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“Some of this really happened. 

The rest is true enough.”
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Everyone parrots that line about great journeys beginning with a single step. They rarely mention that the step is often accidental, or taken in the wrong shoes, or onto a surface that turns out to be much slipperier than expected. My first step wasn’t even physical. It was digital,  a silent knock that arrived in my inbox like a bottle washing up on a lonely beach.

The email came through to my website address, etteleahbooks@yahoo.com, quite a long letter actually and unsigned except for a single word: ‘Monty.’ No surname, just, Monty. 

It was a name that carried its own faint perfume of entitlement. You don’t get many brickies labourers named Monty.

Soon enough, Monty revealed himself as a man who had apparently never done his own tax return, or buttered his toast. He lived, of course, in Toorak,  Melbourne’s bastion of hedge mazes and homes with more columns than a Greek temple. But that was just his summer perch. When Melbourne turned sour and the wind began its annual campaign to freeze the marrow of the unprepared, Monty migrated north like a well-fed wader bird, alighting in Port Douglas. Not Cairns. Never Cairns. Port Douglas,  that swish little enclave where you can buy reef-fresh prawns and a bottle of Chablis without ever getting your thongs sandy.

There was a faint hum behind his words, the static of money in motion, the sense that this was the opening gambit of something slightly unhinged. If this was a first step, it felt like one that could just as easily lead to a hidden door as to a trapdoor.

Apparently, Monty had been holding court at his natural habitat, the Melbourne Club. The Melbourne Club, mind you. Not some nouveau-riche upstart joint with a poker machine and a neon sign. Founded in 1838, at 36 Collins Street, and still clinging to its heritage like an old war medal. The kind of place where the carpet has absorbed 150 years of secrets, and the bar staff know which brand of gin each member prefers before they even sit down.

Over a round or three of something pale and expensive, Monty got onto the subject of cars. Not just any car. The car. The family relic. A Toyota LandCruiser FJ40, born in 1968, purchased by Monty’s father for reasons now lost to history,  possibly an eccentric whim, possibly because the gardener recommended it. It boasted Toyota’s F145 engine, introduced that very same year, which Monty recited as if quoting scripture.

This FJ40 had spent its life like a cloistered aristocrat: tucked away in the garage of the Toorak home, rolled out only on high days and holidays, polished more than it was driven. 

Rumour had it that Monty’s father lost his nerve at the Canterbury–Toorak intersection, though no one ever said so outright. The story went that the old FJ40, fresh out of the garage and into a wet Melbourne afternoon, had turned traitor beneath him. It was his first day driving it in the rain, and the Dunlop Road Track Majors, built for dust, corrugations and the kind of heroic optimism found only off-road, had no interest in slick bitumen or courteous negotiation with traffic lights.

The lights changed. The FJ didn’t stop. Instead, it slid, slowly, majestically, and with an indifference that bordered on insult, right through the intersection, tyres whispering their apology as trams, Holdens and office-bound sedans paused to watch a man reconsider his mechanical loyalties. Nothing was hit. No panels were bent. But something more important was damaged: confidence.

By the time the FJ was coaxed back home, it was clear the relationship had shifted. The vehicle was parked deep in the garage, nose in, as though being put in time-out. A warning followed soon after, delivered not as a sign but as a tone of voice, flat, final, and immune to argument. Anyone thinking of taking it out was advised, firmly, not to. Not until the roads dried. Not until better tyres appeared. Possibly not ever.

And so the FJ sat there, smelling of oil and wet rubber, less a car than a reminder: that machines have their own opinions, and that sometimes a single, rain-soaked slide through a busy intersection is enough to end a man’s appetite for risk.

And Now, Monty had decided it was time for the FJ40 to fulfil its destiny,  or at least look good doing it,  by relocating to his Port Douglas garage. Being a soft top, he reasoned, it would be perfect for touring Far North Queensland. Roof off, scarf blowing in the wind, crocodiles glancing up respectfully from the riverbanks. Very chic.

But the question remained: how to get this antique chariot from Toorak to Port Douglas? Monty’s drinking companion, clearly a man with a talent for dangerous ideas, had the answer. He had read my book The Outback Pub Crawl,  where Anthony and I turned our sponsored vehicle into a sort of rolling legend,  and suggested that Monty could do the same. 

“Not he, Monty, himself driving of course” his friend had said quickly when noticing Monty’s composure growing rapidly pale. And not by shipping the FJ40 on a car carrier like a mere mortal, but by enlisting Anthony and me to personally drive the thing north, thereby infusing it with myth and story and dust.

