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Most of my life has been spent in Asia. However, by way of context, I should probably own up to an Australian upbringing, the kind that propels a person around the world in search of something they cannot quite name, and which, several decades later, I am still not entirely sure I have found. Hence, I have chosen to start from the very beginning.

I was born in 1956 during record floods in Lismore, in northern New South Wales. In 1974, the town confidently announced that it was the worst flood since 1956, only to be outdone once again in 2022.

I was born into a loving family, which at that time was struggling like so many others in post-war Australia. My father worked for a bank and elected to move around to afford the best promotion prospects. The result was that I attended thirteen schools around Australia throughout my childhood. 

Being the new kid all the time, I regularly got my arse kicked, which one would expect that I had learnt to defend myself properly. Sadly, I never did, and with some notable exceptions, I managed to avoid physical conflict for the rest of my life.

My first memories were in Margaret River in Western Australia, which at the time had a dirt main street. Today, it is a bustling tourist destination with surfing and wineries being the main drawcards. My first friend was the kid next door, and all was good until my sister cut off his lush ranga curls. The friendship did not survive the shearing. We also had a cocker spaniel who regarded me as a moving bowling pin and made a sport of flattening me whenever I ventured out to the backyard dunny. This guy was untrainable, and we never had another pet dog until I was on my own.



The next stop was a sleepy country town named Bigga in the southern highlands of New South Wales, known for sheep farming and bitterly cold winters. The Monty Python sketch of walking backwards through the snow with nothing but barbed wire strapped to our feet for traction felt less like satire and more like bitter reality. 

Bigga also produced the most vicious magpies ever to take wing. These airborne psychopaths attacked me, a defenceless six-year-old, on the daily walk to school. I still regard them, half a century on, as nature’s flying assassins in formal dress.

School was a single-room affair with six neat rows of desks, one for each grade, all overseen by one exhausted teacher attempting the educational equivalent of spinning plates while herding cats. How one person managed to teach six grades at once still amazes me: “When nine cats sit on the mat, and that’s multiplied by two dogs on a log...”, and somehow every child was meant to extract the correct answer for their own age group — chaos, but with chalk.

By this stage, my father had earned a reputation for opening new branches of the bank, which was now growing rapidly nationwide. This resulted in another move, this time to the seaside town of The Entrance, where I spent my early years of primary school. The curriculum had begun introducing Aboriginal culture and customs, and I quickly learned that “lubras”, a term I now know is derogatory, was definitely not the correct response to the exam question, “What do Aborigines chase?” The correct answer, it turned out, was kangaroos. This marked the beginning of a lifelong talent for colouring outside the lines, often with confidence, but not accuracy.

The early 1960s were a time of great happiness. In summer, the carnival would come to this seaside holiday town, and I have vivid memories of fairy floss (cotton candy), the house of mirrors, and tent boxing where a random drunk punter would face off with a semi-professional boxer and get the shit pummelled out of them. It was brutally educational, wildly popular, and, unsurprisingly, outlawed soon after. Other attractions such as dodgem cars, laughing clowns and the Ferris wheel seemed tame by comparison.

As a bank manager, my father was required to keep a revolver at the bank, apparently for insurance purposes or possibly to remind people that overdrafts were taken very seriously. However, to become proficient with the weapon, he had to practice. Like so many other small country towns, there was no local firing range, so he resorted to shooting inanimate objects in the nearby sand hills. I was never invited along, much to my disappointment. Apparently, small children and live ammunition were considered an unnecessary risk in those days.

As the name suggests, the town was the entrance to Tuggerah Lakes, and a small estuary proved a prolific source of prawns during the full moon. My father would come home very late at night with his catch, and he and my mother would boil the prawns in a massive vat. Occasionally, the entrance to the lake would close, during which time the smell of rotting seaweed would fall over the town if there was a westerly wind, a smell so putrid and powerful it could peel paint.

By the 4th grade, I was encouraged by my teacher, who played bassoon in the Sydney Symphony Orchestra, to learn the violin. A child prodigy I was not, and I never did learn to master the instrument. The house was filled with mournful screeching, which drove my parents to despair. A second attempt to learn the cello, which I could barely carry, ended with a similar result, and my teacher abandoned any further attempts to nurture my hidden musical talents.

These years were my first exposure to our annual pilgrimage north for summer holidays on the Gold Coast, just over the border in Queensland. These trips were usually combined with a visit to my mother’s home town of Dorrigo in the mountains or my father’s in Mullumbimby in the northern rivers region. My father, being a devout conservative, never did understand why Mullumbimby, years later, became the hippie capital of Australia. 



Dorrigo provided my first glimpse of rural life. Watching my grandmother chop the head off a chicken for dinner and seeing it run around headless around the yard like it had unfinished business. Nana watched it with her hands on her hips, the way you watch a small grandchild having a tantrum: patiently, without comment, confident it would resolve itself. This scene was permanently etched into my brain and still pops up whenever someone mentions free-range poultry.

Days were filled with collecting pine cones for the combustion stove and picking blackberries while suffering purple-stained lacerations from the thorns. On one occasion, my cousin and I walked to the nearby Dangar Waterfall and played in the rapidly flowing water at the top, oblivious to the 100-foot drop that had claimed numerous lives over the years. In retrospect, I wonder how I ever made it through my childhood at all, and more remarkably still, that no adult seemed particularly concerned.

My grandparents’ home hosted the families of my mother’s seven siblings every Christmas and seemed enormous at the time. A recent visit revealed it to be roughly the size of a generous garden shed, proving once and for all that childhood memories are wildly unreliable. Dogs were outside animals, and Nana’s brown kelpie was chained to the back porch next to the firewood pile and seemed to permanently sport a lipstick-like erection for some reason.

Despite its modest façade, the house featured cutting-edge technology: a wall-mounted telephone with a side-mounted crank. After giving it a few revs, you would be connected to the operator in town, who everyone knew by her first name and who also happened to be the unofficial clearinghouse for all local gossip. In those days, privacy in Dorrigo was a novel concept.



