that are so

similar that the two texts demand comparison. For example, both narratives

feature a scene involving an altercation with a tailor, a specialist in walking

attire, before the days of factory-produced clothing. The protagonists in both

stories have been walking at length before the conflict erupts. Both arguments

are centred upon details that take on greater significance than they ‘normally’

would. The walkers have lost their way. Before proceeding with Bernhard, we

retrace a scene from Walser’s The Walk:
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Herr Dunn the master tailor rose as he caught sight of me

most courteously from his seat, upon which he had been

diligently  fencing  with  his  needle,  to  bid  the  visitor  a

friendly  welcome.  You have  come about  your  suit,  an

unquestionably  impeccable  fit,  which  is  soon  to  be

delivered complete and finished by my firm, he said, as

he tendered me, perhaps a little too companionably, his

hand, which I nevertheless was not in the least hesitant

vigorously to shake. I have come, I parried,  to proceed

dauntlessly and full of hope to the fitting, though I have

my fears. Herr Dunn said that he considered all my fears

to be superfluous and that he guaranteed both the fit and

the cut, and, as he was saying this, he accompanied me

into an adjoining room, from which he himself at once

withdrew.  He guaranteed  and protested  repeatedly,  and

this did not really quite please me. The fitting,  and the

disappointment which was so intimately connected with

it, was soon complete. I shouted, attempting meanwhile

to  fight  back  an  overflowing  chagrin,  loudly  and

energetically for Herr Dunn, at whom, with the greatest

possible  composure  and  genteel  dissatisfaction,  I  flung

the annihilating outburst: as exactly as I thought! My dear

and most esteemed sir, it is useless to excite yourself. (78)

Many of Walser’s and Bernhard’s interactions unfold in this manner. Earlier in

The Walk, the  taxman  and bookseller  are  treated  in  a  similar  high-handed

fashion. We almost expect, due to the language used by Walser, that a joke is

being played on those enduring the attack.  In these scenes,  the protagonist

appears to have lost perspective and has forgotten that the writing protagonist
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is  keeping  the  walking  protagonist  in  check.  The  walking  protagonist  has

entered  a  kind  of  madness  and it’s  not  without  coincidence  that  Walser’s

protagonist should run into his psychological nemesis ‘TOMZACK’ straight

after his altercation with the tailor. In Walser’s story, the ‘room of phantoms’

shadows the walker’s movements. The eerie figure of TOMZACK is a  real

person born from the dark recesses of the walking protagonist’s psyche. Out of

abundance, out of the cornucopia of rural life, springs the ‘dark giant’ of the

writing  protagonist’s  depression.  Walser  does  not  call  TOMZACK  his

depression,  but  does  call  him  the  “phantom,  the  pitiful  colossus  and

superman” (68). The term ‘phantom’, was set up in the opening paragraph of

the  narrative.  With  this  single  phrase,  barely  perceptible  in  the  opening

paragraph, the entire story is re-contextualised. Readers are thrown back into

the writing protagonist’s  ‘room of phantoms’,  leaving them with their  own

imagination  to  determine  what  that  may  be.  Together  with  digression,

Walser’s suggestive story-telling technique enables an ephemerality of detail

while asking the reader to fill the gaps in the story that produce an emotional

effect.
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Thomas Bernhard

Walking (1971)

In Bernhard’s Walking (1971), the narrator’s ritual of walking with his friend

Oehler  has  been  disrupted  by  the  onset  of  their  mutual  friend  Karrer’s

madness,  and consequential  admission  into  the  Steinhof  mental  institution.

The narrative digresses from subjects such as the speed which they walk on

certain  days,  to  their  personal  preference  of  footwear  and  clothing,  to

procreation, to the incompetence of psychiatrists, which is interlinked with the

way talented scientists and intellectuals are treated in Austria, suicide, and to

the ultimate climax — a speech about the relationship between walking and

thinking. Bernhard’s mode of digression is often identified where the initial

premise of the story, the opening frame is interrupted by the ramblings of one

of the characters.  The energy of the narrative  then becomes a reminder  of

where we  were headed, or where we  might have been if the original plot (a

‘sane’ state) were not derailed. Frederick argues that “these ruptures extend

the allegorical  significance of the novel’s historical-political  and existential

dimensions to a parallel poetological dimension: plot has been disenthroned,

shifted  away  from  its  centre,  leaving  the  narrative  that  unfurls  as  pure

discourse,  emancipated  but  mad”  (Frederick  101).  How  Bernhard  sustains

such an irritated state defies reason. 

Considering the novel, David Auerbach regards Karrer’s step over the

threshold  into  madness  as  not  as  convincing  as  Rothheimer’s  in  one  of

Bernhard’s  other  novels  Correction,  where the latter  sets  out  to  build in  a

forest a conical shrine dedicated to his sister. Nevertheless, in both Karrer and

Rothheimer’s case, Auerbach compares these characters to fictionalisations of

the philosopher Wittgenstein. In many of Bernhard’s works, philosophers are

used to present the limits of human thought, and in  Walking  the three main

characters are given to philosophising. These musings are less about locating

the human body in space and time, or drawing the boundaries of selfhood,
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than about why we do the things we do (Bernhard 157). The description of the

act of walking interlinks and overlaps with the act of thinking and is consumed

and subsumed in  various  ways throughout  the  text.  Bernhard is  constantly

speaking in metaphors, to the extent that our everyday use of certain terms is

challenged.  The  boundaries  of  the  definition  of  the  word  ‘walking’  are

challenged  in  the  same way that  the  boundaries  of  the  act  of  walking are

challenged: 

When we are walking, intellectual movement comes with

body  movement.  We  always  discover  when  we  are

walking, and so causing our body to start to move, that

our thinking, which  was not thinking in our head, also

starts to move. We walk with our legs, we say, and think

with our head. We could, however, also say we walk with

our mind. (166)

The result emphasises the interrelationship between language and bodily acts;

how we, depending on who we are, alters what we identify as the cause of a

certain circumstance, or event.  Drawing on the work of Merleau-Ponty, Glenn

Morrison notes that “[t]he navigating body grants the walker awareness and

orientates them within the bigger picture of space, helping to create place.”

(22)  Bernhard  explores  the  ways  in  which  differing  narrative  modes,  and

differing perspectival modes, create a picture of an inquiry, as if his stories are

reports,  or  pieces  of  journalism.  Bianca  Theisen  in  ‘Walking  Through

Thought:  Thomas  Bernhard’s  Walking and  Peter  Rosei’s  Who Was  Edgar

Allan?’ likens Bernhard’s etymological games to those played by the ‘Vienna

group’ that  preceded him.  By way of  decontextualisation  and dissociation,

Theisen  argues,  by  “deliberately  undoing  grammatical  and  semantic

structures,” Bernhard is able to cut out concepts from their “casual nexus of

designation.” The result is a series of ‘sensitivity words’ that generate mini-
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narratives that often capture a traumatic moment, or, as in  Walking, point to

the transgression of a limit (Theisen 165). That limit, in  Walking is Karrer’s

decent into madness, which is described by Karrer himself and relayed to the

narrator by Oehler:

I  had  never  known such  a  hectic  pace  as  when I  was

walking with Karrer down from the Friedensbrucke in the

direction  of  Klosterneuburgerstrasse  and  into

Rustenschacher’s store, says Oehler. We had never even

crossed  the  square  in  front  of  Franz  Joseph station  so

quickly. In spite of the people streaming towards us from

Franz Joseph station,  in  spite  of these people  suddenly

streaming towards us, Karrer went towards Franz Joseph,

and I thought that we would, as was his custom, sit down

on one of the old benches intended for travellers, right in

the midst of all the revolting dirt of Franz Joseph station,

as was his custom, says Oehler,  to sit  down on one of

these benches and watch the people as they jump off the

trains  and as,  in  a  short  while,  they start  streaming all

over the station, but no, shortly before we were going, as

I thought, to enter the station and sit down on one of these

benches,  Karrer  turns  round  and  runs  to  the

Friedensbrucke,  runs,  says  Oehler  several  times,  runs,

past  the  “Railroader”  clothing  store  towards  the

Friedensbrucke  and  from  there  into  Rustenschacher’s

store  at  an  unimaginable  speed,  says  Oehler.  Karrer

actually ran away from Oehler. Oehler was only able to

follow Karrer at a distance of more than ten, for a long

while  of  fifteen  or  even  twenty  metres;  while  he  was

running  along  behind  Karrer,  Oehler  kept  thinking,  if
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only Karrer doesn’t go into Rustenschacher’s store,  but

precisely  what  Oehler  feared,  as he was running along

behind Karrer, happened. (169)

As in most of Bernhard’s stories, what the characters fear the most, happens,

and what the author promises to be the central thrust of the story, is deferred.

