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Eureka!
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THAT was the headline in the Warwick Post. Eamon Phelan hadn’t read it while sitting fireside in a comfortable leather armchair, his legs stretched and propped on an ottoman, a glass of whisky glowing amiably on a table by his elbow.
No, he had glimpsed it earlier that morning at the Condamine Inn on the outskirts of Warwick, after returning to his digs from a dawn tryst with the farrier’s daughter. 

Miss Helen Mason, not half-dressed, had readily answered his tap at her casement window as the first rays of sunlight breached the eastern paddocks. Being long of limb, he’d easily climbed through the opening and into her arms. 

Mr Mason had spotted Eamon’s horse and was heard running up the driveway, calling down evil. But before he could thump on Helen’s door, Eamon was out the window and legging it up the garden path. 

He had already mounted his steed, Clodagh, and turned her head towards town by the time Mason fired his warning shot.

Eamon enjoyed a leisurely ride back to the inn, during which time a very small pang of guilt worried his otherwise untroubled conscience. He hadn’t pursued the lovely Helen; she had chased him. Eamon smiled. His old mam back in Cork had been right. The lasses could never leave him alone.

He was still smiling as he recalled all the girls he had sported with on the last stage of his gang’s journey from Armidale to Stanthorpe. What was the worst they could do? Curse him? Plan their revenge for when next time he was in town? They would have to get in line.

Phelan’s gang of thieves had been in a hurry to make it to the safety of Queensland. The constabulary in Tenterfield did not take kindly to being outwitted by duffers and had mounted a pursuit. But their jurisdiction ended at the New South Wales border with Queensland, and the boys rode hard until they reached it.

Phelan entered the stable yard at the inn, expecting his mates to be up, dressed, and ready for the day’s ride east towards the capital, Brisbane. But there was no sign of his compatriots and partners in crime, McBride and Cullen. Neither was the latest addition to the ranks, the tracker, Sturrock, anywhere to be seen.  

He strode up to the verandah to where the coachman, between journeys, was sitting in a rocking chair by the door reading the newspaper, a picture of grandfatherly leisure. 

That’s when he saw it, emblazoned across the front page, two words that would change his life: gold and Gympie.

‘Change of plans, lads,’ he said, interrupting their breakfast of sausage and eggs.

‘What’s that, Guv’nor?’ asked Sturrock, an oily banger poised precariously on his fork.

‘We ride north now. I’ll elaborate on the way.’ 

There was no fear that McBride or Cullen had seen the news, as they were both illiterate, but they would soon hear of it, the bush telegraph supplying their want. 

Phelan knew that every chum, new and old on the eastern seaboard, would be abandoning their posts, tripping over themselves to get to Gympie. 

Opportunities like this didn’t come around often. You had to seize them with both hands when they did.  
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The Swamp
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THEY rode through Glengallan, Allora and Cambooya, outposts all, hardly townships, though their citizens declared them thus. All along the road north, the main range hemmed them in to the east, its craggy spine calling out a challenge and a warning.
The hairpin bends of Cunningham’s Gap were notoriously treacherous. The mountain pass had been the undoing of many a traveller, and there were stories of wily old bullockies and their entire teams disappearing without a trace down its deep ravines. 

Phelan was privately relieved that they would not discover for themselves if the legends had their basis in truth, at least not today. Drayton and its swamp, renamed by the town’s swells as Toowoomba, beckoned. 

They rode through swaying golden grasslands, passing squatter’s homesteads, glinting like beacons in the landscape as the sun reached its zenith overhead. These were often owned by the second and third sons of Caledonian gentry, sent to the Antipodes to make their fortunes. And many of them had done just that, in breathtaking fashion, and in record time.

Phelan kept a diary. He may have been alone in this among his criminal contemporaries, but he had long ago learned the value of storing facts and figures. One never knew when information could save one’s skin. 

