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STEVE
Introduction

The Dream Begins
The Irwin crocodile story begins with my parents, Bob and Lyn Irwin. Keen naturalists and herpetologists, they had three children: Joy, myself, and Mandy. I was to grow up following in my father’s footsteps. In November 1970, when Bob, Lyn, and I were on a field trip to catch snakes in southeast Queensland, my parents purchased the property that was to become Australia Zoo.
My dad, Robert Eric Irwin, was born and raised in the state of Victoria in the Dandenong Ranges by his mum, my grandma, during the Depression. His dad and his grandfather (Ronald and George Joseph Irwin) both died while fighting in Southeast Asia against the Japanese during World War II.
It’s a very Australian tradition to shorten people’s names or adopt a nickname, so my dad was always affectionately known as Bob. He grew up during very, very rough times. His mum, Marjorie Irwin, had lost her husband and father-in-law to the war, and had virtually no money while trying to raise her two sons. She was made of the right stuff and struggled through those tough times, raising Bob up to be a fine young man, an exceptional plumber, and a lover of the Australian bush and its reptiles.
[image: image]
Mum and Dad, young lovers.
My mum, Lynette Leslie Irwin, was raised by my nanna and pa, Vesta and Frank Hakainsson, in the town of Boronia near where Bob lived. Pa also served during World War II, and as luck would have it, he was injured and returned home to his family. Lyn, as she was affectionately known, grew up to become a maternity nurse with a passion for sick and orphaned wildlife.
Bob and Lyn were friends as kids, and their friendship developed into love as teenagers—they were destined to spend their lives together. They married when Dad was twenty and Mum was eighteen years old, and they started a family straightaway. Dad continued as a very successful plumber and their business flourished. The whole time, Dad’s passion for reptiles was accelerating at an alarming rate. He was nurturing an ever-increasing collection of snakes in our family home at Essendon, south of Melbourne, the capital of Victoria.
On my sixth birthday I was given a gift from my dad and mum that was to be the start of our animal collection fauna park. I was totally excited to receive a twelve-foot scrub python, although the difference in our sizes meant that I couldn’t in fact play with it, or I might have become its next meal! My snake’s name was Fred and I loved him dearly, despite the drawbacks attached, with him seeing me as a potential food source.
Our menagerie grew over the next two years. Dad and I were passionate about catching snakes and lizards. I remember a classic encounter with a brown snake that was to become an important member of our family. Dad and a seven-year-old Steve were in the bush in northern Victoria searching for snakes and as we traveled along a granite boulder-encrusted creek, I pretended I was in the army. Stalking a preoccupied Dad was always great: he would be the enemy and I’d grab a well-shaped stick or branch, which would be my submachine gun or .303. This particular afternoon I’d scampered up some boulders and set up in an ambush position. As I took aim with my “gun” I noticed a nearly seven-foot brown snake tongue-flicking my foot. Wearing only plastic sandals, the flesh of my feet was totally exposed. After a few moments of tongue-flicking, which is the snake’s method of smelling, the huge brown decided I wasn’t edible, nor was I an immediate threat. It started to retreat down a rabbit burrow where it would certainly have disappeared, but without any hesitation, I pinned it with my foot about mid-body so it couldn’t escape. It hissed in anger.
“Dad! Dad! Dad! I’ve got one, I’ve got one, Dad!” I yelled out.
“Where are you?”
“Dad! Dad! Quick! I’ve got a brown snake!” I shouted.
Several minutes lapsed and then I could see Dadrunning for all he was worth up the boulders. I could feel the pride and adrenaline building. Not even watching the snake, I shouted down to him.
“I’ve got a big brown snake!”
“Where?” he replied, struggling for breath.
“I’ve got a big one right here.”
[image: image]
Mum and Dad with my sixth birthday present: Fred, a scrub python. The difference in our sizes, however, meant that I couldn’t in fact play with it!
He couldn’t see my lower body and was now within feet of me.