Bernhard’s formal criterion, the ‘one block of text without paragraph breaks’

style, forces the author to make each transition as smooth as possible, or to

bury the transition in detail. Bernhard’s goal is always to jump from scene to

scene without the sense that a paragraph break was needed, that we are being

swept along in one continuous ramble, one continuous flow of thought, as if

he were representing thought, as opposed to a carefully constructed story. Ben

Marcus claims that Bernhard is an ‘architect of consciousness,’ rather than a

storyteller, stating: “phrases don’t get repeated so much as needled until they

yield graver meanings” (Marcus 90).

As a former music student, Bernhard reuses sentences, and sometimes

the exact same sentence as a launching pad for the deluge that follows. These

sentences  act  like  a  leitmotif  from which  Bernhard  can  come at  the  same

subject or situation from a different angle, and from a different perspective

than the one previously explored. As Anderson, in ‘Fragments of a Deluge:

The Theater of Thomas Bernhard’s Prose’ points out: ‘just as astonishing as

the volume of this deluge was its form: a stream of prose, unbroken by any

paragraph or chapter markings, that circles around the themes of illness, death,

madness,  and  artistic  or  intellectual  ambition  in  a  developmental  spiral

somewhere between Bach’s  Art of the Fugue and the twelve-tone repetitions

of Schönberg and Webern’ (Anderson 120). 

The  upshot,  in  my  experience  of  reading  Bernhard,  was  a  total

reconsideration of the mechanics of the novel. As if invited to participate in a

Wittgensteinian language game, we are constantly brought back to the same

sentences, the same subjects, and the same characters and situations. This set

224



up, coupled with the fact that there are no quotation marks to delineate when

the narrator or the other characters speak, folds who is speaking and what is

being said into an aggregate. To counter the text falling into chaos, the author

must  frequently  remind  the  reader  who  is  speaking.  While  the  characters

grapple  and lose their  grip on their  philosophical  and narratorial  aims,  the

reader is guided and reminded who is speaking and where they are speaking

from. The reader, should they wish to join in the ‘game’ grows to accept and

even  like,  the  constant  repetition  of  the  phrase  ‘—  said,  or  said  —’  As

Anderson concludes,  readers  become participants  and actors  in  Bernhard’s

macabre play (Ibid, 132).

Sebald, in an interview with Bookworm (available on YouTube), labels

Bernhard’s narrative technique the “periscopic mode”:

He [Bernhard] moved away from the standard pattern of

the standard novel. He only tells you in his books what he

heard  from  others.  He  invented,  in  a  way,  a  kind  of

periscopic  form  of  narrative.  You’re  always  sure  that

what  he  tells  you  is  related,  at  one  remove,  at  two

removes … and that appealed to me very much because

this notion of the omniscient narrator who pushes around

the flats on the stage, who cranks things up on page three

and who moves them around on page four is constantly

working behind the scene is something I think someone

can’t do very easily any longer.

Sebald uses this technique in Austerlitz, and to a lesser extent in The Rings of

Saturn.  The  technique,  visible  in  the  fiction  of  Conrad,  was  extended  by

Bernhard. Through the use of exaggeration, or more precisely, by doing, to the

point of absurdity, Bernhard opens up multivariate framing modes that shift

the tone of the narrative to seem as if the author is no longer in control of their
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own text. Sebald’s claim that the author is removed from cranking things (up

here or there), highlights the advantage of the periscopic mode; namely that

the authorial hand is decoupled from the life of the characters. This effect is

emphasised  by  Thomas  Cousineau  in  his  2001  article  on  Bernhard  who

describes  the  periscopic  mode  as  a  “creative  response  to  the  potentially

destructive  anxieties  provoked by the discovery of  one’s own belatedness”

(41). The layering of voices blurs the boundaries between the personalities of

the characters, and the action in the story. Movement does not exist within the

frame of the main plot. Quite often, like Marlow sitting cross-legged aboard a

skiff  on  the  Thames,  the  main  narrator  does  not  move.  Nevertheless,  in

Bernhard’s absurd approach, if he were to take over a Conrad novel, Marlow

would quickly be subsumed by another  character  who would dominate  the

story, and we would not necessarily be returned to main frame.

Similarily,  Dierick,  in  ‘The  Teller  from  the  Tale:  Monologues,

Dialogues and Protocols in Thomas Bernhard's Major Novels’ claims that in

Walking:

the narrative[s] are concerned with an attempt to explain,

from  a  single  incident,  the  preconditions  and  the

inevitable outcome of a process of mental deterioration

and madness on the one hand, and suicide on the other.

At  the  same  time,  these  narratives  allow  the  usurping

narrators,  while  interpreting  events  and  attempting  to

establish  (as  always  in  Bernhard)  an  elusive  truth,  to

reveal themselves through their interpretation, and to state

parallelisms and an important  overlap of preconditions,

similar  motivations,  world-views  and  predispositions.

(423)

I have used the periscopic mode extensively in ‘Notes from the Bibbulmun’.
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Throughout my journeys, and in the particular context of long distance walks,

my experience has been that some, not all, people are open to ‘telling their life

story’, not necessarily in a confessional way, but in elliptical and open-ended

ways.  When the day’s walking is  complete,  people  have time to chat.  For

example,  one evening I was walking the Bibbulmun Track and I arrived at

Canning Hut near Brookton Highway well after dark. A man was in the hut,

already in his sleeping bag, ready for sleep. He was lying on the bottom bunk

and as it was dark I had no idea what he looked like. We chatted for four hours

about a multitude of subjects. Thus, the elaborate, long-winded monologues in

‘Notes  from  the  Bibbulmun’  are  not  beyond  the  realm  of  possibility.

Uncannily, in some cases, capturing the heated rants of some of the people I

met,  and  observing  my  own  thoughts,  was  a  more  difficult  task  than

identifying a subject to write about.

Walking begins and ends with the act of walking. The central section is

preoccupied with Karrer’s descent into madness and the inciting incident at

the  tailor’s.  The  beginning,  however,  using  the  periscopic  mode,  outlines

through the voice of Oehler why Karrer can no longer take walks with Oehler,

and identifies the shifts that occur when their lives are disrupted. Karrer, like

the walking protagonist in Walser’s story, had an argument with a tailor, and it

is this interaction that is cited by Oehler as the symptom, not the cause, of

Karrer’s madness: “Whereas, before Karrer went mad, I used to go walking

with Oehler only on Wednesday, now I go walking—now that Karrer has gone

mad—with Oehler on Monday as well” (113). The story opens with one of

Bernhard’s keywords ‘whereas’; a concept that invites multiple and parallel

interpretations by the characters and by the reader, and serves to treat the story

itself as hypothetical, suggesting that a choice has been made to entertain this

line of thinking, and that a different line of thought may have been pursued as

well. Further examples include:

Whereas on Wednesday we always walk in one direction
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(in  the eastern one),  on Monday we go walking in the

western  direction,  strikingly  enough  we walk  far  more

quickly  on  Monday  than  on  Wednesday,  probably,  I

think,  Oehler  always walked more quickly  with Karrer

than he did with me,  because  on Wednesday he walks

much more slowly and on Monday much more quickly.

(113)

And on the following page:

Whereas Oehler habitually wears his topcoat completely

buttoned up, I leave my topcoat completely open. (114)

Lastly: 

Whereas  Oehler  has  on  boots  that  reach  up above  his

ankles, I wear ordinary shoes, for there is nothing I hate

more than boots, just as Oehler hates nothing more than

regular shoes. (114)

The walking story, in one sense, is about our habits and the ways in which

small  changes can have catastrophic effects  and catastrophic events lead to

life-long rituals. The apparently trivial details are the evidence of a profound

psychological shift, and one is asked to deduce psychological shifts by paying

attention  to  changes  in  the  complexion  of  this  detail.  For  example,  the

difference  between  wearing  boots/shoes,  a  hat/no  hat,  a  topcoat/overcoat,

mittens/gloves, trousers with or without cuffs, can be the catalyst for reveries

lasting many pages, and many decades in the character’s lives. Moreover, the

characters notice and comment on the changes that they perceive in each other

and  in  themselves.  These  changes  form  the  basis  for  the  characters’
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philosophical  enquiries.  Bernhard is able to foreshadow these philosophical

explorations  throughout  Walking,  and  unleashes  the  enquiry  in  the  final

section.

