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To my father, a man who was happiest on the big rivers, the black soil plains and the red dirt of western New South Wales





‘Wade was a flamboyant and stylish entrepreneur, with a passion for horse racing on the country circuits. His employees treated him with such respect that he was known locally as an “Afghan prince”.’

Australian Dictionary of Biography
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Prologue

In 2018, while travelling to visit my parents in the Hunter Valley, I stopped in at Brewarrina, on the banks of the Barwon River in north-west New South Wales. It had been my father’s home town for decades. The son of Italian migrants, he had moved to the area as a teenager in the early 1950s.

I wanted to see if the local information centre had a copy of The Two Worlds of Jimmie Barker, the memoir of a local Aboriginal man. The book was to be a gift to replace my father’s copy, which he had long since misplaced. When the man behind the desk told me they were out of stock, I instead came away with a colourful three-volume history of the town by local historian John George. I knew my father would enjoy flicking through Brewarrina’s past, recognising names of old friends and haunts, most long gone and buried.

A few days later, looking through the books for myself, I came across a black-and-white photo of a long string of camels, standing two abreast on a dusty street in Brewarrina. The caption read, ‘Camel team in Bathurst Street – late 1890s early 1900s.’ Stated this way without further explanation, it was as if the camels had magically appeared of their own accord. I was fascinated. How did they get there? Who owned them? What were camels doing in the main street?

Until that moment, I’d thought I’d known this country out west. It was the country of my summers. School holidays with flies and fleeces and rouseabouts and cooks. A legendary bronc rider by the name of Splinter Bunyan. The shearing shed on Glenmore station. A red kelpie with liquid eyes staring out of a coat of dust and hair, tongue flapping in the hot, heavy air. One time, a swarm of bees in the beams of the shed and a smoking bucket of gum leaves to chase them out so the shearing could continue. And cat heads, always cat heads. Burrs to some, bindis to town folk, these evil little three-pronged buggers would be so thick on the ground that the walk for an evening piss only extended to the last cement step of the shearers’ quarters. One stride beyond that onto the unpaved ground, and the tiny spikes of cat heads would pull you up short as if to say, where do you think you’re going?

My time here as a boy had shaped me. It was the country of baking hot days and red claypans, burnt like the surface of crème brûlée. The names of the rivers here were transformed into magical chants. Culgoa, Barwon, Bogan, Namoi, Maranoa and Darling. During term time, conjuring the names on my lips was enough to transport me from a school desk to those clay banks under the river gums, stalking through scratchy stands of head-high lignum.

Even as a ten-year-old, I sensed my own insignificance in this vast land. On the Barwon at Brewarrina, I saw the timeless fish traps, or Baiame’s Ngunnhu, of the Ngemba people, which had been built and maintained over thousands of years. Above me was always the endless blue sky, too expansive to take in entirely. The best you could do was tilt your head skyward and let that blue flood your body, let the vastness in. You are nothing, the sky seemed to say. You will pass.

After that visit to my parents as an adult, I headed home with the photo of the camels lodged in my mind. I stopped again in Brewarrina, sure that I would find quick answers to my questions. That would be that, and the mystery of the camels would be solved. But as it turned out, that wasn’t that at all.

My queries at the information centre led me an hour further west, down the B76 highway to Bourke. ‘That’s where the Afghan camp was,’ I was told.

I had taken my first step on the trail of Abdul Wade.





Part 1

Before Abdul Wade





Chapter 1

‘It grabs you by the agates,’ Jim said. His weathered hand made a claw, calloused fat fingers pointing skywards. He clenched the claw, and my own agates – testicles, to city folk – flinched involuntarily. ‘And it doesn’t let you go.’

Jim (not his real name) was talking about the red dirt we were standing on, about 150 kilometres west of Bourke. The red dirt that stretched east and west and went on until it hit that stark blue sky. It was that red dirt that stains deep: cloth, skin, fingernails and souls. It grabs you and never lets go.