Monty, by all accounts, was instantly enchanted. After several more drinks (because all good ideas require several more drinks), he declared that the FJ40 might even retrace the route of Burke and Wills,  those famously ill-fated explorers,  as if this were some sort of automotive séance. It was at once absurd, romantic, and deeply Monty.

How could I possibly refuse? This was the sort of invitation that comes along maybe once in a lifetime,  the kind that sounds faintly ridiculous, potentially hazardous, and therefore irresistible.

The first call had to be to Anthony. I rang him at home in Doolandella,  yes, Doolandella, which sounds less like a suburb and more like a fictional village where gnomes go to retire. He answered on the second ring, as if he’d been waiting all day for something interesting to happen.

The moment I told him what Monty had proposed, he erupted. Ecstatic doesn’t quite cover it. Anthony went off like a firework, questions flying faster than I could process them: What route? When do we leave? Is Monty covering fuel? Are we allowed to detour? Will there be pub stops? Can we document the trip? Will this become our Burke and Wills moment, minus the starving-to-death-in-the-desert bit?

I couldn’t answer any of it. Not a single thing. But I assured him, with the confidence of a man bluffing his way through a poker game, that I would have the details soon enough,  and when I did, we’d saddle up.
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In the end, Monty laid it out as if it were the simplest thing in the world. His tone suggested he was asking me to pop down to the corner shop for milk rather than traverse a continent.

We were to fly to Melbourne, collect the venerable FJ40, and deliver it to Port Douglas,  not by the quickest route, mind you, but via the Burke and Wills trail. Because of course. This wasn’t just a car relocation; it was to be a pilgrimage, a re-enactment, a myth-making exercise.

Monty would cover everything. Flights to Melbourne. All fuel. Accommodation of our choice. Food and drinks,  plural, he stressed, drinks were non-negotiable. And then came the clincher, uttered in that casual Toorak drawl that makes five-figure sums sound like pocket change: petty cash. Five thousand dollars a week, “for incidentals.” No receipts. No change required. Apparently, we were being hired as adventurers, not accountants.

But Monty’s demands didn’t stop at simple delivery. Oh no. He wanted the FJ40 transformed into an outback legend. He wanted photographs taken at every conceivable point,  dusty crossroads, creaking roadhouses, lonely windmills silhouetted against a sunset,  and he would arrange press coverage along the way. He wanted the trip documented, mythologised, wrapped in narrative gold. And then he wanted me to write the entire saga into a book, which he would not only bankroll but also promote to the hilt.

Finally, as if casually tossing in the kicker at the end of a golf swing, Monty asked for an estimate of what Anthony and I might charge him for the privilege of doing all this.

Still standing? I wasn’t entirely sure I was.

Buried somewhere in Monty’s brief,  nestled between the promises of bottomless petty cash and the demand to turn his Toyota into a cultural artefact,  was a suggested route breakdown. Three stages, he said, as if this was a school project.

Stage one: Melbourne to Menindee.
Stage two: Menindee to Cooper Creek.
Stage three: Cooper Creek to the Gulf. Then, as if it were just around the next bend, on to Port Douglas.
It was presented with the confidence of a man who had never driven more than an hour without stopping for a flat white. Monty wanted me to “fill in the gaps”,  to provide him with a schedule, a map, and precise dates so that he could arrange his grand publicity roadshow.

I pictured what that might look like: a lone photographer in a hi-vis vest standing in the wind at Birdsville, a newspaper stringer waiting three days at Innamincka with nothing to report except the price of beer going up, a television crew in Cloncurry sticking microphones in our faces and asking us how it feels to be “recreating history” while we’re still brushing flies off our lunch.

It sounded simple enough when Monty said it, but somewhere between Menindee and the Gulf, “simple” becomes a philosophical concept. How many days? How many breakdowns? How many cold beers between Melbourne and Karumba? This was not just a question of logistics,  this was a metaphysical riddle. Just how long is a piece of string when it’s strung taut across half the continent and snagged at every pub, servo, and detour?

And you know what? I sat there, staring at Monty’s brief, staring at the calendar, staring at my own reflection in the laptop screen, and thought: Oh, for God’s sake. Then the thought sharpened, hardened, and became: Fuck it,  just do it.

No more dithering. No spreadsheets. No risk assessments. This was either going to be a glorious piece of Australian folklore or the sort of story people tell about me at my funeral with an awkward laugh and a shake of the head.