The altercation with the tailor is the main event of the middle section of

Walking. During a diversion to the Steinhof mental institution, Oehler tells the

narrator what he told Sherrer, the psychiatrist, as they sit in Pavilion VI, while

next-door in Pavilion VII, Karrer (paralysed) is being treated for madness, a

madness  Oehler  believes  Sherrer  thinks  was  caused  by  the  “so-called

Czechoslovakian  rejects”,  whereas  Oehler  believes  Karrer  was  always

predisposed to stretching his body and mind to its limits, and Hollensteiner’s

suicide was one part of the cause of Karrer madness, not the rejects themselves

(149).  According to  Oehler,  Hollensteiner’s  suicide  is  the  real catalyst  for

Karrer’s decent into madness, not the altercation with the tailor. According to

Oehler, other countries would pay large sums to allow brilliant minds such as

Hollensteiner’s to flourish, but the brilliant minds, are in a double bind; the

circumstances are never ripe to fulfil their desire to ‘walk away’; and their

country  of  birth  takes  their  genius  for  granted,  a  paradox  that  leads

Hollensteiner  to  commit  suicide.  This  paralysis,  which  eloquently  and

tragically  closes  Walking,  is  echoed  by  Sebald  in  an  interview  in  The

Emergence of  Memory (2007)  and is  explicitly  explored by Sebald in  The

Emigrants.

Mental paralysis can therefore lead to a form of physical paralysis, and

signals the moment when what had been presupposed and unquestioned, has

fallen apart.  Paralysis is a counterweight to the perceived movement of the

characters in the text, and in the rhythmic patterns of the text, the sound the

text  makes  as  it  moves  from one word and one  sentence  to  the  next.  For

instance,  the  narrator  draws  attention  to  what  the  character  Sherrer  is

concerned with — the incident in the tailor’s which lead to Karrer’s madness

— and then chastises Sherrer, through Oehler, for being incorrect in his line of

enquiry. As with Frederick’s ‘explosive’ narrative mode, this carrot and stick
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technique  is  frequently  used  by  Bernhard.  Bernhard  appears  to  promise  a

certain narrative direction, and then digresses as far away from that orientation

as possible, until that digression becomes so exaggerated that he must return to

the ‘home’ of the story. Often, he returns directly to the alluded subject, but

Bernhard’s stories do not break into adventure or salvation. His characters are

too intelligent, too trapped in thought, in a way. Readers can conjecture about

the desires of the characters, however those desires are quickly subsumed into

the  maelstrom  of  their  previously  fraught  psychological  paralysis.  In  this

sense, like Dostoevsky, Bernhard’s stories are cyclical, and, if viewed in their

most plotless light, constantly reborn.

Nevertheless, the climax Bernhard is building towards is to detail how

walking and thinking are interlinked; that is, to show and describe the kind of

thought  patterns  which  lead  to  Karrer’s  madness,  and  to  display  the

transcendental qualities of the relationship between walking and thinking:

For the clearest thought, that which is the deepest and, at

the same time, the most transparent, is the most complete

inactivity and the most complete immobility, says Oehler.

We  may  not  think  about  why  we  are  walking,  says

Oehler,  for then it  would soon be impossible  for us to

walk, and then to take things to their logical conclusion.

Everything soon becomes impossible, just as when we are

thinking why we not may not think, why we are walking,

that is, standing still, just as we may not think how we,

when we are not walking and standing still, are thinking

and so on, just as when we are thinking why we may not

think, why we are walking and so on, just as we may not

think how we are walking, how we are not walking, that

is standing still, just as we may not think how we, when

we are not walking and standing still, are thinking, and so
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on. We may not ask ourselves: why we are walking? as

others  who may (and can)  ask themselves  at  will  why

they are walking. (126)

It is possible to argue, as T. Barry does, in “On Paralysis and Transcendence

in Thomas Bernhard” (1988),  that Karrer’s madness is brought about by his

extreme  self-reflection,  and  the  corollary  act  of  questioning  the  language-

world  which  is  as  equally  immobilising.  What  Oehler  and  the  unnamed

narrator are facing up to is the fact that what happened to their friend Karrer

might happen to them, and that they might not ‘be okay’: that walking and

thinking, and thinking and walking, can lead to insanity. Similar to his use of

the phrase ‘whereas’, Bernhard employs the term ‘so-called’ as his ‘needling’

phrase  that  opens  up  conflict  and  misunderstanding,  and  maintains  the

language game:

He, Karrer, again let himself be carried away so far as to

make the comment as to why these so-called new trousers

—Karrer kept on saying so-called new trousers, over and

over  again,  Oehler  told  Scherrer—why  these  new

trousers, which even if they were new, because they had

not been worn, had nevertheless lain on one side for years

and,  on  that  account,  no longer  looked very  attractive,

something  that  he,  Karrer,  had  no  hesitation  in  telling

Rustenschacher,  just  as  he  had  no  hesitation  in  telling

Rustenschacher anything that had to do with the trousers

that were lying on the counter and that Rustenschacher’s

nephew kept  holding up to  the  light,  it  was  not  in  his

Karrer’s, nature to feel the least hesitation in saying the

least thing about the trousers to Rustenschacher, just as he

had  no  hesitation  in  saying  a  lot  of  things  to
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Rustenschacher that did not concern the trousers, though

it would surely be to his, Karrer’s advantage not to say

many  of  the  things  to  Rustenschacher  that  he  had  no

hesitation in telling him, why the trousers should reveal

thin  spots  that  no  one  could  miss  in  a  way  that

immediately arouses suspicion in the trousers. (43)

Klebes  in  Wittgenstein’s  Novels argues  that  a  linguistic  skepticism,  as

signposted by the phrases ‘whereas’ and ‘so-called’, presents a situation where

propositions “remain forever barred from coinciding with the state of affairs at

which it purportedly aims that accounts for the central importance of quotation

in  Bernhard’s  prose”  (60).  In  other  words,  the  subjects  that  the  characters

discuss — for example, the way Oehler walks with Karrer and not with the

narrator,  the  nature  of  the  relationship  between  walking  and  thinking,  the

banality of Austrian life, and so on —can only ever directly relate to the other

words that are said, and not to the object or subject that is being referred to. In

this context, the periscopic mode  can refer to other periscopic modes and is

restricted  to  merely  hint at  a  state  of  affairs  that  ground  the  words  to  a

connected,  truth-conditioned,  real,  world.  It  is  this  detachment  from truth,

Klebes argues,  that underlines the logic of  Walking,  and one which Karrer

probes the outer limits of, and pushes too far, as he descends into madness.

Karrer’s ‘problem’ is (according to Klebes, and, as Oehler keeps reminding

us), “a linguistic, not a medical condition: the “paralysis” as deviation from

the  Tractarian  picture,  and  its  active  counterpart;  the  infinitely  regressive

naming of naming” (Klebes 60). The fluid nature of language and its ability to

investigate the real world and the process whereby we relate that proposition

back to the notion that people do go insane.

As  will  be  discussed,  Sebald’s  walking  story  is  comparable  to

Bernhard’s in the sense that  Bernhard gives the impression that little  takes

place in the main frame of the narrative.  Bernhard goes to great lengths to
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show how walking and thinking are linked, whereas Sebald prefers to show

what trains of thought are triggered by various places and landscapes.  The

relationship between walking and thinking is a highly personal one, and that

relationship may not correlate to  how the writer  writes. The point is that a

simple act is taken to the extent that it  becomes something else, something

more than the act itself, and thinking is needed to interpret the nature of that

state. For Walser, Sebald, and most acutely Bernhard, walking and thinking,

and by extension, writing, become synthesized. Walking circles back on the

text and transforms the linguistic structure, it literally changes the imagination

of the writer:

Whereas we always thought we could make walking and

thinking into a single total process, even for a fairly long

time,  I  now have to  say  that  it  is  impossible  to  make

walking and thinking into one total process for a fairly

long period of time. For, in fact, it is not possible to walk

and  to  think  with  the  same  intensity  for  a  fairly  long

period of time, sometimes we walk more intensively, but

think less intensively,  then we think intensively and do

not walk as intensively as we are thinking, sometimes we

think with a much higher presence of mind than we walk

with and sometimes we walk with a far higher presence

of mind than we think with, but we cannot walk and think

with the same presence of mind, says Oehler, just as we

cannot  walk  and  think  with  the  same  intensity  over  a

fairly long period of time and make walking and thinking

for a fairly long period of time into a total whole with a

total equality of value. If we walk more intensively, our

thinking  lets  up,  says  Oehler,  if  we  think  more

intensively, our walking does. (70)
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W. G. Sebald

The Rings of Saturn (1998)

Sebald’s pilgrimage in  The Rings of Saturn  is narrated from a hospital bed.