‘Come on,’ Jim said, marching toward his four-wheel-drive ute. ‘We’ll take my vehicle.’ He shot a disdainful glance at my little Holden Barina, nudged into the shade of a lone mulga tree. Jim didn’t even consider it a car – not for out there. My father would probably have compared the Barina to the Pope’s nuts, with a word on the futility of both. This country had had Dad by the agates for sixty years.

I tried to find some legroom in Jim’s passenger seat, but the place where feet normally go was filled with the mechanical necessities of bush life. There were pipes and tubes and metal thingamabobs, whatsamajigs and doodads. I imagined they were carburettors and dipsticks and spark plugs and all sorts of words that I’d heard pronounced by men in oil-stained overalls, as they wiped greasy hands on a greasy rag.

The day before, when I’d been asking around town for someone to show me Wangamana Station – the vast pastoral holding that Abdul Wade bought in the early 1900s and turned into a camel breeding operation – a postman I’d met suggested I go see Jim.

‘What kind of car have you got?’ the postie had asked. I’d interrupted his route down the main street of Bourke. Over his shoulder I could see my little car, nose in the gutter, covered in red dirt.

‘I don’t know,’ I’d said, immediately knowing that this was not a good answer.

When I pointed out my car, the postman laughed. ‘If it doesn’t rain, you might have a chance.’

‘And if it rains?’

‘Oh, if it rains, you’re fucked. But you should be right. Hasn’t rained in years.’

I’d made a note to learn the name of the car I drove.

In Jim’s four-wheel drive, the dusty road bucked and bent beneath us. His thick fingers were wrapped around the wheel as he manoeuvred, sometimes fighting the deep ruts, and other times letting the ruts have their way, the vehicle gliding through.

I adjusted my feet against what I was fairly certain was a spare fan belt. The thongs I was wearing looked out of place. Yes, they made the colour pop on my floral-print board shorts, but compared to Jim in his boots and khaki shorts, I looked ridiculous. I should have known better than to go out there dressed like that; I knew this was no place for thongs. I could feel Jim’s disapproval, even as he stared straight ahead through the small patch of windscreen that the wipers had reclaimed from the red dirt. I tucked my shameful thonged feet below an old soft-drink bottle filled with water.

‘When are you heading back to the city?’ Jim asked.

‘Day after tomorrow,’ I said.

‘I’m flying to Dubbo tomorrow.’ Something in the way Jim said this suggested that he would actually be doing the flying. ‘Then down to Sydney.’ He looked out the window, his ginger-haired head bobbling, as a series of ruts swayed us from one side of the road to the other.

‘The quack,’ Jim added, unprompted.

Agates and quacks. Red-dirt speak. I didn’t say anything. I could feel the sweat damming above my eyebrows.

‘Vietnam,’ he said, by way of explanation. ‘I was fine, then a few years back the wheels came off.’

Jim suddenly stopped the car. He didn’t pull over, just parked in the middle of the road. Handbrake on. Ignition off. The drive had shaken the water in the soft-drink bottle, and algae was floating around in it like a green blizzard in a snow globe. Jim was already swinging a leg out the door when he said, ‘Let’s take a walk.’

I followed him into the thick scrub.

‘I don’t like to drive off the road,’ he said. ‘If people see tyre tracks heading away from the road, they’ll follow them just for a look. People like nosing about.’

I wondered who he could possibly mean. We were miles from anywhere out here. Just me and Jim.

A few yards in, the bush closed behind me. Then, a searing, crippling pain. In my agony, I saw that the ground was covered in cat heads. The three-pronged barbs were hard as stone, and one of them was buried in my heel. Jim waited for me to dig it out. Disgusted.

Removing the cat head, I inspected my throbbing foot. There was a bubble of bright red blood where the long thorn had penetrated.

Jim was moving again. I limped along behind. Pushing aside some scrub, I found him with hands on hips. Before him, arranged in a rectangle, were four metal posts, no more than a foot high, rusted and leaning at odd angles. A single strand of wire hung between them, slack.