We later moved to Newcastle, a large industrial city, halfway through fourth grade. I was enrolled in a public boys’ school and was taught by a permanently ruddy-nosed alcoholic who looked like he’d made a series of poor choices and was now trapped in a room full of feral nine- and ten-year-old boys. He radiated the unmistakable energy of a man who would rather be anywhere else, ideally in the pub across the road, gently nursing a beer and reconsidering his career.

Fifth grade at New Lambton Boys Primary School was a definite improvement, and we were taught by a dedicated teacher with whom I still keep in contact today. He was an avid fisherman and went so far as to bring a shark he had caught on the weekend to school on Monday morning. 

Sixth grade was my introduction to corporal punishment by caning. This came in the form of a feather duster or, for those with a more medieval outlook, a specially selected length of rattan cane. Years later, I discovered that more than a few teachers positively relished flogging young boys, and I was happy to see it eventually outlawed.

Recess involved an amazingly progressive government innovation: providing free milk in the playground. Unfortunately, our asphalt playground had not a twig of green and the milk provided in the early morning was warm and coddled by recess. In summer, my mate Teddy, who had only plastic sandals on his feet, had to hop around from foot to foot during assembly time to withstand the blistering heat of the asphalt.

Lunches were often socially awkward, as my mother would make the most delicious sandwiches with great care and love. When opening our lunches, I observed my mates’ sangas were not as appetising, often consisting of just Vegemite or baked beans slapped between two slices of bread. Mondays were always a treat as bread was not delivered on Sundays, so I was given 20 cents to buy a sausage roll and tomato sauce from the bakery across the street from the school. At the time, this seemed to be an introduction to culinary excellence.

My parents bought a house in the leafy suburb of New Lambton Heights, which sat next to the huge Blackbutt Reserve, a 500-acre expanse of native bushland. Fortunately for us, our side of the reserve was on top of a cliff (hence the “Heights”), which gave us a huge strategic height advantage over the kids on the other side of Blackbutt during ongoing rock fights with them.

This period also saw my introduction to scouting, which was held in the church hall around the corner on a Thursday evening. With hails to Akela and later becoming proficient in tying knots and other tasks, scouting was, unfortunately, not for me. The real highlight was the walk home afterwards, flashing our torches into parked cars on top of Blackbutt Reserve, where couples were enthusiastically snogging. We were basically moral guardians with flashlights.

I made lifelong friends from the neighbourhood. After school, we’d meet at the rich kid’s house across the street to ride bikes or debate the optimal aerodynamic design of our billy carts. These engineering marvels were made from apple crates, discarded pram wheels, and unquestioning optimism. Steering involved feet or a rope tied to the front axle. Braking meant dragging your thongs (flip-flops) on gravel until my father engineered a brake that rubbed against a back wheel. Unfortunately, engaging the brake hard at speed caused the billy cart to spin and roll. Mountain View Parade, as the name suggests, had a particularly steep, unsealed descent and was not for the faint-hearted. Hurtling down it in a homemade wooden death trap with dodgy steering and experimental brakes felt less like childhood recreation and more like an extended hospital stay. We all wore our gravel rash proudly. Helmets were unheard of, adult supervision was minimal, and once again, I found myself wondering how any of us survived long enough to reach adulthood.

Even more dangerous were the dozens of funnel-web spider (Atrax robustus) holes in our backyard. They are regarded as the most venomous spiders in the world due to the huge amount of venom pumped into their bite. For some reason, this didn’t bother my father too much as he built me a cubby house down the back yard in the thick of their nests. Unsurprisingly, I didn’t spend a lot of time there. We periodically culled the funnel-web population by pouring methylated spirits down their holes before setting them alight. These would burn for hours, roasting the critters alive, and could only be done during times when there was no fire ban.

Our gang was called “Johno’s gang,” and our nemesis was Bluey Stuggs, the ginger kid with ADHD, and his gang, who lived down on Marshall Avenue. In today’s parlance, this kid was Asperger’s as fuck — and was the first of many run-ins I had with rangas throughout my life. Not to put too fine a point on it, Bluey was simply an unmitigated dick.

The corner shop just down the street supplied forgotten essentials like flour or sugar and boasted a glorious array of lollies in glass jars. We would sit on the front step of the shop on a hot day, eating frozen orange-flavoured Sunny Boys or strawberry Razzes, which left us with crimson-stained faces and hands that told our parents exactly what we’d been doing.

Our transport to and from school was bus number 757, where domination of the back seats was an ongoing struggle, as was avoiding getting punched in the face by Bluey or one of his cohorts. Fights were common, and the exasperated bus driver would routinely have to stop the bus and walk down the back to resolve disputes, usually by twisting some kid’s ear. Conflict resolution, 1960s style.



During the summer holidays, I would take the train up the coast to my uncle and aunt’s farm on the mid-north coast to help out on the farm. I became educated in ways no school syllabus would ever come close to. They had four daughters, and I think Uncle Ron was happy to have another bloke around. He had the biggest hands of anyone I had seen, and I was always amazed to see my hand totally disappear when he shook it. He was larger than life and I worshipped the ground he walked on. 

Uncle Ron taught me many valuable lessons, including getting up at 4:30 in the morning to milk the cows, or drive the tractor, or the ancient Land Rover, which was held together largely by improvised engineering and hope. He made hand milking look effortless, which it most certainly is not. I quickly discovered that cows are unimpressed by weak wrists and poor technique. Ron, meanwhile, could squirt milk across the shed with sniper-like precision directly into the waiting cat’s mouth without interrupting the conversation. The cat sat there each morning like a furry little alcoholic waiting for the pub to open.

Many eye-popping incidents forever shaped my young mind, including shooting rabbits, considered vermin, riding horses, and mustering cattle. I would watch goggle-eyed as my uncle would wrestle young bulls to the ground with a pocket knife clenched between his teeth to castrate them, only to casually toss the testicles over his shoulder where the patient cattle dogs would catch them in mid-air. I believe this is done more humanely these days at the dogs’ expense. 