The narrator is “in a state of almost total immobility” after being “confronted

with the traces of destruction, reaching far back into the past, that were evident

even in that remote place” (3). The “remote” place is the coast and hinterland

of  East  Anglia.  The  narrator  reports,  from  his  Norwich  hospital  bed,  the

psychological, physical and metaphysical path which led to his illness. That

path,  characterised  by  a  preoccupation  with  the  opposing  forces  of  an

“unaccustomed sense of freedom” and a “paralysing” sense of “horror,” takes

readers  figuratively  and  literally  through  space,  place  and  time;  from  the

planet Saturn to Ditchingham churchyard, to piles of paper in his colleague

Janine’s office, and into the past with, for example, Thomas Browne, Conrad,

The Dowager Empress Tz’u-hsi, and the poet Michael Hamburger. Paralysed,

this narrator is comparable to Walser’s protagonist in his “room of phantoms”

and  Bernhard’s  character  who  is  admitted  into  Steinhof.  Sebald  evokes

symbols, superstitions, and coincidences to develop the palimpsest that forms

the story’s structure. For instance, he is admitted a year to the day since he set

out  on his  “carefree”  walks.  The ward window through which  he peers  is

draped with a netting that looks remarkably similar to the quincunx structure

referred to fifteen pages later. From his vantage point, the landscape that he

had  once  traversed  has  now  “shrunk  once  and  for  all  to  a  single,  blind,

insensate spot” and the associated affect, as he clambered to the sill to peer

out, was similar to the feeling Gregor Samsa must have had, we are told, of

“no longer remembering (so Kafka’s narrative goes) the sense of liberation

that gazing out of the window had formerly given him” (Sebald 5). Due to the

discursive nature of  The Rings of Saturn, in this section I will attempt, as I

have  in  the  Walser  and  Bernhard  sections,  to  elucidate  how  the  story  is

structured and what is unique in Sebald’s descriptions of the act of walking. 

234



How The Rings of Saturn came to be written is discussed in Schutte’s

biography of the author. Schutte explains that, after a period of work which

brought about The Emigrants, Sebald had been admitted to hospital (Schutte,

72).  During  the  years  1992–93,  Sebald  had intended  to  write  ten  separate

essays  for  a  German  newspaper  based  on  walks  he’d  undertaken  in  East

Anglia. Indeed, on a structural level, The Rings of Saturn resembles a series of

essays that follow the model set out for the German journal. These essays were

designed to draw an imaginary line from the specific place where he walked,

to  other  specific  places  around  the  world,  and  across  our  historical-

imaginations.  Sebald discovered,  says Schutte,  that  historical  events  woven

through the lives of various characters, could be made to resemble the present

day pyscho-geography of East Anglia. This terrain in south-eastern England is

a place relentlessly described as bereft of people, and prone to inexplicable

and uncanny physiological and meteorological incidents.

While Walser’s and Bernhard’s characters  intimately know the places

they traverse, Sebald’s walker in The Rings of Saturn is a pilgrim in an alien

landscape. The narrator, like Marlow on the barque relaying his story of the

Congo, narrates his story from a fixed point, a hospital bed. Therefore, what

takes place is constantly in the shadow of that hospital bed, and the illness that

has  paralysed the  narrator.  On the other  hand,  as  the narrator  enters  these

apparently desolate and barren landscapes, he had “seldom felt so carefree” as

he did during the walks that string together the digressions that comprise the

pilgrimage. The pilgrimage, we are told, has healing qualities. The narrator, a

model peripatetic, learns as he walks. As the shoreline and buildings on the

Dunwich coast crumble into ruin, the walker is able to reconstruct fragments

of a story and force them into  something;  a pile of words that,  when read

together, resemble a train of thought. Ultimately what feels like at least one

week, maybe two, of the walker’s ‘progress’ is not as important as the trains of

thought he observes within himself. 

In Moser’s exploration of the links between Sebald and the peripatetic
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tradition, he suggests that the narrator in  The Rings of Saturn both employs

and  shuns  the  standard  peripatetic  literary  convention.  Sebald’s  first

manoeuvre  is  to  treat  the  walk  as  an  end  in  itself,  and  to  devalue  the

destination and departure point (Moser 45). Moser cites the character’s entry

into the Somerleyton estate from the side of the neglected railway platform

and his need to ‘jump the fence’ to avoid taking the long way around to the

public  entry.  Ironically,  this  act  of  jumping  the  fence  is  the  inverse  of

Capability  Brown’s gesture to ‘jump the fence’ in  Landscape Architecture,

and to further the irony, Sebald’s character finds that the trees and the gardens

inside  the  estate  are  the  elements  that’ve  flourished  in  recent  years.  “The

peripatetic,”  Moser  claims,  “realizes  the  simultaneity  of  diverse  stages  of

evolution”,  and  through  a  careful  process,  Sebald’s  landscape  and  walk

become: 

transferred to the extreme limits of the earth, which no longer has the

modern appearance of a globe but seems to be a premodern disk. The

earth, as Sebald’s walker sees it, still possesses sharp edges. Instead of

circulating around the globe, he advances toward limits that abut on

emptiness. (46)

From the hospital bed we are not told what the character’s aim or destination

is, or where he began, and the highly cerebral nature of the text is also similar

to Bernhard’s enquiries on the limits of thought. 

The drifting nature of Sebald’s walker seems, at first glance, to align,

with another defining feature of the peripatetic tradition; the freedom of the

autonomous subject. Indeed the “carefree” separation from the “dog days” is

realised, but only up to the point where another more calamitous realisation

awaits him: the history of natural destruction. The peripatetic walker is given

to decipher and to integrate himself into his surroundings, and yet, through the

act of mapping, Moser argues: 
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without knowing, he had moved in certain tracks—written tracks or

tracks of writing, as he subsequently realises, for he remembers that in

the course of his ramblings he had followed people who had reminded

him of acquaintances, of the Italian poet Dante, for example, famous

for his peripatetic expedition into Hell. (47) 

Mapping, in this context, has multiple definitions. The track itself implies a

pre-mapped  path,  but  written  tracks  demand  an  iterative  and  reflexive

relationship  to  the  anterior  world  of  the  body.  In  this  process,  linguistic

parallels open up to the peripatetic; we walk through the landscape as well as

the text, and both demand effort from the walker, and different landscapes can

be explored under the auspices of the same or similar interior journeys. This

connection, Moser argues, propels the subject upward, providing an overview

from which they can make sense of their story. This admixture of “creaturely

suffering” and a “totalising viewpoint” results in a “paradoxical synthesis of

sympathy and indifference” (47).

In  The  Rings  of  Saturn,  Sebald  often  uses  levitation  to  describe  the

landscapes he’s referring to. The view from the hospital window reduces the

landscape of his walks to “single, blind insensate spot.” In one of the more

powerful scenes towards the end of the pilgrimage, the walker becomes lost,

panicked  and  agitated.  Suddenly,  he  is  in  a  maze,  and,  as  he  convinces

himself, a dream; his faculties have departed him and the dream state is the

best way to make sense of what’s happened:

Months after this experience, which I still cannot explain,

I was on Dunwich Heath once more in a dream, walking

the endlessly winding paths again, and again I could not

find my way out of the maze which I was convinced had

been created solely for me. Dead tired and ready to lie
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down anywhere, as dusk fell I gained a raised area where

a little Chinese pavilion had been built, as in the middle

of  the  yew maze  at  Somerleyton.  And  when  I  looked

down from this  vantage  point  I  saw the  labyrinth,  the

light  sandy  ground,  the  sharply  delineated  contours  of

hedges taller than a man and almost pitch-black now — a

pattern simple in comparison with the torturous trail I had

behind  me,  but  one  which  I  knew in  my dream,  with

absolute  certainty,  represented  a  cross  section  of  my

brain. (172)

Sebald  sublimates  the  levitated,  totalising  view  while  simultaneously

providing  the  elements  that  offer  such  a  vantage  point.  Because  the

experiences  are  inexplicable  and  dream-like,  the  walker  chooses  not  to

prescribe outcomes, or doubt the validity of the experience. He has opened his

faculties to the mapping of the terrain and to the cartography of the history of

natural destruction. His story is relayed to us from the antithesis of autonomy,

and  by comparing  himself  to  Gregor  Samsa,  he  compounds  the  alienating

result by applying to his body creaturely attributes. But becoming “creaturely”

is not the worst effect. The worst is the loss of the sense of liberation. In fact,

as Moser identifies,  “this  creature is especially  susceptible  to the forces of

gravity and remains under the spell of the horizontal. It moves in the liminal

sphere  between  the  animal  and  the  human,  nature  and  culture.”  The

comparison  to  Gregor  Samsa  evokes  the  wider  repercussions  of  Kafka’s

“Metamorphosis”. However, Sebald’s narrator is also mapping the tracks left

by Kakfa. Before him, someone had traipsed from the bed to the windowsill,

and found that their relationship to the outside world has changed.

Considered pictorially, the text that makes up The Rings of Saturn runs

like the intersection of a series of circles on a Venn diagram. We see, or read,

only where the circles intersect, but we sense, by way of reference, the wider
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spheres  which  are  being  deduced  into  the  narrator’s  experience.  Sebald’s

paragraphs, much like Borges’, do not adhere to a single idea. Rather, their

purpose  is  to  convey  the  sense  of  a  person’s  thinking,  and  reaction  to

unexpected thought. A paragraph, scene, or chapter can begin in one place and

end at  a completely different  place.  Sebald’s text radiates inward toward a

suspended, entropic centre. Walser’s digressions, by way of contrast, almost

always  return  to  the  spine  of  the  central  narrative.  Bernhard’s  paragraphs

unfold in a cascading spiral that descend down the page. Bernhard committed

himself, by removing paragraph breaks, to limit the need for sleight of hand.