‘Grave,’ Jim said. ‘This used to be the Tinchelooka Hotel. Years ago now, of course. Two babies they buried here. That’s why I don’t like anyone to know I come here. Don’t want anyone poking their noses in.’

There was a respect for the dead in Jim’s voice that I found disarming. More than a hundred years had passed; these babies were born to people he never knew, but he cared about these graves.

‘The mother of these babies used to work here at the hotel,’ Jim said. ‘It was a shanty where travellers, mainly shearers, could stop for a drink and where the mail coach would change horses. The government bore was just over there.’ He pointed into the scrub. ‘Wherever there was a bore and water for the horses and stock, there’d be a hotel that sold grog. People leased the bores off the government. And just up the road from here is Wangamana Station, owned by the camel-driver Abdul Wade.’

Jim pronounced Abdul’s surname in a way that made it rhyme with ‘body’ – although Abdul seemed to have deliberately changed the spelling to make it easier for Westerners to pronounce (rhyming with ‘laid’). Abdul Wade. Pioneer, entrepreneur, crack shot, traveller, gambler, grazier, bushman, Muslim, Australian. The man I had come to find.





Chapter 2

In the information centre at Bourke, in an exhibition room dedicated to the historic characters of the area, I found Harry ‘Breaker’ Morant. Alongside him was Will Ogilvie, the young Scottish poet who spent a decade in the far west. There too was Henry Lawson, who spent nine months in the area and twenty years complaining about those nine months in verse and prose. The famed bush poet also had two monuments in the town park. Another forefather on the wall was Edward Millen: ‘Bourke’s homegrown grazier, editor, environmentalist, yarnspinner, debater and politician.’ Homegrown – but born and bred in England, I noted.

And then I came face to face with Abdul Wade.

He was standing in a punt. He was well dressed in moleskins, a white shirt and a dark blazer and tie, with a trilby hat on his head. He looked like any other colonial gentleman of the time. Clean-shaven except for a small moustache, he stared directly at the camera, confident, one hand on an oar. Beside him, a boy scratched at his neck in what looked like an act of impatience or boredom captured in time. Also in the punt were three uniformed officers, most likely policemen, a youthful-looking Aboriginal man, an older white settler and a young girl. In the background, trees protruded from the floodwaters. The caption accompanying the photo, at odds with his gentlemanly, serene appearance, did not paint Abdul Wade in the best light:

In 1891 a petition was presented to the NSW government to restrict the use of camels in the Bourke district by Mr Abdul Wade and his Asiatic horde. This hostility came largely from the horse and bullock teamsters, threatened by the greater efficiency of the camels over long waterless distances. There were ugly incidents. Camels caused horses to panic and so when a horse team and a camel team met there was inevitably a fight.

The inscription went on to detail the conflicts between the camel-drivers and the bullockies. When a camel train was ambushed on the Wanaaring road, a violent brawl broke out, sending camels scattering with their loads. A camel-driver was hurled off the bridge at North Bourke. The Afghan camp on the edge of town was raided numerous times by young troublemakers, otherwise known as larrikins. Abdul Wade armed his men for self-defence on the road, while mounted troopers had to escort camel teams coming in from Queensland.

Armed escorts? Men being thrown from bridges? A petition to restrict the use of camels? My mind was reeling. I imagined a Bourke in open warfare, overrun by camels. I needed to know more. And, transfixed by the man in the photograph, I wanted to know what role Abdul Wade himself had played in all this.

Back home, I began to find some clues. I read every book I could find on the camel-drivers who came to Australia at the end of the 19th century. It is not a large bibliography, with Dr Christine Stevens’ Tin Mosques & Ghantowns being the most comprehensive. However, the few accounts I found of Abdul Wade were consistent – he was portrayed as a cunning and lucky gambler, a fallen Muslim and an exploiter of men.