One particular incident remains permanently burned into my memory. We were driving back toward the house one afternoon when Ron suddenly cocked his head and stopped the Land Rover.

“Listen.”

Somewhere nearby came the distressed bellowing of a cow. We followed the sound down to a muddy creek bed, where we found the unfortunate animal stuck up to its neck in thick mud, unable to move. Even at my inexperienced age, I could see there was no realistic way to pull it out alive.

“Run up and get the rifle from the Land Rover,” Ron said calmly, as though asking me to fetch a shifting spanner.

To my horror, he shot the cow cleanly between the eyes. Before I had time to process this extremely abrupt introduction to the harsher realities of farm life, the dead cow’s abdomen began kicking violently. It turned out she had been carrying a calf ready to be born.

Ron moved instantly. Out came the pocket knife and within seconds he had cut the cow open, reached inside, and hauled out a slimy newborn calf which he dumped beside the creek bed.

“Run up and get the hose from the Land Rover.”

Unfortunately, the only hose available was used to siphon petrol into assorted farm machinery. Ron gave it what could generously be described as a quick rinse, shoved it down the calf’s throat, and began performing CPR on the little creature with the calm concentration of a bush surgeon who had done this sort of thing before.

To my utter amazement, the calf eventually coughed, spluttered, and started breathing. By this stage, my eyes were approximately the size of dinner plates, and my understanding of rural Australia underwent a major recalibration. I realised then that no matter what adventures awaited me later in life, very little would ever surpass that afternoon for sheer unfiltered rural intensity.



I started high school at Newcastle Boys High. Still, I only spent one term there before we once again up-anchored and moved south to another big industrial centre, Port Kembla, whose skyline was dominated by a 200-metre-high smokestack at the copper-smelting plant belching pungent sulphurous fumes across the town.

I enrolled at one of the biggest high schools in the state, Port Kembla High School, which boasted 53 different nationalities, thanks largely to the nearby steelworks.  This move was a massive change for several reasons. Not just because it was co-ed, meaning mixing with girls at a time when I was discovering that a penis was not just for pissing, but also because I had to learn which kids carried knives quickly. I also had to make sure I was not in the middle when Serbs and Croatians were standing off against each other. Apart from that, it was a fantastic melting pot of cultures. 

Port Kembla also boasted a magnificent beach right beside the high school, which meant thousands of seagulls descended upon the playground each day to feed on discarded lunches. The birds quickly became fearless, strutting among the students with the swagger of hardened prison inmates who knew nobody could stop them.

Morning assemblies were held outside on the usual vast expanse of asphalt tarmac while the seagulls circled overhead like bombers searching for targets. Every assembly carried the thrilling possibility that some unfortunate, random student would suddenly be shat on from above. When this happened, the reaction was immediate and merciless. Everyone nearby would erupt into hysterics, point dramatically at the victim, and instinctively step away as though bird shit might somehow be contagious. Teachers attempted to maintain dignity and order during these incidents, although even they occasionally struggled to suppress a smile while some hapless kid stood there covered in warm seagull shit.

When we were not being bombed from above, we were required to listen to Hutcho, the deputy head master, issue ominous threats to anyone misbehaving. Hutcho loved to flog young boys with the cane and given his immense size, could deliver considerable pain, presumably to his delight. One means to mitigate the pain was to rub hair oil on your palms and tilt your hand down to deflect the cane, but Hutcho was a veteran of these tactics, and after an upward whack to the knuckles, one quickly learned to take your medicine.

The school had no shortage of deviant teachers, such as the ruddy-faced, pot-bellied, chain-smoking Mr “Doc” Day, who was the quasi-school nurse and attended to everyone’s cuts, scrapes and ailments. Girls, if they bothered to see him, were summarily dismissed and told to go back to class. Boys, however, received far more thorough attention than anyone had asked for. Doc Day had an unsettling fascination with demonstrating “pressure points” around the groin area for reasons that became increasingly questionable with hindsight. At the time, we regarded him as weird and tried to avoid being sent anywhere near his office. Looking back as an adult, no one would have used the word predator at the time; the vocabulary had not yet arrived, and even if it had, no one would have asked us. Boys complained to other boys, briefly, and the matter ended there. It would be another forty years before anyone in Australia thought to ask how a man like Doc Day spent his afternoons.

I usually did well at school, except in mathematics, which was always aced by a Macedonian immigrant kid, Zivco Apollonovski, who could barely speak a word of English but could demolish algebra equations like a savant. Italians were also well represented, and I had memorable sleepovers at my mate, Enzo’s, place. Italian households were unlike anything I had previously encountered. There was always loud conversation, vast quantities of food, mysterious elderly relatives appearing without warning, and at least one family member gesturing passionately with both hands while arguing about something completely incomprehensible.

Enzo proudly showed me his father’s grappa still hidden beneath the house — a gleaming apparatus devoted entirely to producing homemade alcohol powerful enough to strip paint. I not only learnt a lot about European culture during those years but also vomiting behind garden sheds.

My best mate, Mack, came from a fractured family. His father had a hot temper and did not disguise his contempt for me for no other reason than maybe because I came from a white-collar family. It was only many years later that I learnt this family had a very dark side. Mack and I were inseparable, which delighted my mother because he was a boy trapped in a large adult’s body, so she always thought I was well protected. Little did she know that Mack’s stature allowed him to buy booze at the bottle shop way back before they asked for identification. We would take it down to the weather sheds at the beach and get positively blitzed on green ginger wine before promptly throwing it all up again.

Mack and I decided to take up surfing, and we bought an old, heavy, bright green Malibu board at a time when smaller boards were becoming popular. Predictably, we copped endless ridicule from the local surf crowd. The board was christened the Jolly Green Giant and took both of us to carry its eight-foot length to the beach, a task made even more difficult by a strong crosswind. Launching it into the surf was no small feat, although we eventually managed to take turns riding waves. Sort of. At the time, we considered ourselves virtually indistinguishable from Hawaiian surf legends.