His  aim is  to  fill  out  his  text  with  as  much detail  as  possible  so that  the

transition from one subject to the next is as seamless as possible. The Rings of

Saturn, on the other hand, is constantly being tugged from side to side, and

backwards  and  forwards  across  subjects  and  time.  The  seams  are  clearly

evident:

Yet the densest and greenest was for me the Somerleyton

yew maze, in the heart of the mysterious estate, where I

became so completely lost that I could not find the way

out again until I resorted to drawing a line with the heel

of my boot across the white sand of every hedged passage

that proved to be a dead end. Later, in one of the long

hothouses  built  against  the  brick  walls  of  the  kitchen

garden, I struck up a conversation with William Hazel,

the gardener who now looks after Somerleyton with the

help of  several  odd-jobmen.  When he realised  where I

was from he told me that during his last years at school,

and  his  subsequent  apprenticeship,  his  thoughts

constantly revolved around the bombing raids then being

launched on Germany from the sixty-seven airfields that

were established in East Anglia after 1940. (37)
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The two phrases ‘later’  and ‘when he realised where I was from’ facilitate

both movement and subtext; namely, that which impinges upon the moment,

but is not included in the description.  Words have already been exchanged

before the reader picks up the thread of the bombing raids. We have already

seen  the  comparison  between  the  yew  maze,  the  Chinese  pavilion,  and

narratorial  disorientation.  The  inclusion  of  the  hothouses  is  intended,  we

should  assume,  to  evoke  the  holocaust.  The  final  seam  is  the  use  of  the

periscopic mode by way of the gardener and his recollections of the Second

World War.

In each instance of Sebald’s peregrinations, he brings with him a sense

of  authenticity.  In  ‘Picturing  Place:  Travel,  Photography,  and  Imaginative

Geography in W.G. Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn’, Sebald is quoted as saying:

Walking  around  through  the  landscape  is  a  form  of

acquiring the past that best allows you to see something.

No matter how else you travel, by plane, or by car, it just

goes too quickly, and for me anyway, if I want to write

something about World War I, it is absolutely necessary

that  I  spend one or two months  in that  area where the

Hindenburg Line ran…. If you walk along these lines you

actually  see  how far  the  past  reaches  into  the  present.

(Kraenzle 144)

In The Rings of Saturn, specific names, streets, hotels, houses and beaches are

identified, and the photos provide an extra layer of authenticity. The storyline

is a  mixture of fact  and fiction,  and we’re given few clues  as to  which is

which. Frequently the protagonist does not know the difference either, or if he

once  knew,  the  criteria  for  determining  that  state  have  now  altered.  His

footsteps  have  no  purpose  or  predefined  path  that  we  know about,  which
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further  compounds  the  story’s  sense  of  suspension  and  disorientation.  By

sharing with the reader ‘how far the past reaches into the present’ we evolve

into a subjectivity and across the threshold of ‘selfhood’. Sebald repurposes

concepts and historical events into the lives of his subjects, or to use Theisen’s

epitomisation of Bernhard, he uses ‘sensitivity events’ rather than ‘sensitivity

words’.

J.J.  Long  charts  Sebald’s  ‘swamped’  tale  in  The  Rings  of  Saturn.

Swamped  is  an  interesting  word  in  this  instance,  because  it  suggests  both

inundation,  and inefficiency. We feel as if the digressions are crowding and

beseeching  the  main  narrative,  but  also  that  the  subject  matter  of  those

digressions impinge upon the psyche of the walker:

Sebald’s narrator’s walking is deliberately inefficient and,

one might say, anti-disciplinary. This tendency to explore

byways  rather  than  make  beelines  goes  hand  with  a

narrative  technique  that  multiply  digressively:  it

repeatedly  shifts  focus,  as  each  digression  is  soon

abandoned  in  favour  of  another  digression  or  a  brief

return  to  the  story  of  the  journey  itself;  it  frequently

changes  the  context  within  which  phenomena  are

understood,  evoking a  parallel,  mythic  temporality  that

transfigures the quotidian object-world and producing a

split attention, a kind of distraction; and it frequently gets

sidetracked into lengthy enumerations of physical objects.

(67)

It  is  difficult  to  conceive of  The Rings  of Saturn being as  powerful  if  the

narrator were not walking, and walking inefficiently. Not only do we enter an

antiquated form of transport, we also enter a space where thought digresses

synthesises more closely with writing.
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In  an  article  by  Robert  Gray,  titled  ‘Sebald’s  Segues:  Performing

Narrative Contingency in Sebald’s The Rings of Saturn’, we have some clues

as to how Sebald structures The Rings of Saturn. Unlike Sebald’s other novels,

The Rings of Saturn, Gray argues, ‘might be said either to have no story line at

all,  or  to  have  so  many  brief,  episodic,  undeveloped,  and  seemingly

unconnected  vignettes  that  it  represents  nothing but  a  motley  collection  of

fragments’ (27). The disparate nature of the text challenges our preconceptions

of what constitutes a novel, and if we persist to attempt to understand how the

novel is, we are therefore forced to reconsider our own understanding of how a

novel  can  be  written.  Sebald’s  digressions  are  grounded  in  careful  study,

research and rumination, and the sense that we are learning as we proceed, a

central  tenet  of  the  peripatetic,  holds  our  attention.  Gray  identifies  seven

fragments that Sebald weaves, or suspends together.

The  broadest  conceptual  fragment  Gray  identifies  is  the  travelogue.

Embedded  in  the  notion  of  the  ‘pilgrimage’—the  German  edition  had  the

subtitle  ‘An English Pilgrimage’—yet  the exact  nature of the protagonist’s

pilgrimage is not identified within the text. The second layer Gray mentions is

the use of ‘geographical or historical place as the motivator or generator of

discrete  narratives’  (29).  Examples  of  these  are  the  meanderings  around

Orford,  or  Somerleyton,  and  include  the  Temple  of  Jerusalem  at  Thomas

Abrams. The history of the place is the knowledge imparted by the narrator,

and is presented as a summary that kind of ‘comes to’ him. The third type of

fragment digresses into far flung places across the world, but they’re related,

in some way, to the landscape the narrator inhabits. These vignettes frequently

drift into reportage and the reader may feel bludgeoned by information, but the

emotion and wisdom of the narrator’s observations rescue the situation.  At

Lowestoft, for example, the narrator falls asleep in front of a television and for

the  rest  of  the chapter  we hear  about  his  research  into  the lives  of  Roger

Casement and Joseph Conrad. Midway through this chapter we hear about a

young, deaf, mute coachman, who transported Conrad on a sleigh, who had an
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uncanny rapport with horses, and had a perfect mental map of the region of his

home town. You would have to read Conrad’s diaries to verify the truth of the

scenario, and this ambiguity delivers another level of intrigue. Likewise with

the Dowager Empresses’ sympathy with the silk worm, we are given glimpses

of fragility and compassion in amongst the debris of destruction.

Gray then discerns a fourth,  closely related  ‘narrative ring’  which he

labels ‘embedded historical narratives’. These are accounts of past events are

provided not directly  through the musings of Sebald’s narrator,  but instead

mediated  through him as tales told to him by figures he encounters on his

journeys.  Described  in  this  way,  this  ring  appears  more  like  periscopic

historicism.  Mrs  Ashbury’s  story  of  the  Irish  revolution  and  Cornelius  de

Jung’s account of the relationship between modern art and the sugar industry

are examples.

The fifth ring is an extended corollary of the third and fourth.  These

historical narratives are derived, Gray argues, from textual sources, rather than

from people or places the protagonist meets. Examples include biographical

accounts  of  the  life  of  Algernon  Swinbourne,  and  Edward  Fitzgerald.  An

important  device  used  in  this  context  by  Sebald,  is  the  co-mingling  of

historical  voice  with  narrative  voice,  such  that  the  ‘I’  of  the  text  is

indistinguishable. The effect is to shorten the depth of time to the extent that

the ‘pilgrimage’ is both geographical and temporal in nature, with a particular

focus on industrial modernism and advanced colonialism (30). Thematic and

structural analogues, Gray posits, define the sixth ring. Intertexts, which, by

way of evocation, empower the systemic structure of The Rings. These inter-

texts  include  Thomas  Brownes  Urn  Burial,  Grimmelshausen’s  Der

Abenteuerliche Simplicissimus (The Adventures of Simplicissimus) and works

by Jorge Luis Borges (31). This ring, Gray argues, is distinct from the source-

intertexts of the previous category,  since they operate  not primarily  on the

diegetic  level  as  narratives  that  can  be  integrated  into  the  larger  narrative

framework, but rather as formal or structural models that serve as paradigms
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for the organizational architecture of Sebald’s own narrative. 

