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STREET KID

(The autobiography of a rescue-helicopter pilot begins)

‘as told to’ J. William Turner

Copyright 2012 by (James) J. William Turner

Smashwords Edition

(Original version copyright 2004 by (James) J. William Turner)

Our move south from a small tropical city to a large metropolis when I was twelve-years-old was supposed to be a new start for my father and me. Instead, I found myself alone, living by my wits, with only happier memories of fishing and helicopters.
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​PREFACE
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My name is Julian Moreland and I am an Australian helicopter pilot who is married to a beautiful young American woman. My nickname since primary school has been Jac, after my initials standing for Julian Alexander Charles. Relatives and close friends have always called me that or Jules, whichever they preferred. Recently, in August 2009, I became a father of twin daughters, Susan and Jewelia.

Until then, I was based in Los Angeles, California, working as a pilot for a contract aviation company that leases water-bombing helicopters to the Californian fire authorities from May to October, and the Australian fire authorities from December to March.

I am the son of a military helicopter pilot who flew dangerous missions during the Vietnam War and in a later anti-terrorist operation in Australia in 1982. My late father, Colonel Craig Moreland, an instructor, loved flying helicopters and was considered to be a ‘top gun’ by his fellow pilots in Darwin. It would be fair to say that I have flying in my blood. The idea to become anything other than a pilot never entered my mind. It was my destiny from birth in the early 1980’s. My other destiny was being a recreational fisherman, another of my father’s passions. Living in the Northern Territory in tropical Australia, there were frequent opportunities for my father and me to go fishing. Sometimes we flew to local, hard-to-access places. My mother having died from cancer a month after my sixth birthday, he and I were very close.

I was only twelve years old when my father chose my favourite remote fishing beach at Gunn Point to give me the news that was supposed to represent a new start for us. Instead, it destroyed his life and changed mine completely, testing my self-reliance, integrity, and survival skills in a very difficult way, until fire almost killed me. And even when I thought my life was in order as I approached adulthood, I was tested by fate and fire once more in the wilderness areas of Central Australia’s outback and southern California’s Sierra Nevada mountains. For it was in these places where I confronted horrors no seventeen-year-old should face, horrors that almost destroyed my mind.

So this is the story of my youth, with its tragedies, traumas, accomplishments, loves, and new friends. The most significant of these new friendships is with a young, investigative reporter and photographer named Wesley Auld, whose own unique story has been recounted in his autobiography, ‘Dangerous Days: The Autobiography of a Photojournalist’. Also documented by J. William Turner, Wesley’s story is almost a prequel to my own. It was my involvement with this man that led me to meet the mother of my children and love of my life.
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​CHAPTER 1 – TRAVELLING SOUTH
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Sunday, 17th December 1995 - The warm late-afternoon breeze blew gently from the north along the remote and unspoiled beach at Gunn Point in the Northern Territory. With a stretch of mangroves and wetlands behind it to the east, the beach was splashed by small waves coming from the deep-blue water of the sea. These waves, having broken over a sandbar, washed across the gutter to the sand.

Along this gutter, a hungry barracouda swam against the current. It had a torpedo-shaped, silver body weighing four kilograms and was a metre in length. Its open mouth showed rows of long, sharp teeth, some two centimetres long, as it prowled for live food in the crystal-clear water. Intent on filling its belly, the fish cruised over the sandy bottom only a few metres from shore, unaware that it had become the prime target of a land-based hunter, me.

As it moved slowly in my direction, I watched the barracouda’s outline through Polaroid sunglasses shaded by a black baseball cap with an embroidered, helicopter design. My pale-green shirt and khaki shorts made me hard for it to see from the water. I was not going to leave anything to chance as I wanted the fish for a barbecue at home that night. I crouched down when the fish was ten metres away, as my dad had always taught me. Ignoring the sticky humidity and persistent flies getting in my face, I watched and waited. As soon as the fish had passed my position, I rose and walked quickly into the shallows up to my knees close behind it. I swung the fishing rod I was carrying over my head, and released my finger that had been gripping the line in front of the reel attached near its base. That was how I flicked a shiny heavy piece of moulded stainless steel covered with stripes of blue paint over the head of the barracouda.

With a slight splash, my lure landed in the gutter fifteen metres ahead of the unsuspecting fish. I began winding the handle of the reel to retrieve the lure diagonally across its path. Twisting and wagging as it was dragged through the water, the lure’s metal surface flashed sunlight complimented by the blue stripes.

I muttered to myself, “Come on, come on, take it.”