During one such occasion, I was wrestling with the mammoth board when I noticed a swarthy guy struggling in the rip which had carried him out. What struck me most, even in the middle of this unfolding emergency, was that he possessed the most astonishingly hairy back I had ever seen. He was clearly distressed, and I foolishly paddled over to him. Without saying a word (I discovered later he couldn’t speak English), he suddenly grabbed my scrawny frame and pulled me off the board so he could climb on. I spluttered and protested from the water, trying to explain that the board was approximately the size of a small aircraft carrier and easily capable of supporting both of us. Eventually, we made it back to dry land, where he promptly walked off, again without a word.

Summers in Port Kembla were a great source of entertainment, and we had no end of pastimes to keep us busy. Aside from surfing (I eventually got a smaller surfboard), we also took up snorkelling and spearfishing off the rock platform next to the beach. The waters were abundant with sea life, including groper, small sharks, abalone and sea urchin, all of which we sold to the local Chinese restaurant. We used hand spears, which comprised a steel shaft with a rubber loop at one end, which was stretched between the thumb and forefinger. Firing it simply involved releasing the grip on the shaft. The business end of mine was a sharp five-pronged spearhead, although Mack had managed to procure what was known as a power head. This was a chamber that took a 12-gauge shotgun shell, which exploded on impact, stunning and killing whatever it hit. With today’s nanny-state laws, kids have no idea of the fun they are missing out on. 

Hill 60, behind the high school, was a gun emplacement during the war, and we would spend hours exploring the dank, dark tunnels which ran beneath the hill. We would hang out at the car park overlooking the beach and worship the older surfers who were really good at it and had really cool nicknames like Face, Spaz and Wombat. When we became bored, we would light farts, although I quickly learnt not to do this while wearing nylon Speedos, which resulted in welding molten nylon to my arsehole.

It was around this time that I got a job at KMart on Saturday mornings, where I was paid $2.82 for four hours of packing bags at the checkout — seventy cents an hour. I started to have an interest in the blossoming rock music of the early seventies. LP albums cost $5.75 for a long time, so it took around a month to save my Kmart wages to buy my first record, Santana’s Abraxas. 

Some of my KMart takings went on Saturday matinees at the Odeon Theatre in Warrawong. When not rolling Jaffas down the aisle or awkwardly putting my arm around Robyn Bail in the back row, this was a pivotal time in my development. Hiding random erections became problematic, and I discovered an intense attraction to girls who were never far from my thoughts. At this vulnerable stage of development, I could still hear Uncle Ron’s immortal advice ringing in my ears:

“Make sure you marry a girl with small hands. It makes your dick look bigger.”

I found myself glancing at female hands ever since. 

During the summer holidays, my father had arranged for me to work in a steel-packing warehouse for the handsome sum of $15 per day, which was considered serious money. Timber chocks or dunnage were laid down inside a topless shipping container, and 20-ton rolled steel coils would be loaded into the container by an overhead crane. The crane operator was positioned on the floor below, and his controls consisted of north, south, east, west, up, and down. After arranging the dunnage, my job was to guide the operator to lower each coil onto the timber chocks by shouting the direction and whether it was up or down. One wrong call would have squished me against the side of the container in an instant, and I often wondered how a fifteen-year-old boy could be placed in such a precarious position. It didn’t help that the chain-smoking Geordie crane operator was not the sharpest tool in the shed.

My other interest, albeit briefly, was in accidentally discovering the recipe for making gunpowder and variations, such as flash powder, by adding magnesium powder. Different proportions produced different results, ranging from meltdowns that would melt concrete to explosions measured in kilotons. I was surprised by how readily ingredients such as saltpetre, sulphur and graphite could be obtained at local pharmacies — a situation that would, these days, prompt a small federal task force — and I was careful not to buy them all in one place. When questioned by the pharmacist as to what I wanted them for, I would tell him of my deep interest in chemistry at school. This obviously resonated with him, and he would hand over the goods with a beaming smile. After opening up firecrackers, like “tuppeny bungers,” to see how they were assembled and practising on various letter boxes around the neighbourhood, I decided to make one huge bunger, tightly wrapped in newspaper and tape. I then planted it in an enormous concrete flower pot in the middle of the back yard, and lit the wick. I had an idea it was going to be big, but the sheer scale of the explosion surprised me as the pot blew up, hurling concrete shrapnel in every direction — including, inevitably, into the glass window at the back of the house. The entire mess took some explaining when my parents returned home to find devastation in the backyard.

By this time, I was encouraged to take up a more wholesome pastime, so I signed up for Saturday rugby league. Since I was slightly bigger than the other boys at the time, I was fielded as a forward, and we would head off to different parts of Wollongong each Saturday to play other teams. I particularly remember one kid from Thirroul, known simply as Nolan, who at fifteen was almost six-foot-tall, had a full beard, and whom I was charged with not letting through under any circumstances. Seeing Nolan bearing down on me with his knees up around his chin, I blindly launched myself at him and was knocked out cold. Despite literally taking one for the team, I was never forgiven for letting him through. Ultimately, rugby league proved a bad idea: I kept getting knocked out with increasing frequency, and everyone agreed I should take up another sport. With the prevalence of Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy (CTE) today from contact sports, this was, in retrospect, a good idea.

Many of the private schools had army cadets, and it was rare for a public school to have one, much less a bunch of ragtag long-haired immigrant kids. Nonetheless, Doc Day volunteered to organise the inaugural cadet corps at our school and stepped up as the Commanding Officer. The senior student officer was none other than David Hurley, destined to become the Governor-General of Australia. We were all fitted out with uniforms dating back to World War II, including ancient .303 Enfield rifles. The boots and gaiters squeaked loudly, and each Monday, there was a cacophony of squeaking in the school hallways. 

Each year, there was a bivouac at Singleton army camp, which had its own train station. One year, we bivouacked with Scots College, an elite private school where every boy was required to be a cadet. They disembarked from the train in their kilts and with much pomp, their 90-man pipe band formed up ahead of the rest of the school, probably 800 kids in all. Off they marched to the camp, followed by our motley two platoons shuffling through the dust behind them.