It contained the names of properties of note, accommodating station masters (and mistresses, affectionately known as Queen Bees), crooked magistrates, constables who were favourably disposed to duffers, and those who were not, jealous rivals, and ladies inclined to hold a grudge.  

As they approached Drayton, the road became crowded with bullock teams pulling drays with towering loads which, at a distance, looked like colossal lumbering turtles. They were joined by gentleman selectors perched upon fine horses, their lady folk following in gleaming broughams. 

Phelan thought he would have a good deal to add to his diary later on when they were settled for the night. He always felt a thrill when entering a new town for what might be on offer.

Sturrock was the only member of the gang who had been this far north, and so when he recommended the Stockman’s Rest hotel as their bolthole for a couple of days, Eamon told him to lead the way.

Sturrock knew the publican. ‘We have history, if you know what I mean?’ he said, sniggering into his revere collar.  

They pulled up outside. Phelan noted the proprietor was a Mrs Harris. 

‘Well, I shall be most interested to see you in full flight, Sturrock,’ he said.  

The patrons of the Stockman’s Rest were all drawn to the pub’s front windows. They looked out to see the four figures idly blowing a cloud together. From the lather of their horses and the dust that reached high up their trouser legs, they could tell they’d come from afar. 

The barmaid too was curious. She stood at the back of the crowd, craning her neck to get a glimpse of the new arrivals.  

She scurried back behind the bar as the front door creaked open. She would later say that it was a moment she would never forget, although, being a dreamer, she had occasion during the following year to doubt her recollection. 

As the gang came in, the men in the booths, ales in hand, quit their speculations and looked on as the leader walked up to the bar and removed his hat with a flourish.

‘And who do we have here?’ he said, smiling appreciatively at the lovely young woman manning the taps. He turned and nodded to his cronies, who joined him in his admiration. 

It was then that the proprietor swooped in and put a stop to their ogling, and any designs that were forming in their miscreant minds. The beauty was banished to the scullery, but not before Phelan learned her name: Sally Clarence. 

But that wasn’t the name he wrote in his diary that night along with a brief description: skin of porcelain, hair of red, long of leg, beguiling of eye. 

He found out that she had been christened Shelagh Cleary, that she was feigning Englishness, and that she was a native of his own county, lately arrived. He hoped to add other descriptions of her, of a more intimate nature, in the coming days.  
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Slán Leat (farewell)
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‘Shelagh, my queen of the dawn, you cannot imagine that I would so readily divide myself from your delectable person, but alas, the road north beckons with the promise of rich pickings, and I do not speak of gold ...’
EAMON Phelan was a changed man. Sturrock, the eagle-eyed crone, was the first to notice. Ever since the flame-haired beauty had turned his head, they’d been inseparable. 
Sturrock was worried that she was taking his mind off the matter at hand and said so, though he’d waited until Phelan was in his cups.  

‘Shouldn’t we be pushing off, Guv’nor? Marmie Harris reckons the bullockies can’t get drivers for their teams for love nor money. They’ve all gone to Gympie. Hordes are clogging the byways and highways.’ 

Gold fever was spreading like spores on the breeze, over hill and dale, drawing men of every stripe like moths to a flame. 

As cattle thieves, Eamon and his comrades were also drawn, not by gold, but by the rich pickings to be had when towns boomed, and poor men prospered.

‘Patience, Sturrock,’ was all he said in return. He knew it too. They should have left already, but the girl had gone and written a limerick about him. A limerick! He had never met her likes.

When he delivered the news that he was leaving, she was appeased with the promise of correspondence, and though he had used this line before on other inamoratas, this time he thought he might actually keep his word.

They left Toowoomba on a freezing morning. Sunbeams spread a pink mantle over the range, silhouetting a lone palm tree swaying on the edge of the escarpment. It seemed to herald tropical climes to the east, but Brisbane and its bay, their destination before gold fever struck, would have to wait. 