All the more intrigued by the notion of an Afghan villain who roamed the far west of New South Wales, I started looking for Abdul Wade in the newspapers of the day. I spent hours scouring the Australian library database Trove, devouring every mention, every reference, every complaint about Abdul Wade and his ‘Asiatic horde’. After many weeks, I realised that the only thing I knew for sure about the man named Abdul Wade was that his name was not Abdul Wade. In short, almost everything that was written about Abdul Wade in modern histories was wrong. Even the Australian Dictionary of Biography had got it wrong. Name wrong. Date of birth wrong. Key events in Wade’s life out by decades. The image I unearthed was very different to the snippets that the history books recorded of his life.

And, as I discovered each error in this enigmatic figure’s biography, a greater error in the recorded history of colonial Australia also began to emerge. In many ways, it was an error of omission. Abdul Wade established himself in Bourke in the 1890s – a formative decade in the history of Australia, when writers led by Banjo Paterson and Henry Lawson were capturing the emerging forms of a national character. These writers offered up a celebrated version of the Australian bush and those who made their homes there. But there was nothing about camels and Afghans.

It was time to set the record straight.





Chapter 3

In the process of my research into Abdul Wade’s life and history, I came upon the writings of Victor Bayley. Bayley was a British engineer who, after surviving the mud and blood of World War I, was sent to the mountain range in the North-West Frontier Province of India to build a railway through the Khyber Pass. His mission was to connect India to Afghanistan – or, more correctly, to allow the British to defend India from any invading armies approaching from Afghanistan. Bayley details this engineering feat in his book, Permanent Way Through the Khyber, published in 1939.

I will return to Bayley later in this book, but stop here to draw on a description he gave on his first trip through the Pass, taken to gain an understanding of the terrain he would need to contend with. Bayley wrote:

The relative positions of the ridges are of course constantly changing as the car travels and the appearance is that of invisible scene-shifters on a gigantic stage moving their painted scenery backward and forward. This had the oddest effect. The road would appear to be barred in front and to be nearing a cul-de-sac. At the last moment the scene-shifter would slide the barrier to one side and we passed by. Similarly, if you looked back, a ridge slid silently across and barred the way.

I knew the feeling well. The newspapers of the 1890s gave glimpses of Abdul Wade, but it was a frustrating search. At times he felt close by, near enough to touch, his voice able to be heard. Other times, the way back through history was barred and he disappeared for years on end before emerging in an anecdote from Bourke, a clipping from Coolgardie or a memoir in Mareeba. The more I looked, though, the more the mountains of time slid sideways to reveal Bourke, a township of 3000 people perched on the banks of the Darling River in far west New South Wales. Here, in 1890, another Afghan emerged as beguilingly as Abdul Wade. I soon discovered that if you go looking for Abdul Wade, you run headlong into a man called Gunny Khan. Indeed, without Gunny Khan, there is no Abdul Wade.

Of Gunny Khan, history has left us none of the touchstones that we lean upon to record a person’s passage through time: no date or place of birth, no photograph, no physical description – no height, eye colour, skin colour – and no arrival date on Australian shores. Yet his words and deeds can be found trapped upon the fly paper of time, suspended in the pages of the newspapers of the day, for those who care to look. From these fragments, there is much to make of Gunny Khan. His was a name to equate with steel and resolve; here was a man who would prove as upright, solid and unbending as a gidgee fence post.

On 26 April 1890, after heavy rains had caused widespread flooding over the border in Queensland, the Cunnamulla press reported, ‘A drove of 56 camels, each carrying two bags of flour, besides tea and sugar, arrived here from Bourke today, and now there are plenty of provisions in the town.’ Just like the photograph I had seen of the camels in the main street of Brewarrina, the article gives the impression that these creatures materialised from the shimmering plains magically, unaccompanied, laden with provisions. But of course, they didn’t. There were men with the camels. Hard men. Bush men. Men who were tenacious, adaptable and skilled at facing the huge distances and loneliness of the Australian back lands. These were Gunny Khan’s men, who had made the trek from Bourke to rescue the town of Cunnamulla from the clutches of starvation.