“Where?” he asked again as he came over the last boulder to my level.
“Here,” I pointed.
Thump! The power of his forearm against my shoulder knocked me airborne. I crashed into the unforgiving rock, and my arm went dead from the impact of Dad hitting me. My knees were skinned.
“You bloody idiot!” he screamed at me.
The pain from my injuries disappeared as the pain from his anger crushed me like a bug.
“But Dad,” I whimpered.
My heart was broken, my pride had turned into an overwhelming sense of confusion and embarrassment. Bursting into an uncontrollable state of crying, I ran off down the rocks. I ran and ran, bawling my eyes out. Finally, I had to stop running as I was crying so hard I couldn’t get my breath. I was sobbing so much my breathing was impaired and I didn’t know what to do.
I’ll run away, I thought. That’s it, I’ll run away. If I run away, that’ll show him. I’ll just keep heading up this creek and no one will ever find me.
Pretty soon, the minutes seemed like hours and I’d regained my breath and stopped crying. I’m going to find a cave and live in it forever, I decided.
Looking around, I spotted a huge crack in the rocks and headed toward it, hoping it might lead me to my cave. As I stuck my head inside the cave, I sensed movement. Sure enough, I spotted some beady little eyes staring back at me. Wow! Skinks. Cunninghams skinks. The crack I was now well and truly entrenched in housed several of these beautiful little lizards. My despair waned as enthusiasm and fascination took control of my thoughts once more.
After what seemed to be hours, but was probably only half an hour of coaxing the lizards with strands of grass, I couldn’t dislodge them. They hadn’t budged an inch. The sound of Dad’s car horn echoed through the boulders. It was getting dark.
“Goodbye, little lizards,” I sighed, then took off as fast as my legs could carry me toward the car.
Reaching the car, I jumped in quickly. I was too scared to say anything. I knew Dad’s silence meant he was angry with me. It wasn’t until my late teens that I realized what had happened that day.
Brown snakes are the second most venomous snake in the world. They cause more fatal snakebites in Australia than any other snake. They are considered aggressive and lethal if cornered or molested. Pinning that brown snake in the middle of the body should have cost me a bite, and possibly my life. When Dad looked down, the angry brown snake had been about to bite my foot.
I’d been warned time and time again prior to this incident to never touch a venomous snake. Even at seven years of age I could identify any snake and should have known better. Dad probably saved my life by knocking me over—thank God for his reflexes. This particular snake was one of the first venomous snakes in our menagerie.
[image: image]
One of the early brochures for the Park. After a year of hard work my parents opened what has now become Australia Zoo, which Terri and I operate today.
[image: image]
Dad with a goanna. My parents are both keen naturalists with a particular passion for reptiles and amphibians.
Within a few years our collection of reptiles and other animals had grown to the stage where bedrooms weren’t big enough to house everything. So Dad and Mum made the biggest decision of their lives—to move to the Sunshine Coast and start up a wildlife sanctuary. They chose a beautiful four-acre paddock covered in lush tropical flora in 1970.
It took Dad a solid three years of hard yakka (labor) to establish the foundations of what is now the most popular private zoological facility and park in Australia. I helped him build everything, though I was probably more of a hindrance than a help. But I kept Dad amused. Of course, Dad knew he needed to be enthusiastic about my helping him, as it’s during these younger years that a young fella develops work ethics and skills. I worked hard and was rewarded with field trips.
In those early days Dad and I shared the most marvelous adventures. We’d travel the Aussie outback for weeks at a time, catching crocs, snakes, and lizards for the park. I’d help Mum raise orphan joey kangaroos and wallabies and spend endless nights rehabilitating injured birds and other animals. Our park grew and flourished from the day the gates were opened in 1973, but it never ceases to impress me how our menagerie grew into a zoo. Dad’s dream came true; he’d always wanted his own reptile park in Queensland and it was his hard work and careful planning that made it a reality. The initial name of the park was the Beerwah Reptile Park and our first postcard is a classic reminder of those “good old days.” Dad and Mum started with a piece of dirt and within six months we got the park open.