Mack’s troubled home life prompted him to run away from home, declaring he was heading to the bush around nearby Mount Kembla. Although my own home life was fine, it sounded like a grand adventure, so I packed a rucksack, grabbed my air rifle, and off we went. Little did I realise how ill-prepared we were to survive in the wilds. We shot everything that moved, including each other, and I still bear an indelible dent in my arse today. Mack shot a parrot which we attempted to pluck, cook and eat. This proved to be a culinary failure, made worse by a torrential downpour that threatened to wash us and our plastic tent away in the middle of the night. When we chose the idyllic campsite next to a bubbling little brook earlier in the day, flash flooding was the last thing on our minds. We returned home the next day, totally saturated and exhausted.

Mack was almost a year older than me and got his driver’s license as soon as he turned 17. We would drive around in his father’s work vehicle, a 1961 Ford Falcon ute (pickup) with a column shift. On longer trips, we would put a mouldy old mattress in the back, which would eventually become a soggy mess when exposed to the elements. We drove to the three-day Sunbury rock festival in Victoria and felt chuffed as we trotted down the hill with the mattress over our heads, only to be outdone by a group with a full four-poster bed as their camping accommodation.



After five years, it was time for my final move when my father got a transfer to Campbelltown on the outskirts of Sydney. This was a commuter town with a decidedly more Anglo population than what I was used to. Normally, the moves would be timed with my school years, but this one was not. It was decided that I would finish my fifth form in Port Kembla and commute from Campbelltown each day with one of the Port Kembla teachers for a month or so. These were awkward car rides for many reasons, not the least because this guy was also rather handy with the cane. One takeaway was that I became familiar with what was happening in the world, being forced to listen to the dull tones of the ABC radio news in the car each morning and afternoon.

I was happy for the summer holidays to roll around, not only to put an end to my uncomfortable car rides, but also because my father had signed me up as an exchange student in the US for the school break. My newly acquired knowledge of world affairs proved a waste of time when I learned that my stay would be in Yuma, Arizona, in the middle of the desert.

The people I was to stay with were an aspiring middle-class family, and they picked me up from Phoenix airport in a Ford LTD, the largest sedan I had ever seen. I shared the immense back seat with the kid who was supposed to be my buddy, although the baleful glances he shot me suggested he didn’t want to share the attention he craved with some third-world kid from across the world. It was a long three-hour drive through the desert.

Since my stay was only temporary, I foolishly signed up for the same classes as my host brat, including choir and geometry. Singing was never my thing, but since I was good at algebra (although not as good as Zivco), I was keen to see what kids my age were learning in America. Apparently, their version of geometry focused on things like similar triangles, which is taught in primary school in Australia. When I left Port Kembla, we were starting on calculus, which was only taught at the tertiary level in the US. 

And it wasn’t just numbers. When asked where I was from, it often prompted the comment “Oh, I thought you guys spoke German. Your English is very good”, to which I would point to Austria on the map and Australia on the other side of the globe. 

My “family” were equally ignorant of anything outside the US and frequently tried to show me first-world trappings, thinking that I was from some poverty-stricken third-world country. In fact, my own family was considerably better off than they were, although I stayed silent on the matter. They also had the annoying habit of dragging me out to the desert and, with a flourish, extol its beauty. I would explain that I came from the driest continent on Earth and had never really seen its beauty. 

The brat, for obvious reasons, didn’t really seem to have any friends, so I quickly befriended the Hispanic kids at school, much to the chagrin of my hosts, who tended to look down on them. Nonetheless, the Mexicans took me under their wing and would drive me down to San Luis, 40 minutes away over the Mexican border. It was here that my eyes were opened to not only houses of ill repute and tequila but also the finer points of rolling up a dollar note and snorting mescalin from a bottle cap. Maybe my host family did have a point, but I had never had such fun. 

By the end of January, it was time to return home and start my final year of high school in Campbelltown. The state sets the curriculum for the last two years of high school, although it is up to individual schools to determine the order in which topics are taught. In my case, almost everything I had been taught in fifth year (Year 11) at Port Kembla was being taught in sixth year (Year 12) in Campbelltown and vice versa. This meant that, with some exceptions, I studied on my own most of the time, which put me in good standing for university the following year. 

Although the vast majority of teachers were a refreshing change from my previous school, the deputy head master was also somewhat of a tyrant. He would lead the morning assembly from the veranda of one of the demountable buildings, leaning on the railing and gazing sternly out over the assembled students. One morning, someone placed a dead sparrow right where he would deliver his morning spiel. As he looked down mid-rant, the look on his face when he spotted the dead bird was priceless, as was the impotent rage he then launched into. From this point on, he was known simply as Sparrow.

The end of January that year also saw my 17th birthday, and me waiting outside the motor registry before school to get my driver’s license, and shortly after buying my first car, a 1963 VW Beetle for $450. This allowed me a level of independence I had never dreamed of, enabling me to visit friends, some of whom lived in the nearby countryside. 

I became totally smitten by the girl who lived around the corner, Rachel and I would pick her up for the short ride to school in my new car. Unfortunately, I became distracted by her one morning, turning into the school and collided with an oncoming car in front of the entire school. Apart from the embarrassment, this also resulted in a three-month suspension of my new license, so it was back to walking for a while.

Despite most of the kids at Campbelltown High being culturally more homogeneous (read: Anglo), they were, in general, more diverse in their behaviour and thinking. There were musicians, philosophers, political activists, the usual jocks and always the ubiquitous bully. I made some lifelong friends during this short period. 

Friday nights were devoted to playing pontoon, a variation of blackjack, usually at someone’s house whose parents had gone out for the evening. These were very animated affairs, especially for the dealer who would preside over the punters with the flair of a seasoned croupier.

With little community entertainment, we inevitably got up to various forms of mischief around town. Walking down the street one evening, we passed the old Good Intent with empty kegs outside, presumably for overnight pickup. As we passed, someone kicked each keg to a resounding dong, dong, dong, followed by a dull thud. We all stopped and realised this particular keg was full, and, staring at each other, we silently understood how this evening would unfold. 