Gunny Khan’s team had arrived just in time. Three weeks earlier, word had reached the colonial under-secretary that the Warrego River had burst its banks. The residents of Cunnamulla had evacuated and were camping in the sandhills around the town. The town’s supplies of flour and ‘other farinaceous food’, as one report put it, were dangerously low. A famine was feared. A local storekeeper had tried to induce the regular horse- and bullock-drawn transport teams – ‘teamsters’, in the vernacular of the day – to load up with supplies and make the 160-mile journey from Bourke to Cunnamulla, or at least meet him halfway. But the teams could not be enticed for love, money or Jimmy Hennessy, the tipple of choice in the western districts of colonial Australia. Instead, Gunny Khan’s camels set out to do what nobody else could or would, and rescue Cunnamulla. On 20 April, Gunny’s men would have seen a crescent moon above the black soil plains, its reflection shimmering in the flood waters that stretched out around them, indicating that Ramadan had begun. The men kept on, fasting and resting by day, travelling by night.

Even if the teamsters of Bourke had wanted to make the trip from Bourke to Cunnamulla, they couldn’t have got through the expanse of water that was slowly sliding south from Queensland. For most beasts of burden, the black-soil plains were a boggy death trap, the red sandhills not much better for the metal-rimmed wheels of the bullocky’s wagon. Camels, however, have a soft pad in their feet that means they don’t sink into soft sand, and they don’t pull wagons. Only the camel-drivers and their fifty-six camels could save Cunnamulla.

It is probable that Gunny Khan preceded Abdul Wade by a few years, arriving in Bourke around 1887 or 1888. Most likely he came via South Australia, where the pastoralist and businessman Sir Thomas Elder had already introduced camels to Australia. Elder had quickly realised the potential of camels as a means of inland transport, recognising the inherent advantage of these beasts that could carry heavy loads over long distances with little need of food or water because of the fat stored in their humps, and with an ability to eat whatever could be scavenged in the way of grass, brush or bush.

In the late 1860s, Elder had set about creating a breeding farm for camels at Beltana Station, near the Flinders Ranges. He then imported experienced men, effectively indentured labourers, from Afghanistan and the North-West Frontier Province of India to work his camels. Two of those early men were Faiz and Tagh Mahomet, Afghan brothers of the Durrani tribe, who, with the financial backing of Elder, would go on to dominate the camel transport industry in Western Australia during the heady days of the gold rushes. But all of that was still to come.

By 1889, Gunny Khan was using a string of thirty-six camels to cart wool. In March of that year, a press report noted that the string was en route to Bourke from Tinapogee Station, carrying around 11 tons of wool. ‘This camel trade must play an important part in the future of this district,’ the report stated. If the teamsters, whose main business was the carrying of wool from outlying stations back to the Bourke railhead, were unconcerned by this report, they must certainly have taken note a few weeks later when news of a journey made by Gunny Khan’s brother, Zeriph Khan, reached the Bourke newspapers.

Zeriph Khan had set out by camel from Bourke in late February to meet a mob of camels at Innamincka. But when he arrived, the camels were nowhere to be seen. To find them, Zeriph Khan immediately turned back on a different route, returning to Bourke exactly six weeks after he had left, having completed a journey of 2100 miles (almost 3400 kilometres). It was an incredible feat of endurance for both man and camel. But it was the details of the terrain that would have sent a ripple of concern through the transport community. Much of the country that Zeriph Khan passed through was devoid of grass and water. At one point, he travelled a stretch of 90 miles (145 kilometres) without a drop to drink.