Instinctively, the barracouda charged with lightning-speed at the silver and blue to clamp its wide, bony mouth down on what it thought was just another small piece of fast food. Rows of vicious teeth as sharp as razor blades closed around the metal. At that instant, I struck, forcefully lifting the tip of my rod upwards and backwards, jerking on the line and embedding the barbed points of the lure’s hooks into the sides of its mouth.

At the same time, the water exploded in a frenzy of splashing as the fish panicked and fled, and a screech came from the fishing reel as line peeled off its spool. I held my rod firmly during this first escape attempt as I jogged along the beach after my catch. When the initial run ended, I began winding in the line that had been taken. The barracouda did not struggle until it saw me, taking flight and stripping line from the reel once more. But I was able to bring it to a halt and guide it back towards the beach. Backwards and forwards, the fight lasted for nearly ten minutes, ending only when the barracouda, exhausted and beaten, was dragged away from the water after being beached on the sand by a wave. I was the last thing it saw before dying, its human captor and executioner. Also worn out, but victorious, I stood over my quarry, and raised my Polaroids so they rested on top of my cap. Years spent fishing under the tropical sun had darkly tanned my limbs and face. But my large blue eyes perfectly matched the colour of the sea, and my short pale sandy hair, the colour of the beach.

With my right hand, I drew a knife from its sheath on my belt. Less than a year old, the knife had been a twelfth birthday gift from Dad. Although far from having been the biggest kid in my Year Six class before school broke-up, I was by no means puny or weak. I knelt down and firmly grasped the weakening creature behind its gill slits. With just three quick strokes of my knife’s blade, I beheaded the barracouda to give it a quick death.

Slitting its belly all the way to the rear vent, I scooped out its guts. These I threw with the severed head into the sea, a feast for small fish and crabs. I then carried the carcass into the water for a final rinsing, before cutting it into several thick steaks. I placed the flesh into a plastic bag taken from my pants pocket, and swirled the knife in the sea. When every bit of bloody gore had been washed from its blade, I wiped the knife dry with the bottom of my shirt and re-sheathed it.

I was so wrapped-up in my task that I failed to hear the crunching of footsteps in the sand. A tall stocky man had approached me from behind wearing a large wide-brimmed hat on his head and an automatic pistol on his hip. The man must have stood silently for several seconds with his hand resting on the gun as he watched me finish cleaning the fish.

“Put up a good fight, ay, Jules?” he said at last. “We’ll get a lot of meat off that.”

Startled at first as I looked around, I relaxed quickly and smiled. “Yeah, best fish I’ve caught for a while, Dad. He almost got away.”

Colonel Craig Moreland nodded and patted his firearm as he watched me. Dad had also been watching for salt-water crocodiles. There was always a risk of one emerging from the mangroves to threaten his only son and heir. I was the son and heir whose life he was about to change radically when he told me it was the last time that we would fish there for many years.

My smile faded. I was suddenly confused and worried by my father’s remark, and almost demanded to know what he meant. The answer I was about to hear was the last thing I ever expected when Dad put his hand gently on my shoulder. There was going to be no easy way or good time to say what he had so say, so he was going to be straight with me.

He was forty-nine years old, had completed thirty years service in the military, including a year in Vietnam, and was entitled to a full pension. Thus, he had been privately looking to change his life and career while he was still young enough.

He told me that he had just been offered a civilian job, the same as what he was already doing in the military, but with a guy named Arthur Cameron. He felt that it was perfect for him, and since I was due to start high school the following year anyway, the move from Darwin wouldn’t be too disruptive.

The thought of leaving the only town I had ever known worried me even more. I asked nervously, “Where is this new job?”

The answer was “Gold Star Aviation at Moorabbin Airport.”

The expression on my face must have told him the question was still unanswered. So he told me that Moorabbin Airport was very close to where he grew up in Melbourne. 

I took a big step back in shock. Melbourne was so far away and with all my friends in Darwin, I would never see them again. Dad saw the tears quickly forming in my eyes. He murmured that he knew how I felt, but that it couldn’t be helped.

The new job was due to start on Monday, January the twenty-second, and he would be submitting his resignation from the army tomorrow, December eighteenth, effective from January twelfth. It would take us five days to drive the four thousand kilometres there. He apologised if the news upset me because we had had a good life in the North, but it was a done deal and I would just have to get used to it.

I sighed angrily as Dad continued by adding, “If your mother was still alive, she would support me.”

I glared up at him. “Well Mum’s not here, so how do you know that?”

Dad told me that Mum always knew and accepted that families stick together, no matter how hard it gets. I looked away silently, so Dad ruffled my hair and told me it was time to go home.