Finn, the red-haired Irish immigrant kid, had the only means of transport, an ancient rusted Hillman Imp. It was so small we would often pick it up in the school car park and place it between two posts so he couldn’t move it. The car had a unique engineering feature: a plastic button on the floor that served as the accelerator. Finn was dispatched to get his car while we milled about outside the pub, trying desperately to look innocent. He pulled up, and we tried to put the keg into the boot (trunk) of the tiny vehicle, only to find we couldn’t close the lid of the boot. Some ocky straps were found to tie it down, and with the keg sticking out, the six of us piled into the tiny car and tore off to the beach, an hour away. 

We pulled up on the headland overlooking Austinmer beach near Wollongong and unloaded the keg. Standing around, staring at our plunder, we realised that extracting its contents would be tricky. Finn produced a screwdriver, and with the help of a good-sized rock, the keg was punctured. Beer shot 20 feet into the air, raining on everyone. With no drinking cups, we tipped the keg up and knelt under it, desperately trying to get as much of the warm, flat contents into our mouths as possible. The result effectively left us all smelling decidedly like homeless drunks. It didn’t take long for this enterprise to lose its lustre, so we rolled the keg off the headland cliff, where it became lodged in a ledge halfway down. For years, one could stand on Austinmer beach, look up to the headland and see the rusting remains of our big night out.

Other forms of entertainment included taking breaks during card nights to call Sparrow’s house. One by one, we would call: “Hi, can I speak to Bill, please?” It only took a couple of calls before Sparrow would fly into one of his spit-flecked rages. “If I find out who you boys are......”. Finally, one kid would call and say, “Hi, this is Bill. Any messages?” On another occasion, a truckload of gravel was mysteriously delivered to the hapless Sparrow’s front lawn, prompting a major investigation.

The end of the year culminated in the final HSC exams, followed by the sixth form farewell dinner. This was a formal affair where I wore my tails bought from the St Vincent de Paul op-shop. Not to be outdone, my mate wore a full-on morning suit with a top hat. The festivities finished relatively early, followed by a decidedly informal affair at someone’s pig farm out of town, where I passed out in the back seat of my VW in my dishevelled tails. 

It took me a while to properly identify the grunting noises as the sun came up until I remembered where we were. As the cobwebs slowly cleared, I had vague memories of trying to get to first base with my super-hot, young English teacher earlier in the evening. Fortunately, I would never see her again.

The newly elected government had abolished national service conscription (or “nasho” as it was called) the year before, and I had, quite literally, dodged a bullet. I turned eighteen without the fear of getting my head blown off in Vietnam. Others, a year or two older, had not been so lucky, and I have thought of them occasionally over the decades since. The world was my oyster, and I was eager to see what lay ahead.


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With school finished, it was time to stride confidently into the adult world, or at least shuffle towards it in a tentative, suck-it-and-see manner. At the time, the M31 motorway was being constructed between Liverpool and Campbelltown, with labourers in high demand. Just about every kid I knew applied for a job and was hired for the summer holidays while we waited for the HSC results. We were divided into "gangs" of around 10 labourers each, and the foreman dispatched us to perform various tasks during the day. When there was nothing to do, he would have us dig holes and fill them in again so it looked like we were being productive. No doubt this would presumably confuse archaeologists of the future. Work attire consisted of very short Stubbie shorts, no shirt, and steel-capped Blundstone boots. This outfit later contributed significantly to my lifelong relationship with melanoma.

One day, the foreman showed up and selected another lad and me to get in the truck, where we headed to the site office, wondering what we had done. We were told we would ride in the payroll vehicle to visit each gang and distribute their weekly wages. We each were given a snub-nosed revolver with strict instructions not to play with it, even though it was not loaded. Apparently, they were for insurance purposes. There was no holster, so the only place to put the gun was tucked into the Stubbie shorts' waistband since they had no pockets. I recall the gun being heavier than it should be and relieved that it was not loaded for fear of blowing my nuts off. 

My favourite job was being assigned to the maintenance crew tasked with cutting the grass along the completed section of the motorway from Campbelltown to the Crossroads near Liverpool. The lawnmower was the sit-on kind, and I would mow a strip one metre wide and 15 kilometres long, arriving at Crossroads for lunch before mowing an adjacent strip back to Campbelltown. By the time I had mowed the entire median strip dividing the north and southbound lanes, the grass had grown again, and I would start all over again. I briefly wondered if this was my destiny — man, mower, and an endless green strip of existential despair.



During my final year at school, I took a keen interest in sound recording, so I bought a semi-professional tape recorder and began recording local rock bands who would send the tapes to agents in the hope of getting a gig. I have no recollection of whether any of them succeeded, which suggests they did not. 

With my HSC results ranked in the top five per cent of the state, I was positioned to enrol in any course at any university, which delighted my parents. Instead, I sent an unsolicited letter to the Australian Broadcasting Commission to see if they had a vacancy for a sound recording technician. Surprisingly, I was invited to interview at the ABC in Gore Hill. I was advised that most applicants had very limited education and that they would be happy to hire someone with such a stellar HSC result. I started on the princely sum of $45 per week and absolutely loved the job, following news crews around Sydney holding up a furry microphone boom. My boss was a man named Allen Allen,  a name that suggested his parents had either possessed a cruel sense of humour or had simply given up. He taught me a great deal and promised to enrol me in sound, lighting, and production courses with the aim of my becoming Mr Television. The path forward seemed clear.

Everything was going swimmingly until I told my father what I had done. I don't think I had ever seen him so angry, saying he didn't want to see me in such a deadbeat job. With enrolment day at universities looming, I eventually succumbed to his wishes and went to the Uni of New South Wales to sign up. To what, I had no idea, and to be honest, I wandered around the various faculty stalls with the enthusiasm of a man attending his own sentencing hearing.

Medicine? Six years. Absolutely not. I struggled to remain interested in my own bodily functions, let alone other people's.