There was not a teamster in the whole colony who could have made that trip with either horse or oxen. By 1889, if the teamsters didn’t know they had a serious rival, Gunny Khan certainly did. A few months after his brother’s big ride, he placed an advertisement in an Adelaide newspaper: ‘Gunny Khan wants to hire as many camels as procurable …’

•

With many woolsheds of the district built alongside the riverbanks, steamships played a big part in the transport business of the 1880s. But in adverse conditions, or for those stations too far from the river, teamsters were relied upon to get produce, wool or otherwise, to the Bourke railhead, either with horses or bullocks in harness. Importantly, the teamsters were also the only means by which the farming stations received their essential supplies from the stores in Bourke.

But the teamsters’ ability to provide a reliable service was also at the mercy of environmental conditions. In wet weather, the main tracks became unpassable for a heavily laden wagon. In dry times, a lack of grass along the route forced the teamsters to carry enough feed to provision their animals for the trip out and back from Bourke. The feed – mainly bags of chaff – further limited the weight of materials and supplies that they could carry on the wagons. Depending on the distance, the cost of the feed could outweigh the profit to be made. In the dry, there was also the distance between watering holes to consider. Government-owned bore-water holes, which were leased to station owners and other entrepreneurs, partially solved this scarcity. But even so, the harsh land and scarcity of water meant that there was a definite limit to the radius that stretched out from Bourke within which teamsters could operate.

Despite these limitations, the teamsters’ business thrived. And it thrived for one reason only: there was no other option. Pastoralists who took up land a reasonable distance from Bourke were at the mercy of the teamsters, who decided when they would deliver supplies or pick up wool. A long trip from Bourke, even in favourable conditions, was reason enough for a teamster to ask for, and invariably receive, a bonus. The teamsters’ clients – the squatters and pastoralists who relied upon them to bring them their flour, tea and sugar – were silent when a teamster was late to pick up the wool bales, or wanted to charge a few extra pounds for the trip. When their very existence depended on that team of horses or bullocks padding down their red-dirt driveway, they weren’t likely to complain.

With the railway came more squatters, and more squatters brought more teamsters, ready to haul whatever was needed – at a price, and on their terms. While the teamsters had it good, as the 1880s drew to a close, they knew the camels were on the horizon. It was time to get organised, and rally the troops against them.





Chapter 4

I walked down to the Bourke river wharf, just off Mitchell Street. A tall pot plant was overturned outside an abandoned café. The pot had cracked and potting mix spilled out onto the tiled patio. A warm wind blew through the fronds of the plant and moved them back and forth across the tiles, a pathetic sweeping of the dust and the dirt. The wharf was no longer functioning, and was reduced to a memorial of what it once was when steamers docked here to load and unload the bounty of supplies brought up from Adelaide.

It was early morning, and the pre-dawn sky reminded me of embers; the bottom of the clouds were tinged with purples and reds and blacks, waiting for a breath to blow on them and ignite them into the full light of day. On the far bank, a river gum had fallen into the water, and a pair of black cockatoos had landed on it, wanting a drink. They edged down the trunk, dipping their heads nervously, like two officers approaching a suspicious package.

Where once this tree would have stood tall, serving as a home to cockatoos, galahs and kookaburras, it was now the haunt of yabbies, turtles and Murray cod. In times of drought, it would have gripped the sides of the grey clay banks, roots like arthritic fingers in search of moisture. With floods and erosion, its grasp would have loosened and given way. Now its half-submerged trunk was only useful to these cockatoos as a perch from which to dip their beaks into the slow-flowing waters of the Darling.

I turned away from the river and headed back towards town.

In early 1890, Bourke was a town reaping the benefits of and bearing testament to the ‘ramifications of the huge pastoral industry dominating over a fourth of the entire continent’, as one visiting journalist described it. I tried to imagine how it must have looked, with grand old buildings lining the streets: The Commercial Bank and London Chartered Bank, The Bank of New South Wales and the Australian Joint Stock Bank; Albert Caro’s general store and E. Rich & Co., with their enormous cellars stacked with produce off the train from Sydney, ready for dispatch to the outlying stations; the pubs and hotels, all twenty-nine of them, to cater to the three thousand thirsty townsfolk and sundry visitors. The population consisted mostly of Europeans – English, Scottish, Irish, German, Spanish, Swedish and Norwegian. There was a small population of Chinese nationals, who worked in the market gardens or as cooks and gardeners on the stations. The 1891 annual report of the Board for the Protection of the Aborigines recorded just twenty-one Aboriginal people living in the Bourke district at the time.