The  last  ring  that  Gray  identifies,  ‘the  layer  that  lies  closest  to  the

gravitational center of the text’ and one that is most relevant to this exegesis:

the  voice  and perspective  of  the  first-person narrator.  It  is  this  voice  that

embodies every element of the previous layers, the ‘real’ person who is able to

receive and conceive of autobiography and personal memory. It is this person

who lies in the hospital, and who walks along the coast and through the heath,

and who is driven to the local inn by Thomas Abrams. Similar to the interplay

of  Walser’s  writing  and  walking  protagonists,  Sebald’s  narrative  persona

embodies a ‘dual temporality, the presence of the narrating self and the past of

its narrated persona and experiences’ (31). This narrating ‘I’ is the one who

gathers his thoughts while in hospital, who remembers and writes down his

memories of his walks on the Suffolk Coast. It is this narrating ‘I’ that gives

the sense that a lot of walking has taken place, for he tells us that a lot of

walking has taken place. In contrast with The Walk and Walking, only a small

portion of the overall  text is given to directly detailing the act of walking.

Much like Marlow sitting on the boat on the Thames, Sebald’s story is told

from  a  hospital  bed,  and  that  centripetal  force  colours  the  walking

protagonist’s expeditions; we know that some form of breakdown is imminent.

Not until the seventh chapter do we receive the first, elongated passage

dedicated to the practise and description of the act of walking. The preceding

chapters hint at this antiquated mode of transport, but they do not spend long

ruminating on what walking feels like in those places. Some early examples

are as follows: 

After I had taken my leave of William Hazel I walked for

a good hour along the country road from Somerleyton to

Lowestoft, passing Blundeston prison, which rises out of

the  flatland  like  a  fortified  town  and  keeps  within  its

walls twelve-hundred inmates at any one time. (40)
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The temporal  is  evoked in  order  to  give  credibility  to  the  walker’s  effort.

Through explicit detail,  we are told, and not  shown how he walks. That is,

there is little in the text to signify the act of walking, as if we are leading up to

a certain point: 

With the rippling reeds to my right and the grey beach to

my left, I pressed on toward Dunwich, which seemed so

far in the distance as to be quite beyond my reach. It was

as if I had been walking for hours before the tiled roofs of

houses and the crest of a wooded hill gradually became

defined. (154)

Here the  phrase ‘as  if’  suggests  a  form of  amnesia.  We don’t  know if  he

walked  longer  than  hours,  or  less  than  an  hour.  The  writer  recollects  the

temporal via his sensorial and corporeal memory of landscape; he has entered

a ‘second state’ where memory is compressed, yet a strong impression of the

experience lingers in his consciousness. In chapter III, after an account of the

history  of  herring  fishing,  a  curious  reverie  about  a  newspaper  clipping

concerning Major George Wyndham Le Strange, and a parable of St Mark the

evangelist,  the narrator finds himself watching a yacht as he walks along a

Covehithe cliff edge: 

Out  on the  leaden-coloured  sea a  sailing  boat  kept  me

company,  or  rather,  it  seemed  to  me  as  if  it  were

motionless  and I  myself,  step by step,  were making as

little progress as that invisible spirit aboard his unmoving

barque. (66)

But even in these vignettes, the act of walking is presupposed. We are not told
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how the act of walking relates to his train of thought, or how his feet hurt, or

how walking enabled some privileged access to a set of circumstances or state

of being. It is not until chapter seven that we can glean why Sebald has chosen

the act  of walking,  and how that  interrelates  with the tradition  of  walking

literature. At the beginning of chapter seven we are given the setting of the

chapter, the Dunwich Heath, a ‘forlorn’ and ‘melancholy region’ and then we

splinter off into a profound and poetic rumination regarding the element of

‘fire’,  before returning to  the walking protagonists  ordeal  in  the maze-like

heather.  It  is  the symbol  of  the maze,  or  labyrinth,  that  presides  over  and

infiltrates the most explicit and elaborate descriptions of walking presented to

us by Sebald’s writing protagonist. Sebald’s walking protagonist almost needs

the labyrinth in order to expand and exaggerate the scale of the landscape he

traverses. He sets up the maze within the terrain vague. We have already been

provided  with  a  maze  at  Somerleyton,  and  these  allusions  become  self-

referential  throughout  the  novel,  compounding  the  ‘geographical’

exaggeration, and suggesting that the anterior terrain is primarily cerebral in

its make-up. Ultimately, the multivariate maze-like landscapes he encounters

become a metaphor for the kinds of ecological and environmental disasters we

face, and will face in the future.

In  what  follows,  and in  conclusion  to  this  section,  I  have  identified  three

passages that represent the discourse outlined by Gray:

My way from Dunwich took me at first by the ruins of the

Grey Friars’ monastery, through a number of fields, and

then  to  an  overgrown  scrubland  where  stunted  pines,

birches and rampant gorse grew so densely that the going

was very hard. I was beginning to think of turning back

when all of a sudden the heath opened out in front of me.

Shading  from pale  lilac  to  deepest  purple,  it  stretched
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away  westward,  with  a  white  track  curving  gently

through its midst. Lost in the thoughts that went round in

my  head  incessantly,  and  numbed  by  this  crazed

flowering,  I  stuck  to  the  sandy  path  until  to  my

astonishment,  not  to  say  horror,  I  found  myself  back

again  at  the  same  tangled  thicket  from  which  I  had

emerged about an hour before, or, as it now seemed to

me, in some distant past. Only in retrospect did I realize

that the only discernible landmark on this treeless heath, a

most peculiar villa with a glass-domed observation tower

which reminded me somehow of Ostend, had presented

itself  time and again from a quite  different  angle,  now

close to, now further off, now to my left and now to my

right, and indeed at one point the lookout tower, in a sort

of castling move, had got itself,  in no time at all,  from

one side of the building to the other, so that it seemed that

instead of seeing the actual villa I was seeing its mirror

image…. But I do remember that suddenly I stood on a

country lane, beneath a mighty oak, and the horizon was

spinning all  around as if I had jumped off a merry-go-

round. (170)

Sebald is careful and deliberate in the orchestration of his walking segments,

Gray’s seventh ‘ring’.  Here, despite his desire to travel forward in a linear

fashion, he is thrown back to his past, and furthermore, the landmarks appear

to be conspiring against him. He foreshadows, and effectively alludes to the

Ostend dome that he referred to in chapter V. The walker can just about touch

his  desired  goal,  but  a  treacherous  stretch  of  ‘nature’  prevents  him  from

striking out off-piste. Instead, he has lost the levitated ‘birds-eye-view’ that

would enable him to know where he is, so he sticks to the path, and in so
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doing, a sense of disorientation and dizziness ensues. He identifies being lost

in his own ‘thoughts’, combined with the drowsiness triggered by the heath

pollen as the cause of his absent mindedness and subsequent disorientation. He

retraces his thoughts as much as he traces his steps to try recreate the moment

that led to his predicament, and in so doing he is completely preoccupied with

the past. His ‘walk’ has not ‘helped’. 

The  preceding  quote  is  much  more  like  Vertigo than  Austerlitz.  The

spectre  of  mutually  assured  destruction  has  not  yet  bewildered  Sebald’s

walker. That comes later:

Not  far  from Orford,  and  already  tired  from my  long

walk, this notion [that the weapons at our disposal could

render  whole  countries  to  ash  in  an  instant]  took

possession of me when I was hit by a sandstorm… As

darkness closed in from the horizon like a noose being

tightened, I tried in vain to make out, through the swirling

and  ever  denser  obscurement,  landmarks  that  a  short

while ago still  stood out clearly,  but with each passing

moment the space around became more constricted. Even

in my immediate vicinity I could soon not distinguish any

line or shape at all. The mealy dust streamed from left to

right, from right to left, to and fro on every side, rising on

high and powdering down, nothing but a dancing grainy

whirl  for  what  must  have  been  an  hour,  while  further

inland, as I later learnt, a heavy thunderstorm had broken.

When the worst was over, the wavy drifts of sand that had

buried  the  broken  timber  emerged  from  the  gloom.

Gasping for breath, my mouth and throat dry, I crawled

out of the hollow that had formed around me like the last

survivor of a caravan that had come to grief in the desert.

248



A deathly silence prevailed. There was not a breath, not a

birdsong to be heard, not a rustle, nothing. And although

it now grew lighter once more, the sun, which was at its

zenith, remained hidden behind the banners of pollen-fine

dust that hung for a long time in the air. This, I thought,

will be what is left after the earth has ground itself down.

(227)

If there is a passage we can be almost certain Sebald has invented, this is one.