“We’ll have to learn as we go,” was Dad’s motto. That’s exactly what we did and continue to do.
[image: image]
Mum feeding her orphaned joey swamp wallaby.
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Mum feeding her orphaned joey swamp wallaby.


STEVE
Chapter I

The Early Years
The early years of the Beerwah Reptile Park were total wildlife experiences, so many that my memory will be recalling them till the day I die. Too many phenomenal wildlife experiences to ever remember and record in the rest of my life—but I’ll give it a go anyway.
I remember my dad being recognized as the greatest herpetologist (one who studies reptiles) in Australia and revered throughout the world as a legend for catching highly venomous snakes, with nothing more than his bare hands and sharp reflexes. I used to watch in awe, in an adrenaline-filled stare, as Dad captured fierce snakes—taipans, browns, tigers, and death adders—the most venomous snakes in the world—in wilderness, rural, and urban areas all over Australia.
My dad, my hero.
His passion, enthusiasm, skill, and greatness with venomous snakes are an innate, natural, God-given ability, which unbeknownst to me, was also in my veins, heart, and soul. By staring at and mimicking my dad, my own instinctive ability with snakes and virtually all wildlife began to develop. Little did I know that my dad was my mentor, and all those early years when I was a kid, he and Mum were gearing me up to become a wildlife guru like them.
[image: image]
Curley the Curlew looking after an orphaned joey grey kangaroo.
What a childhood! My mum was a pioneer in Australian history. She was the Mother Teresa of wildlife rehabilitation. Way back in the late sixties and early seventies, very little to nothing was known about caring for or raising orphaned kangaroos, wallabies, koalas, wombats, platypuses, snakes, and lizards. This was unknown territory that my mum pioneered with brilliance and innovation. She developed pouches for kangaroo babies, known as joeys. She developed formulas and nursing techniques for orphaned koalas, and raised Sugar Gliders when scientists were still endeavoring to work out what they were. My mum was Mother Nature. Crikey, I love my mum and I am so sorry I can’t write every single detail and element of my love for her and the greatness of her work. To this day, I miss her so much, the pain is so strong, I can barely keep pen on paper. I’ll swallow, I’ll push back the tears, and continue.
[image: image]
An orphaned koala hugging its teddy bear for security.
Our house was a giant maternity ward fair smack-dab in the middle of the Beerwah Reptile Park. It was nothing for us kids to be sharing our house with orphaned joey red and grey kangaroos who’d stayed in their dead mothers’ pouches after they’d been killed on the road. Luckily enough we always stopped to check on the road-killed mothers, and other good Samaritans were constantly bringing joeys they’d found in to us. There’d be three orphaned Sugar Gliders and a couple of ringtail or brushtail possums that would need feeding and a play at night, koala joeys that Mum was raising because dogs had killed their mummas, six baby birds, untold amounts of other orphans, babies, and injured Australian animals constantly sharing our house. What a wild menagerie and an exceptional household to be raised in. Imagine the skills and hands-on experience I was getting as a child—soaking up all this pioneering, virtually unteachable, incredibly important information that could only be learned by living in my mum’s rehabilitation world—a wildlife orphanage.
[image: image]
Dad at the original Beerwah Reptile Park entrance.
Am I the luckiest bloke in the entire world? Yes! I totally believe I am and I owe it all to my dad and mum and, of course, fate. My destiny—my path in this life, in this world—was chosen for me.
All I had to do was walk the path and live my life. I became the man I was always meant to be. Thanks Dad and thank you, Mum, I love you dearly.
From 1970 onward, our entire lives were dedicated to one all-important common goal: the Beerwah Reptile Park and wildlife conservation. Each and every day we strove for excellence and innovation in educating people about our precious Australian wildlife.
[image: image]
A juvenile freshwater crocodile. What a little beauty!