Still standing in Bourke today is the two-storey post office where, more than 140 years ago, townsfolk would gather to watch the postmaster Thomas Trader write up the river heights, which were received on the telegram each day. The river height was crucial intelligence for the men who worked the river, and the men and women who relied on it being navigable to receive or dispatch their supplies.

To the east of the town was the magnificent train station. You could have looked down that rail line in 1890 and imagined Sydney somewhere at the end of it, a glimmering mirage of a city tethered to Bourke by those two steel rails. In Bourke of 1890, it would have been easy to imagine that Sydney didn’t exist, that it was a myth. Or that, if it did exist, it was only to service Bourke, to provide her with her papers, her latest fashions and her colognes to stock the front windows of the Towers Drug Company store on Mitchell Street. From that mythic coast came fresh oysters, chilled en route aboard the Hudson refrigerated train wagons and consumed at Bourke’s Oyster Saloon. The same wagons returned with the district’s prime beef carcasses for the Sydney markets. The wool went the same way, with Sydney the last stop in Australia before the rest of the wool headed to the markets of Europe and beyond. ‘The Chicago of the West’, they called Bourke back then; the future was Bourke. One paper reported, ‘Were it [at] all likely that Sir Henry Parkes’ federal proposals would eventuate in anything tangible, Bourke’s claims to be constituted the federal capital would be better than those advanced by any other town.’

In March of 1890, those who gathered at the post office for the daily report of river heights were growing worried. As Thomas Trader wrote up the numbers for the Culgoa, the Barwon, the Macintyre, the Dumaresq and the Warrego, the rising levels made one thing clear: the tributaries were filling with the Queensland rains. The big question was how much tribute they would bring forth to lay at the feet of Bourke.

Locals who had witnessed the floods of 1864 and 1886 knew what damage the lazy-looking Darling could do when roused, and they all agreed that the railway embankment now posed an added problem. The embankment was raised seven feet above the flood plain to keep the railway clear and dry, but it also acted as a levee bank that would prevent floodwaters from the rising Darling from running off across the plain. In the event of a flood, this would effectively create a dam, at the bottom of which would be the Chicago of the West. A solution was suggested: to cut the railway embankment to allow the water to escape. But when an engineer was rushed in from Sydney, he declared that there was no need to cut the embankment, since the river would have to rise 38 feet before the town was in any danger. The old timers of ’64 and ’86 nodded their heads but said nothing. A month later the Darling River rose 42 feet, or 14 metres, and Bourke was in deep trouble.

With the town on the brink of a flooding disaster, the premier, Sir Henry Parkes, dispatched two hundred unemployed workers from Sydney to help build a levee bank to protect it. Men dug up the streets to erect soil barriers around businesses and residences. On the night that the Darling burst her banks there was a line of local men working frantically under lamplight and moonlight, picks and shovels swinging as they attempted to raise the levee bank – a narrow wall of soil and corrugated-iron sheets, supported by stakes driven into the ground. How the Darling must have laughed at such feeble attempts to restrain her will.

Seeing the futility in it, Sir Henry Parkes’ unemployed relief army shirked the work of embankment building and retired instead to the Bourke pubs. Only hours before the banks burst, the authorities at Bourke finally allowed the railway embankment to be cut. They had politely waited until Lord Carrington, the Governor of New South Wales, had visited the town with his wife and taken the train back to Sydney. No sooner had the train departed than the embankment was cut in seven places – but it was too little and too late. The runoff area was still a fraction of what it should have been.