They planned to reach the first stop on their journey north, a town called Jondaryan, by nightfall. 

Marmie Harris hadn’t been exaggerating; the roads were crammed. But Phelan was glad of the company of fellow sojourners; they would be hidden in plain sight should patrolling troopers take an interest. 

The town was home to a sheep station of mammoth proportions. Its owners hired hundreds of shearers during the clip. But its halcyon days were coming to an end. There was dissent in the ranks, for the men were not being paid their due. 

Jondaryan’s police sergeant was no slouch and made it his business to interrogate every newcomer to the town. Eamon dissembled; he and his mates were shearers, come for the clip, didn’t he know?

‘You don’t look like any shearer I’ve ever seen,’ said the sergeant, taking in Eamon’s sharp Melbourne suit. He was altogether too dapper.
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Trouble on Bloodwood Hill
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‘My angel, we thought we had found our calling, as new chums of Jondaryan Station, but our careers were cruelly cut short.’
CULLEN had, in truth, done a stint as a shearer down in Victoria, but he probably never expected to find himself giving a tutorial, in pantomime fashion, to his mates at the pub the day after they arrived. 
He couldn’t keep a straight face and earned the derision of the real shearers who sat at the bar shaking their heads while Cullen, derriere protruding, mimicked the stance required for the back-breaking work.

Phelan reclined in a booth; one leg crossed over the other. A jug of dark ale sat between him and his men. He had no intention of taking up a pair of shearers, and neither did Sturrock. McBride paid rapt attention to Cullen and seemed to think he could make a go of it, if push came to shove. 

Phelan could sense trouble brewing. They may have soft hands, these shearers, but he doubted they would hesitate to ball them into fists and slam them in anger if they had a mind to. 

At least a third of their number had already decamped for the newly minted goldfields of Gympie. Only a hardcore remained, and there was talk of another strike against the owners of Jondaryan Station.

He thought the blokes at the bar had had quite enough of Cullen’s theatrics and that they had better take their leave before things got ugly. But they left their run too late. 

Cabbott, the station manager, came in for a drink. He took his usual seat in a corner booth and pretended to be absorbed in his brew while snatching pieces of conversation, no doubt hoping to glean insights into the state of mind of the workers. 

There were murmurs of a strike, and he must have come tonight to confirm or allay his worst fears. If they were to strike, the owners of Jondaryan would hold him personally responsible, and he’d never work in his chosen profession again. They would see to that.

Rolston, the alpha male among the shearers present that evening, had a festering hatred of all the ‘Cabbotts’ in his life. He was a veteran shearer of thirty years, and the station manager’s type was all too familiar to him: puffed up with his own importance, lily-livered, all talk and no action.

Apparently, it didn’t faze him that Cabbott was twenty years his junior. He’d wanted to pick a fight with someone, anyone, since he’d arrived at the station months earlier. Cabbott was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

‘Oi, you!’ he shouted from where he sat at the bar.

‘What, Rolston?’ Cabbott answered innocently.

‘You ain’t welcome here. This pub’s for real workers.’

‘It’s a free country, Rolston.’ Cabbott put down his empty glass and got up to go, but Rolston’s bulk was blocking the only exit.

‘Not so fast.’ Rolston marshalled his mob around him, but he struck the first blow. Cabbott went down like a sack of potatoes.

It was an all-in brawl. Eamon and Sturrock ducked under the table; McBride and Cullen got embroiled and had the black eyes to show for it.

‘Eejits,’ Eamon called them every time he looked at them in the week that followed, as their bruises changed from purple to green to yellow.

***
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The station’s sheds and homestead were built on an ironstone knob, called Bloodwood Hill, which attracted more than its fair share of lightning strikes during the apocalyptic electrical storms that ravaged the district in spring and that often set the tinder-dry bushland alight.
The first Queen Bee of Jondaryan Station had been so traumatised after one conflagration that she persuaded her husband to rebuild on what was thought to be safer ground. He had, but still the lightning persecuted them.