I’ve got the wildest childhood memories. My Dad, Bob Irwin, is recognized as a legendary herpetologist, pioneering venomous snake and crocodile capture techniques. Before I was ten, Dad was spending more and more time teaching me how to jump and restrain crocodiles, and deal with the world’s deadliest snakes without causing them stress and at the same time minimizing the chances of being bitten.
I remember my very first croc capture when I was nine years old. Dad had been asked by the Queensland National Parks and Wildlife Service and a local farmer to catch and relocate a small colony of freshwater crocs at the Leichhardt River System in the Gulf of Carpentaria, North Queensland.
There are two species of crocodile in Australia: the large, notorious, sometimes man-eating saltwater crocodile, and the less aggressive freshwater crocodile. Saltwater crocodiles always command respect as they are the “Kings of the North,” and can grow to lengths in excess of twenty feet. The freshwater crocodile rarely grows more than ten feet. Commonly known as “freshies,” they are considered harmless to humans if left alone. However, they are very powerful, compact crocs with rows of needle-sharp teeth, and if molested can cause nasty injuries.
The colony of freshies we were asked to capture and remove were about to lose their isolated waterhole; it was to be drained out and filled in. Our method of capture was one I still use to this day—spotlighting at night out of a small aluminium dinghy then jumping on the crocs.
[image: image]
Dad with a small “freshie” he caught, for relocation to the Park.
Over a couple of nights while moving the colony of freshwater crocs, I’d worked at carefully and quietly idling the boat in the direction of Dad’s spotlight and the crocodile’s eyeshine. As we got closer and closer, Dad would poise himself at the front of the boat and put his spotlight down as I’d bring mine up. Closer, closer, I’d idle the boat right at the red glowing eyeshine. Just as I’d lose sight of the eyeshine under the front of the boat, Dad would spear himself right on top of the crocodile. Grabbing it around the neck, he’d use his legs and body to restrain the frantic croc. Once it had tired and Dad was in control he’d call to me, “It’s comin’ in.” He’d flip the croc straight into the boat, at which point I’d jump on it with all my weight and hang on. Restraining it on the floor of the boat was wild; I’d get thrashed around all over the paddock but I wouldn’t let go. I’d hang on regardless of the consequences because I knew that in a very short time Dad would be back in the boat to help.
[image: image]
Dad, Mum, and me removing skin from a 20-foot reticulated python.
Dad would secure blindfolds on the crocs to settle them down and to minimize their stress, then he’d pop them into a bag. We were quite a team—the “bring ’em back alive” team.
And so on the day I first captured a croc myself, Dad was securing a croc in a bag while I scanned the waterhole for more eyeshine.
“There’s one,” I whispered.
“Looks like a little beauty!” Dad replied.
“About a three-footer, I reckon,” I whispered, now with some experience in my voice.
“You get up the front of the boat and hold the eyeshine with the spotty!” Dad commanded.
Without knowing what was about to happen, I did just that. Dad pointed the boat straight at the croc and idled up closer and closer. Frozen in position, and with eyes as big as dinner plates, I focused on the eyeshine as it grew brighter and brighter. We were within twenty feet of the croc when I twigged: I’m in the wrong position—I should be driving!
Next thing I knew Dad’s spotty was glowing over my right shoulder, right onto the croc. “Righto, son, I’ve got him, down spotlight.”
Without the slightest sound I flicked my spotty off and placed it down. “Get up there, boy.” Without a moment’s thought I positioned myself in the jumping position.
[image: image]
Dad and me checking a net for freshwater crocodiles in the Gulf of Carpentaria.
“Wait…wait for it…wait.”
I couldn’t wait, I could feel myself readying to jump.
“Wait, son, wait.”
I could see the long narrow jaws and the white of the croc’s teeth in the powerful beam of the torch.
“Now!” he shouted.
I’m pretty sure I was airborne even before the command.
My fingers clamped around the croc’s thick neck and my chin slammed into its bony head
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