He wants to build on the layers and allusions to the 1987 hurricane, and to

suggest that another hurricane can occur at any moment. The image, like a

Odd Nerdrum painting, of a single human, lashed by debris and cowering in a

field,  is possible in fiction,  but we  know,  despite our ability  to destroy the

planet many times over, that we only need to be wiped out once, and when the

‘earth had ground itself down’ we can only ever imagine such an event. 

It is interesting to compare the paralysis the walker experiences when

cowering in the hollow with his later hospitalisation, and that of Bernhard’s

Karrer. The walker is already tired, walks into and is subjected to a sandstorm,

cowers, and then must face nothingness, and a feeling of extinction. He must

regather himself despite his “dry throat and mouth”, despite his surroundings,

and choose to re-inhabit an apocalyptic landscape. Part of Sebald’s technique

is to constantly evoke, tangentially and directly, the overarching theme of his

text. He uses consciousness as a mean for exploring those themes; and wishes

to  suggest  that  the  same  consciousness  that  is  destroying  the  planet  also

conceives of what remnants our civilisation will remain after we are gone: ‘but

the closer I came to these ruins, the more any notion of a mysterious isle of the

dead receded, and the more I imagined myself amidst the remains of our own

civilization  after  its  extinction  in  some future  catastrophe’.  We are  left  to

question if previous extinct civilisations also imagined their own demise, and

what effect that might have made on their psyche.
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Finally,  it  is with an unlikely animal – a hare – that Sebald’s walker

identifies. If we recall Sebald’s quote regarding the Hindenburg Line, and how

his process is to spend weeks or months in a place until the past reveals itself

to him, this is one of those moments. Sebald has chosen a specific incident

with a specific wild animal  as a juxtaposition to the armaments facility  he

traverses. But, more importantly the kinds of elaborate means humans invent

to annihilate one another. Nothing is fake between the man and the hare:

Once  we  were  on  the  other  side,  I  took  leave  of  my

ferryman  and,  after  climbing  over  the  embankment,

walked along a partially overgrown tarmac track running

straight through a vast, yellowing field. The day was dull

and  oppressive,  and there  was  so  little  breeze  that  not

even the ears of the delicate quaking grass were nodding.

It  was  as  if  I  were  passing  through  an  undiscovered

country, and I still remember that I felt, at the same time,

both utterly liberated and deeply despondent. I had not a

single thought in my head. With each step that I took, the

emptiness  within  and the  emptiness  without  grew ever

greater and the silence more profound. Perhaps that was

why I was frightened almost to death when a hare that

had  been  hiding  in  the  tufts  of  grass  by  the  wayside

started up, right at my feet, and shot off down the rough

track before darting sideways, this way, then that, into the

field. It must have been cowering there as I approached,

heart pounding as it waited, until it was almost too late to

get away with its life. In that very fraction of a second

when its paralysed state turned into panic and flight, its

fear cut right through me. I still see what occurred in that

one tremulous instant with an undiminished clarity. I see
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the edge of the grey tarmac and every individual blade of

grass, I see the hare leaping out of its hiding-place, with

its ears laid back and a curiously human expression on its

face that was rigid with terror and strangely divided; and

in  its  eyes,  turning  to  look back  as  it  fled  and almost

popping out of its head with fright, I see myself, become

one with it. Not till half-an-hour later, when I reached the

broad  dyke  that  separates  the  grass  expanse  from  the

pebble  bank that  slopes  to  the shoreline,  did the blood

cease its clamour in my veins…As I was sitting on the

breakwater  waiting  for  the  ferryman,  the  evening  sun

emerged from behind the clouds, bathing in its light the

far-reaching arc of the seashore. The tide was advancing

up the river, the water was shining like tinplate, and from

the radio masts high above the marshes came an even,

scarcely  audible  hum.  The roofs  and towers  of  Orford

showed among the tree tops, seeming so close that I could

touch them. There, I thought, I was once at home. (233)

Unlike the myriad  desolate  and empty  streets  encountered in  these scenes,

both the walking and writing protagonists discover an affinity with an unlikely

figure, a hare. The human and the hare scare each other equally, and the hare’s

fear moves through the human as much as the human’s fear moves through the

hare.  This  ‘sharing’  interrupts  his  thoughtlessness,  and  his  liberated  yet

despondent  state.  That  is,  he thought  he  was alone,  and the  hare takes  on

human characteristics;  a capacity  to be divided, to live in a dual state,  the

walker witnesses this state as well as the actual reflection of himself in the

hares’ eyes. In this passage, (in contrast to the ‘past’ or an extinct ‘future’) the

concept of ‘home’ emerges. This section makes no claim to past or present

periods. The less he ‘thinks’, the more he becomes like the animal. But again,
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like the Ostend-like dome, the object of his destination is just out of reach, and

‘home’ remains an idea that vanishes when it is reached. 
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Conclusion: Narration in ‘Notes from the Bibbulmun’

My  novel  ‘Notes  from  the  Bibbulmun’ continues  the  walking  literature

tradition by way of the unnamed walking protagonist; a single male who sets

out on a long walk and writes about his experiences and the stories he is told.

The protagonist convinces his friends Richard and Scotty to join him on The

Bibbulmun Track, but after a series of disagreements, he is left to walk alone.

It is these disagreements that preoccupy his thoughts in the early part of the

novel. As the novel progresses the protagonist becomes more attuned with the

immediacy of the track, and the tone of the novel is designed to reflect this.

The  further  the  walking  protagonist  progresses  on  the  walk,  the  less  he

identifies with the person he was previously. Contrasts with other characters

(and with his former self) are employed to reveal how he has changed. ‘Notes

from the  Bibbulmun’ is  directly  influenced  by the novels  discussed in  the

exegesis. For example, Walser’s trouble-making flaneur is most evident in the

section  around  Dwellingup  where  the  walking  protagonist  battles  with  a

restauranteur for his lost watch. Bernhard’s extreme, exaggerated rant are on

view  in  the  characters  Sorcha  and  Ken,  and  in  the  interactions  between

Richard  and  the  narrator.  Sebald’s  disquisitions  on  historical  and  natural

subjects find expression in the photographer  at  Mundaring Weir,  the dying

penguin, and the final chapter about Eyre and Wylie. 

In  How Fiction Works  James Wood begins by defining the differences

between first, second and third person narration. His ultimate aim is elucidate

the various ways free indirect style is used in fiction. Free indirect style, the

mixed  use  of  third  person  narration  and  character  speech  or  thought,  has

become the dominant mode in contemporary fiction. It has the advantages of

utilising an authorial narrator, coupled with the emotional arc of a character’s

experiences. Wood quotes Sebald: 

I think that fiction writing which does not acknowledge
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the  uncertainty  of  the  narrator  himself  is  a  form  of

imposture which I find very difficult to take. Any form of

authorial  writing  where  the  narrator  sets  himself  up as

stagehand,  director  and judge and executor  in  a  text,  I

find somehow unacceptable. (Wood, 2008, 4) 

I  subscribe to Sebald’s view that a purely reliable  omniscient  narrator  is a

problematic goal in fiction.  Bernhard and Sebald,  as I have discussed, rely

heavily on the periscopic mode of storytelling. By using this mode, we are left

with the sense that within the text there are contiguities and the detection and

mending of those borders is up the reader, not the author. Wood, however,

omits a place for the periscopic mode within his criticism. Unlike free indirect

style, periscopic story telling doesn’t float between narrator and character, it

arranges them concentrically. The overarching frame is always the author or

the  authorial  voice.  While  an  unnamed  narrator  provides  a  frame in  large

sections of ‘Notes from the Bibbulmun’,  characters dominate the narrative,

and the primary narrator must constantly remind the reader that it is not  his

story, but someone else’s story being relayed. 

Periscopic story telling has the advantage of representing the ways in

which  we  tell  stories  to  one  another.  Not  only  does  it  invite  and  lay  the

groundwork  for  biography,  it  also  nurtures  the  kind  of  extremism  and

hyperbole our story telling styles naturally inhabit. Later in the same interview

with Wood, Sebald continues: 

When we tell our stories at dinner parties, and your wife

can’t bear to listen to that story anymore, because every

time  you tell  it,  it  becomes  more  extreme!  It  becomes

more grotesque and more bizarre  and funnier,  or more

boring as the case may be. But it is inherent, I think, in

the  business  of  storytelling—that  drive  towards  the
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extreme.  That  invariably  begs  the  question  of  what

actually is the truth, because last time you told the story it

wasn’t  like  that,  it  was  much  less  extreme,  much  less

funny. If you then get a good audience reception, with a

story that  is  untrue,  and there happens to  be a witness

present  who  knows  it’s  untrue,  that  puts  you  into  a

position of extreme discomfort. All of a sudden you are

no longer  a  storyteller  but you’re an impostor.  (Wood,

2017, 1)

In this  way, ‘Notes from the Bibbulmun’ is autobiographical.  I  have taken

elements of various literary styles to support the rambling quality of the text.