The heaviness and dark feelings inside of me matched the heavy dark clouds and low rumbling that warned of an approaching storm away to the east. I shuffled my feet in the sand and said nothing as I followed Dad slowly back along the deserted beach. This had been my favourite fishing spot for many years, not only because of all the fish, but the wild beauty of the place. Its distance from Darwin, though, and absence of access tracks had always kept visits there to only half a dozen each year.

For what I thought was the last time, I gazed sadly at the sea, the scrub, and the birds as we approached a small two-seater helicopter resting on dry sand above the high-tide mark. I placed the barracouda steaks in an ice-chest behind the pilot’s seat with the rest of my day’s catch, while Dad stowed the fishing gear.

By now, the time was nearing six o’clock. Hunger pangs suddenly churned in my gut as I climbed into the left-hand seat and fastened the harness. With lightning visible in the distance, Dad wasted no time in strapping himself into his seat and completing the pre-start checks.

The fact that a helicopter was the only means of access to this beach was the other reason I liked going there. My mind was fuelled by a passionate love of helicopters, as was my desire to become a military pilot like Dad as soon as I was old enough.

Despite the shock of Dad’s news, I watched him closely, as I always did, memorising every aspect of helicopter operation. Dad let the rotor blades turn slowly for two minutes as a warm-up, before applying full-throttle

The open-sided helicopter rose quickly and gracefully into the air, before moving forward over the water. Darwin was thirty-five kilometres to the south and west, so he moved the stick to the left and pushed the left-hand pedal. The helicopter responded with a bank and turn in that direction as it accelerated along the beach, chased rapidly by the storm. I felt the pleasurable rush of warm air in my face as I leaned from the aircraft to rest my left foot on the skid. And to take my mind off the changes that were to come, I counted the crocodiles I spotted in wetlands below during the fifteen-minute return flight to Darwin.

Our army residence in the suburb of Winnellie was a short drive from the airport, and we arrived home as the orange sun approached the horizon. Half an hour later, the close friends and neighbours Dad had invited earlier that day arrived. They were to feast on my catch of fish currently sizzling on the barbecue under our wide verandah. After the meal, Dad intended to break his news.

As we were eating, the storm moved in with a vengeance. Lightning lit up the tropical night, and thunder echoed through the trees as a deluge of wind-driven rain lashed the city. To our visitors, this was just another Christmas-time storm in the tropical North. But Dad and I knew this was most likely one of the last such storms we would experience together for a long time. We savoured its awesome power and magic as it continued on past Darwin out into the Timor Sea.

The son of two of our guests, Shane and Maria Booker, was Brian, the sole survivor of premature triplets. He and I had been each other’s best friend since our first week of primary school, and we were very close.

Brian was slightly bigger than I was and really outgoing, but always sensitive to the feelings of others. He obviously saw the difference in my attitude during dinner, as I was quiet and withdrawn, and did not smile. I think Brian was worried I might be ill. After the meal, we went to my bedroom, its walls covered with posters of both military and civilian helicopters.

Normally distracted by the pictures, Brian ignored them this time and took me by the arm. “Jac, are you okay? You’re not feeling sick, are you?”

I lowered my gaze, sat on my bed, and shook my head. Brian sat beside me. He asked again, his normally husky sort of voice rising in pitch. “What’s the matter? Something bad is going down, isn’t it?”

In the six years we had known each other, he had probably never seen me looking so grim. I told him about Dad’s resignation from the military and our move to Melbourne three weeks later to start his civilian flying job. I reckon my unexpected answer must have hit him like a hammer blow.

Like me, Brian had bright-blue eyes. But they quickly lost their shine as I told him the news. He whispered in a sad voice that was almost pleading, “No, Jac, tell me you’re kidding. You can’t go. You’re my best mate.”

I shook my head slowly, for there was nothing I could do about it.

“I’ll ask my parents if you can live with us,” he answered in desperation.

It was a response that was typical of Brian through and through. I guess that’s why I loved the kid, like a brother, that is. Grateful, I smiled slightly at an offer I knew would never be accepted by the adults in our lives, and put my hand on his shoulder. “Forget it, Bri. We’ll just have to hang out as much as we can from now on.”

We said little more about the move, and eventually returned to the veranda just as Dad was about to tell the others of what was happening. He called for their attention so as he could make the ‘important announcement’ and explain the reason for the night’s get together.

They went silent to listen, except for Shane Booker. He must have sensed for many months Dad’s restlessness with military life, and pre-empted what was going to be said with the question, “You’re leaving the army, aren’t you?”

Dad was accustomed to Shane’s habit of thinking aloud, although
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