Four feet of water filled the town. Pubs, churches, and the offices of The Western Herald newspaper were awash. Some buildings collapsed or were washed away. Larrikins roamed the streets, and publicans were forced to watch over their sinking stock with loaded revolvers. The Brisbane Courier reported from Bourke:

the flood here is a national calamity. The losses to stock and the damage to property is estimated at a quarter of a million sterling … Bourke is completely ruined and it is feared that the next five years will not repay the terrible losses of last night. All confidence in the town is gone, and no one will speculate no more. A more terrible calamity could not have befallen Bourke. The only consolation is that every man has done his duty.

Another newspaper report described the town in the days after the flood: ‘Millions of locusts and dragon flies swarm over the water for a distance of four or five miles from the flood limit, while on all the spots that are still dry, especially along the railway, snakes, lizards and centipedes crowd, here in scores, there in thousands.’ A thousand local men were camped at North Bourke, five miles north of the main town. Another hundred were camped on a nearby sandhill. The Bijou Theatre, erected by the general store owner Albert Caro and mainly used as a skating rink, had been turned into a makeshift shelter for the families of Bourke who had lost everything.

Two local members of parliament, Thomas Waddell and William Willis, took the paddle-steamer Saddler to North Bourke. From atop a bullock dray, the pair addressed the people, dispensing comfort and condolences. (Waddell and Willis were two of three candidates Bourke had elected in 1887, the third being William ‘Baldy’ Davis. All three were members of the protectionist party – opposing free trade, among other things – and all three had been sent to Sydney to deal with the city folk. The size of the Bourke electorate justified having three seats in Parliament. You could drive an unloaded bullock wagon for weeks and still not hit the boundaries.)

Back in Bourke proper, the local GP, Dr Richard Sides, paddled through streets filled with the floating carcasses of dogs and cats and goats and sheep, attending to families in need. The Chicago of the West looked more like Venice.

•

But Bourke bounced back, and with it the speculating spirit. In a nation of speculators, it was hardly surprising. No sooner had the unprecedented floodwaters of the Darling begun to recede and the trunks of the river gums show above the waterline than the magnificent red-dirt country bloomed to life. Green feed grew higher than a tall man’s waist – a paradisiacal, pastoral wonderland that could not but attract speculators.

The economy of Bourke in the late 1800s was built on speculation, especially the speculation of rain. The squatter speculated on rainfall to provide the pastures to sustain his mob of sheep. The shearer speculated on rainfall to provide the squatter with the pasture to provide the sheep to provide the wool to be shorn. The teamster speculated on rainfall to provide the squatter the pasture to provide the sheep to be shorn and the shearer to provide the wool to be carted. The railway man speculated on rainfall to provide the squatter the pasture to provide the sheep to be shorn to provide the wool to be carted to the station to be railed to Sydney. And between every link in this chain were the middlemen – the agents, the forwarders, the brokers and the auctioneers – who were the oil that kept this chain clanking along. Just as long as it rained.

By mid-1890, the teamsters had decided they deserved a bigger part in this booming business. They had started to unionise, forming the Carriers’ Union. The shearers were doing the same in the form of the Shearers’ Union.

Starting up around Cunnamulla, union delegates travelled around the stations demanding pay rises for bullock drivers and shearers, as well as for the shed hands, the station hands, carpenters and blacksmiths. If station owners or managers didn’t acquiesce, they were warned that their wool would be left out on the stations to rot.

By late September, the manager of Thurlagoona Station, south of Cunnamulla, was reporting to his board in Melbourne:

All shearers and shed hands on strike, called out by Mr Spence. All station hands have stopped work and cook stops tomorrow. These hands have been forced out by gross intimidation. If strike continues, men will soon be starving and some of them have spoken about taking what they will require. I hope all may go quietly, but I consider a revolver a great safeguard, and if the worst comes to the worst, will defend stores as long as I have a
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