It was this history and the town’s indigenous name that gave Rolston the idea. They called it Gundarnian, meaning ‘fire cloud’. How apt, he thought to himself as a devilish notion took hold.

The station’s current owners were putting off meeting with Rolston, who acted as spokesman for the crew, to discuss why the shearers had not been paid in full. They were crying poor and offering only half of what was owed. 

Rolston knew they might wait as long as four years to be paid for their wool, but that was their problem. He and his comrades shouldn’t be left out of pocket because the swells couldn’t manage their cash flow.

The owners promised negotiations with such sincerity that Rolston was persuaded again and again to put off strike action in retaliation. Cabbott had not pressed charges for the assault on his person, and this emboldened Rolston. 

When the fourth meeting was cancelled at the last minute, Rolston summoned the men to the shed. He climbed up onto the wool classer’s table; his stentorian bass ringing out.

‘We strike until they cough up.’

By the end of the week, the owners still refused to budge. Rolston hammered on the station office door. The cowards didn’t emerge from their hideout but sent Cabbott in their place.

‘The last offer is the final offer. Tell your men to take it or leave it.’ 

Rolston just nodded, but the set of his jaw was fierce. Cabbott would later tell the sergeant that his look did not bode well. He should know; it was the same one that he had glimpsed in the moment before Rolston planted his fist in Cabbott’s midriff, and he had crumpled to the pub floor.

A storm had been threatening all day. Just when they thought they were in for it: the clouds leaden, the air still and heavy, holding its breath, poised for great drama; a patch of blue sky emerged and bathed them in benevolent sunshine.

But by three that afternoon, the clouds had returned, darker than before and ominously green-tinged. The storm unleashed its ferocity in a blanket of hail, violent gusts of wind which rendered the rain horizontal, sudden claps of bone-shaking thunder and, of course, lightning. 

Rolston ran to the back of the shed as the first hailstones peppered its roof. He set the fire just inside the doorway in the first shearing bay, safe from the flooding rain, and waited until it was well alight before slinking back to his quarters.  

He knew precious minutes would be lost before anyone saw the smoke through the rain, raised the alarm, and then summoned hands to douse the flames. 

It was a quarter of an hour before he heard someone yell, ‘The shed’s burning!’

Rolston stood on the verandah, hands in pockets. None of his colleagues inside the shearer’s quarters heard the cry over the rain thundering on the tin roof and the wind howling through the gaps in the boards.

***
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Eamon had spent the weeks since their arrival plotting their next move once it became apparent that there were no quick earnings to be made, either shearing or by ill-gotten means. 
He consulted maps to plan the best route to Gympie, but he needn’t have bothered. Everyone on the road out of Jondaryan was heading precisely in that direction.

The town’s constables were still hanging around the pub and generally making a nuisance of themselves in the wake of the brawl; their sergeant’s catchcry, ‘Remember lads, the devil makes work for idle hands,’ ringing in their ears.

When Eamon stepped out onto the dusty boards of the pub verandah the afternoon of the storm, to watch nature’s spectacle, he spied the fire engine being hauled out of its garage in the centre of town. 

Here was their means of a quiet exit. While the constabulary was occupied in whatever fire-fighting mission was afoot, they could saunter out of town, unmolested.

‘Come on, boys, time to go.’ He said as he strode into their room where Sturrock was reclining in an armchair, his hat covering his face. Eamon pushed his legs off an adjacent chair as he walked past, waking him with a fright. 

Cullen and McBride sat at a table playing a card game neither of them looked like they were winning.

‘But I’m just about to thrash McBride,’ protested Cullen.

‘Now! We’re burning daylight,’ said Phelan.

They settled their bill, saddled their horses and were riding east as the flames licked the wet night sky behind them and the great woolshed of Jondaryan station burned to the ground. 

The townspeople lamented that apparently lightning could strike the same place twice.
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