Law? The prospect of spending my life in an office, arguing over contracts and easements while wearing a tie, left me spiritually exhausted.

Engineering looked disturbingly mathematical, while Architecture seemed to require an artistic talent that I didn't have. Teaching involved children, which I had already concluded were best appreciated in limited numbers and at a safe distance.

Then I stumbled across the Surveying course. The brochure featured men outdoors, holding strange instruments on tripods, standing in paddocks and looking purposeful. The idea of being outside appealed enormously. It seemed to combine fresh air, travel, and the possibility of avoiding conventional office work forever. On this entirely rigorous basis, I signed on the dotted line. Years later, it occurred to me how such a capricious moment could determine one's future for years to come.

I said goodbye to the ABC and Mr Television and approached my father for money to finance my tertiary education. Despite Gough Whitlam, who had come to power the year before, abolishing university fees, there was still the tiresome matter of food and accommodation. 

"I'll loan you $500", my father said. 

My jaw dropped. I had bent to his wishes to go to university, and I assumed he would foot the bills. In retrospect, my father's tough love encouraged me to become financially independent at an early age. I got a labourer's job at a printing factory on Saturdays and another picking up glasses at the Hotel Bondi down at the beach on Thursdays and Fridays. The combined income allowed me to repay my father after only a few months. 

The daily commute from Campbelltown to UNSW eventually became intolerable, so I found accommodation in Bondi Junction with a retired wharf labourer and his wife. This formidable nursing matron offered room and board for twenty dollars a week. The arrangement had all the warmth and emotional intimacy of a minimum-security prison.

The couple were spectacularly dour. Presumably, if I had paid slightly more, they may have included the occasional smile as part of the package. Conversation at dinner consisted largely of cutlery noises and disapproving glances. I often felt as though I was being quietly judged for existing.

The other tenant was an elderly alcoholic who permanently smelled of stale tobacco, metho, and piss — an odour so powerful it seemed capable of entering a room several minutes before he did. He shuffled silently through the house like the living dead.

After six months, I applied for and was admitted to New College on the university campus. This mixed-gender residential college had all the look and feel of a seedy motel. Rooms were grouped into pods of eight or so, each with its own common room and bathroom. The first floor consisted of a concrete courtyard that also served as the roof of the ground-floor dining hall, where three bland meals were served each day. 

Wednesday evenings were formal dining affairs, and everyone was required to wear an academic gown and listen to a guest speaker, inevitably some academic droning on about their research. When not picking up glasses at the Bondi pub, I would skip the formal dinners in favour of a burger from down the road in Kingsford. One particular Wednesday, I was skateboarding in the courtyard when a distinguished politician was delivering his address in the dining hall downstairs. Apparently, everyone was struggling to hear his speech over the incessant clickety-clack coming from above. It became apparent that college life was not for me, and the faculty agreed, since I was not invited back the following year.

Academically, I struggled to get my head around double integrals and other such esoteric disciplines. Nonetheless, I always managed to gain the absolute minimum to progress my academic studies. The sheer number of obscure topics we were required to derive from first principles never ceased to amaze me, while certainly none of them helped prepare me for being a capable surveyor later. I had the useful talent of learning topics by rote and regurgitating them on demand, with little or no understanding of what they actually meant. I did have an aptitude for computing, which was in its infancy at the time. However, I never did learn the finer nuances of Fortran or APL computer languages, apart from the latter standing for A Programming Language, which suggested someone in the naming department had knocked off early.



In college, I befriended a medical student who shared my pod, and we arranged to move out together the following year with another medical student friend of his and find a rental house to share. 

Unfortunately, both medical students were named Gary, creating immediate logistical difficulties whenever someone shouted "Gary!" and two heads turned simultaneously like confused meerkats. To solve the problem, one Gary was promptly renamed "Bex" since he hailed from Bexley.

We found a house on the main road in The Spot, not far from the uni, as we slipped into our second year. Since I was the minority, dinner conversation often centred around the cadaver they had carved up during the day or the finer points of how to navigate a sigmoidoscope up someone's arse. We furnished the house almost entirely with plastic milk crates, which we would liberate in the dead of night from outside various restaurants and cafes. Three-by-three crates for a double-bed base, extra for a side table, etc. It was a look that suggested either student minimalism or a sophisticated understanding of modular design.

The three of us would often go to Maroubra to surf before morning lectures began, and during the mid-year break, we would all head off up the coast to surf, often at Crescent Head, where we would camp in tents that offered roughly the same protection as a damp tea towel. The tents leaked when it rained, collapsed in the wind, and were constantly filled with sand, ensuring one experienced all the comforts of sleeping inside a wet sock full of sand. When not surfing, we would sit around smoking weed while waiting for the swell to pick up. 

Our house became a notable party venue. Nitrous oxide liberated from the loading bay at the hospital and stashed behind the sofa proved a great party starter, often ending with some intoxicated punter skateboarding naked through The Spot. These were indeed wild times — or possibly just deeply stupid ones. The distinction was never entirely clear.

One day, Gary and Bex mentioned that they had donated sperm in return for money. Naturally, I expressed an interest in joining them next time on the next cum run, at which they told me it was strictly reserved for medical students. I found this abjectly unfair and frankly discriminatory, as I saw no compelling evidence that medical students produced a superior grade of spunk, especially these two reprobates. At the time, they were told that they would be anonymous in perpetuity. Apparently, that is no longer the case, which suggests that my exclusion may, in fact, have been a blessing in disguise.

Uni life became a string of parties punctuated by periods of social isolation while I crammed useless pieces of information into my head before the exams. One of the guys at uni had organised a party at his place in Bondi on a Friday afternoon, where we all descended to have a good time. With what seemed like endless bongs and beers circulating, I suddenly realised that Fridays were my roster to pick up glasses at the Bondi pub. I reluctantly left the party and walked the short distance to the pub since I was so wasted that I was incapable of driving, a rare moment of sound judgment. 