For example, dreams come to him and serve to highlight change, as well as to

add  another  periscopic  layer.  The  dreams  highlight  ways  in  which  our

unconscious copes with uncomfortable or shameful experiences. Essentially,

however,  I  have  used  a  mixture  of  what  Strong-Wilson  identifies  as  a

phenomenological and hermeneutical approach to autobiography:

What is disclosed about the subject, by and through the

subjects  whose lives  are  being written?  Exploring such

questions would be the work of a hermeneutical approach

to autobiography in curriculum studies wherein ‘[r]ather

than parallel  play, we must write narratives that pose a

question about our experience in the world and invite our

readers to join us in the expiration that results’. Whereas

phenomenology attends primarily  to the experience and

to  narration  of  experience,  hermeneutics  attends  to  the

subject: the problem, the question, the difficulty and the

contiguity. (Strong-Wilson 629)
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The  process  by  which  the  creative  component  of  this  project  has  become

manifest  has  been  a  mixture  of  the  phenomenological  and  hermeneutical.

Throughout  the  course  of  writing  the  novel  I’ve  attempted  to  ground  the

narrative  in  the  experience  of  walking  a  long-distance  trail,  whilst  being

conscious of the ways in which myriad forces relate to subjecthood. Put in

plain terms, the novel is constructed of an iterative process between immediate

response writing directed at and from trail experience, and the testing of that

experience against the act of writing and memory.

The novel uses the psychogeography of the track to locate and propel the

narrative forward. Town names, landmarks and hut names are used to support

the fictionalised account. Nevertheless, as we have seen with the  The Walk,

Walking,  and  The  Rings  of  Saturn  digression  is  an  essential  ingredient.

Digression  provides  a  sense  of  time  passing  even  if  there  is  limited

geographical movement on the part of the characters. It is the digression away

from the path  (away from the track,  away from realism),  that provides the

sense of terrain traversed and memories and thoughts considered. Unlike the

stories discussed in this dissertation, in ‘Notes from the Bibbulmun’ readers

are aware of the beginning and end point of ‘the walk’ we are told where the

walk begins and ends. Yet the narrative finishes on a digression into the story

of Eyre and Wylie. This final digression summarises, in a similar fashion to

Sebald in The Rings of Saturn, a historical diary in essay form juxtaposed with

the protagonist  in Albany. This has the effect of bringing the past into the

present,  and to  give a  visceral  sense of  the  open and proliferating  way in

which digression serves to move narrative in multiple directions. 

As we have seen, both Walser and Bernhard are proponents of the rant.

Distance, alienation and an exaggerated imagination are key components of

the ranter. As John Limon has discussed in  Death’s Following: Mediocrity,

Dirtiness, Adulthood, Literature the ranter first must remove him/herself from

familiar  surroundings;  to  create  distance,  a  phenomenon that  the walker  is

acutely aware of (61). In fact, distance is a prerequisite to entering the realm of
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The Bibbulmun Track, both symbolically, from civilisation, and literally, from

one hut to the next. Against the backdrop of mediocrity, Limon argues that

“distancing  is  integral  to  such  triumphs  because  an  epic  adventurer  must

journey among strangers or conquer foreigners” (61). It is in the triumphal

imagination of the “distanced” that the ranter is born. Whether they hope for

world peace, to reach the next hut, or to be listened to, the ranter relies on a

contradictory  and  inconsistent  theatrical  set  up,  where  she  is  rejecting  her

audience  while  simultaneously  needing  them  to  listen.  Walser’s  ranter

conceals his sub-text from both reader and rantee. That is, the source of his

attack,  his  distinguishing  attribute,  is  not  shown  until  the  latest  possible

moment. During the scenes in Dwellingup, in ‘Notes from the Bibbulmun’, the

protagonist  conceals  his  intention  to re-appropriate  his  lost  watch from the

clueless waiter. To inform the reader of the protagonist’s intentions would be

to repair that distance.

Bernhard,  on  the  other  hand,  evokes  a  maelstrom  of  competing

thoughts both within and across his characters. What I frequently feel when

reading  Walking are  dissociated  emotions  and  hopes.  The  characters  feel

distanced from one another,  but  are  united  by that  distance.  Therefore  the

narrator  must  see  in  themselves  what  they  witness  in  the  speaker.  The

character  Sorcha  in  ‘Notes  from  the  Bibbulmun’ has  been  written  in  the

Bernhardian periscopic style. She is the  enfant terrible from Geraldton who

seethes at everyone and everything. Her opinions are set against the opinions

of the photographer,  the man the narrator  encountered on Mundaring Weir

wall.  Both  the  photographer  and Sorcha  rant  in  a  similar  fashion,  yet  the

content of their speech is antithetical. For example, the photographer is pro-

colony and Sorcha is anti-colonial. The photographer sees the value in large

scale engineering projects, whereas Sorcha relates this to an insidious scourge

that must be cured. Sorcha, we later discover in the novel, happens to be the

daughter of Ken, the retired stockman who Richard had met some years earlier

in Victoria, and who the narrator meets at Franklin Hut. After a Jack London-
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esque ordeal in the Black River, Ken believes he finds one of Sorcha’s hairs in

the bottom of his backpack. Ken’s story is relayed to the narrator before either

of  them learn  of  Sorcha’s  death.  A long,  lonely  walk  along  William Bay

follows this news and the narrator dreams of his dead relatives through the

embodiment of a dying penguin on the beach. When he wakes from his sleep

the penguin is being eaten by a wedge tailed eagle. The latter is evoked, much

like  the  experience  with  Nick  the  prescribed  burner  working  for  the

department of land management, to allude to the history of natural destruction

explored in the Sebald’s works.

In  contradistinction to  both  the  photographer  and Sorcha,  the  woman

with the melodic voice at Yabberup Hut internalises her disassociation. She

infuses her guilt about falling in love with another man with her guilt of not

being present for a protest to save bushland in her home town. Her suffering is

manifest in her alienation with what she calls ‘The Walking Gang’, the group

of walkers she meets while walking the Te Araroa in New Zealand. 

The novel, then, does not seek to resolve ambiguous outcomes. Walking

literature, as I wish to have shown, relies on cross-character and inter-episodic

resonance. These resonances relate to one another in a network of facts and

memories. The elements overlap at unexpected moments. At every possible

moment I seek to jolt the reader out of boredom, but simultaneously evoke a

sense of boredom, of the prosaic. The diaristic work of the walker grounds the

written  “notes”  which  are  tested  against  the  emotional  and  experiential

contiguities of the subject, an apparition which evades definition.

The central finding, thus, of this doctoral project has been in defining a

particular relationship between writing and walking. What both the novel and

this exegesis have sought to emphasise is that walking and writing exist as an

extended analogy. But, as is apparent, the focus has not been on just any kind

of walking, or for that matter, just any kind of writing. The particular kind of

walking that this thesis has focused on is the solitary walking of long-distance

trails. Similarly, the kind of writing that has influenced this thesis is one that is
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characterised  by  representing  interior  states,  which  range  from  calm  to

agitated. The demands of the track replicate the demands of reading difficult

and highly interiorised writing, such as that by Walser, Bernhard and Sebald.

What also emerged, and this was something that happened at the level of my

own subjective experience, was that the walking became a way of connecting

to  the  writers  I  admire  and  with  whose  pathologies  (obsessions,  traumas,

losses, hatreds, loves, intellectual curiosities, formal innovations) I identified. I

found that the act of walking these tracks induced a free-flowing, associative

and contemplative second-state in which I became conscious of a whole world

of memories and feelings that were veiled from me during normal daily life. 

The  intellectual  and  artistic  challenge—and  thus  also,  the  research

question—of  this  doctoral  thesis  was  whether  it  was  possible  for  me  to

represent  this  mental  process.  What  I  found  in  this  regard  was  a

methodological solution in the form of the periscopic technique developed and

theorised by Sebald and Bernhard. This method of narration, which uniquely

combines isolation and intimate conversation, was how I was able to relate the

particular  experience  of  being  alone  for  long  periods,  only  to  have  that

punctuated by moments of frank confession. The final finding was that both

the experience of walking in this  way, and of writing about it,  opened the

possibility for personal transformation. I would not like to over-state this and

suggest it as a panacea or to romanticise it as a re-making of the self from a

blank slate. Instead, walking and writing, practiced together as I have shown

them in this thesis, opened up an instructive distance on the self-identity of

daily  life.  The  walking-writing  in  this  thesis  therefore  contains  a

transformative element in which the walking becomes a working through of

issues  (memories,  histories,  life-forms,  relationships)  and  which  can  help

break cycles and patterns that have outlived their use.
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1 Citing Roland Barthes, James Wood explains: ‘Realism is a system of conventional codes, a grammar so

ubiquitous that we do not notice the way it structures bourgeois story-telling.’  (171) 
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