My duties at the pub were wide-ranging and included everything from mostly picking up glasses and cleaning the blood off the front steps where Māori would regularly duke it out, to getting all the girls out of the toilet so I could retrieve the syringes from the blocked toilet cisterns. It was character-building work. This particular evening, I thought I was doing well, carrying several stacks of glasses well above my head. Unfortunately, the archway over the entrance to the area behind the bar was not very high, and I managed to clip the glasses, sending shattered glass raining down on me. This happened right in front of the bar manager, and before he could say anything, I removed my apron and told him he could keep the one hour's pay. I then rejoined the festivities down the road, leaving my financial security in tatters. 

Summer breaks meant the annual pilgrimage to Noosa Heads to catch the cyclone swells, which would wrap around the beautiful headlands of the national park. Naturally, there were many occasions when the surf was completely flat. In such circumstances, the local surfing community redirected its energies towards alternative recreational pursuits, most of them involving substance abuse.

If it had rained the previous day, word would spread rapidly that magic mushrooms were sprouting on the sixth fairway of Tewantin Noosa Golf Club. By dawn, the entire surfing population of southeast Queensland would descend upon the course armed with plastic buckets and moving slowly through the wet grass with the concentration of forensic investigators at a murder scene. To the bewilderment of early-morning golfers, dozens of barefoot surfers could be seen crouching reverently beside cow pats while debating fungal quality with surprising scientific rigour. Somewhere amidst all this, middle-aged men in plaid trousers were attempting to line up putts while trying not to make eye contact with groups of stoned youths harvesting psychedelic fungi from the rough. 

Evenings occasionally meant heading to the Tinbeerwah Hall in the forested hills behind Noosa, where dances were held with local bands. These were memorable events, if for no other reason than the epic punch-ups outside the dance hall.

I applied for a traineeship with the New South Wales government, which allowed me to have a proper salary all year-round while attending uni. The trade-off was that I had to work for them whenever I had free time. This meant spending increasing amounts of time in some godforsaken corner of bumfuck, nowhere where the pub, grain silo, and war memorial constituted the entire central business district. It was not the first time that I reflected on the wisdom of choosing this career path. 

Surveying work itself often involved standing in paddocks under a merciless sun while being attacked by flies large enough to require aviation clearance. There were moments, standing knee-deep in blackberry bushes holding a levelling staff, when I seriously questioned the wisdom of choosing this career path based largely on a brochure showing healthy young men outdoors.

Around the same time, Gary and Bex were starting to realise that if they were to become respected medical practitioners, they would need to clean up their act. They eventually did, both going on to become exalted professors in their respective specialities, proof that youthful idiocy need not be a permanent condition. Consequently, we disbanded the house in The Spot and parted ways.

Part of the curriculum involved practical training in Bathurst, known as Survey Camp, which provided one of the few useful lessons in preparing for a career in surveying. The camp was located atop the famous Mount Panorama car racing circuit. Upon arriving at the camp, one group thought it would be amusing to steal a life-sized white elephant mounted on a trailer advertising an upcoming local bazaar, which was then parked outside the camp. The faculty did not see the humour in it and threatened to fail everyone if it was not returned. The elephant was returned.

Aside from the relentless workload, the other major highlight of Survey Camp involved skateboard races down Conrod Straight. Although our speeds fell somewhat short of the enormous V8’s that thundered down the mountain during the annual Bathurst race, at the time, it felt equally dangerous. Students would crouch precariously on skateboards and hurtle downhill at alarming speed, wearing little in the way of protective equipment beyond optimism and alcohol impairment. The coarse bitumen shredded flesh magnificently, and it was not uncommon to see half the camp wandering around afterwards, missing large sections of skin. In hindsight, it was probably fortunate that we were training as surveyors rather than neurosurgeons.



Since I was travelling with the government over the summer break and being paid a tax-free stipend to stay in pubs or motels, I bought a second-hand Volkswagen kombi campervan so I could plug into the power at the nearest caravan park for $3 per night and pocket the $30 difference. This allowed me to create considerable wealth as a student and later funded my travels for a couple of years. I had, quite by accident, discovered capitalism.

The Kombi itself was an appalling vehicle by modern standards. It had the aerodynamics of a garden shed, a top speed only marginally exceeding that of continental drift, and an engine note suggesting imminent mechanical failure at all times while driving uphill required careful planning and emotional resilience. Nevertheless, it offered freedom, cheap accommodation, with the faint smell of stale bong water permanently embedded in the upholstery — everything a young Australian male could reasonably ask for.

While driving through the Snowy Mountains (I love the way Australian place names are often self-evident: Great Sandy Desert, Seven Mile Beach... you get the idea), in a blizzard at night, I came across a bull terrier puppy by the side of the road. He had clearly been dumped. Bull terriers, as a breed, look like they have been assembled from spare parts in poor light: meaty pink lips, slanty eyes, the air of a small-time criminal. In a way, I could see the impulse to get rid of him. Anyway, I scooped him up, put him in the Kombi and named him Seaforth Crabtucker after a Kurt Vonnegut character. 

He travelled with me for a couple of months until it became apparent that life on the road with a puppy was not going to work. Eventually, a couple of apple pickers in a Tumbarumba caravan park offered to adopt him. This couple were so destitute that apples featured prominently in their diet, breakfast, lunch, and dinner, as far as I could tell. I assumed that Seaforth would eventually learn to eat apples just like their other dog, a mean-tempered German Shepherd who surprisingly took a liking to the younger dog. I chose to believe that Seaforth went on to live a long and happy life, though the evidence was slim.

Before starting my third year at uni, I needed to find somewhere to hang my hat, so I moved into a share house in Maroubra with three other students, two girls, and yet another med student. This was short-lived as the lease was up, so the two girls and I found another house closer to the campus in Kensington. My first foray into horticulture was growing weed in the backyard, where it thrived, quickly growing to the height of the paling fence, at which point the tips would be harvested and dried in the toaster, a multipurpose kitchen appliance if ever there was one.

The house became a focal point for many of our friends, and soon a network of friends formed. One in
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