So I did it. I punched out an email to Monty like a man pulling a pin from a grenade. Names for the flights: mine and Anthony’s. A firm note insisting that Anthony come up to Cairns first so we could cobble together some kind of plan,  or at least a few lines we could mumble to journalists to make it sound like we knew what we were doing.

Then came the kicker: the bank account details. A polite but pointed note that, as it was already June, we’d need to get moving fast,  before the Wet turned Queensland into one giant slip-and-slide and left us marooned somewhere near Windorah. Finished with a flourish: expect us in Melbourne next week.

I hit send and sat back, grinning like a lunatic. Somewhere in Toorak, I imagined Monty receiving the message on a tablet the size of a small serving tray. He would nod once, like a general approving battle orders, and murmur “excellent” while a butler materialised to book the flights and a Labrador padded over with a chilled gin and tonic balanced delicately on its nose.

There it was. Done. Irrevocable. The first domino had been pushed, and there was no telling how far or how hilariously they would tumble.

And so, Melbourne it was.

A few days later, Anthony and I touched down at Tullamarine, blinking like a pair of convicts about to be paroled into high society. A car,  naturally a black Mercedes S450 with leather seats that smelt faintly of money,  was waiting for us, and soon we were winding our way through the leafy streets of Toorak.

Monty met us at the front steps of his home, which was not so much a house as a statement. Double-storey, all pale stone and wrought-iron balconies, with a hedge so precisely clipped it looked like it had been trained by the military. Monty himself was exactly as I had imagined him: mid-sixties, trim as a whip, hair the colour of polished silver, wearing the sort of casual linen ensemble that cost more than my first car. He had that Toorak manner,  relaxed but somehow permanently hosting an invisible cocktail party.

“Gentlemen,” he said, with the smoothness of a man who has never had to yell to be heard, “welcome to civilisation.”

And civilisation it was. The guest rooms were larger than my entire house back in Cairns, with monogrammed towels and bed linen that could have been used as sails on a racing yacht. Every morning there was a breakfast laid out,  not cereal and toast but fresh croissants, smoked salmon, eggs that looked like they’d been handpicked by monks.

The FJ40 didn’t just sit in Monty’s garage,  it waited. Still, patient, coiled like a working dog holding a perfect stay.

It was a 1968 model, soft top, painted Toyota Dark Green, a colour that looked brewed from eucalyptus leaves, wet army canvas, and monsoon dusk. In the soft garage light, every panel gleamed, arrow-straight, proud. It wasn’t just well kept,  it had been preserved, like some rare taxidermy specimen of a time when machines were simpler, purer.

The odometer, almost bashful, showed 15,534 Miles (25,000 kilometres). Fifthteen thousand! Not even run in, really. This was no bush basher that had been flogged through creeks and left to die with a sapling growing through its chassis. This one had lived a charmed life,  the pampered heirloom of a family that had never really asked it to work for its keep.

Under the bonnet, the F145 straight-six sat neat as a sermon. Everything original, everything in its place. It was an engine that spoke in low tones of reliability,  ready to forgive bad fuel, bad roads, and worse decisions.

The soft top was neatly fitted, zippered sides and back panel all in place, as though it had been dressed by a tailor. The sides could be rolled up and clipped, ready for open-air touring when the mood struck. The tyres were the originals: 7.50 x 16 Dunlop RTMs, Road Track Majors, tall and narrow, built for everything from bitumen to bulldust.

Inside, the cabin was utilitarian in a way that was almost religious. Metal dash and door panels painted to match the body. Big, honest dials. Levers that thunked home with authority. The steering wheel was huge and spindly, more ship’s wheel than car helm, as though steering was meant to be a deliberate act, not something done with a flick of the wrist.

Anthony and I just stood there, taking it in. This wasn’t merely a car. This was a time capsule, a living artefact. It had personality, presence, the sense that once you turned the key, it would wake up, snort, and strain against the leash.

This FJ40 wasn’t transport,  it was the third member of the team. The one that would grunt through creek crossings, growl up dirt tracks, and plant itself under a million outback stars with us beside it.

In Monty’s immaculate garage, surrounded by the smell of polished concrete and quiet money, it felt as though we’d just signed up for something more than a road trip. Monty was clear with one thing. No modifications or conversions. He wanted his FJ40 to remain one hundred percent original. This was not negotiable. We did voice our concern about the Dunlop Road Track Major tyres on the car. Although they appeared quite new with almost full tread, the tyre sidewalls could be doubtful due to cracking with age. As Monty was adamant about modifications we sourced a cross ply tyre replacement from Firestone and Monty organised to have these fitted at his local Goodyear dealer.

Our days fell into a pleasing rhythm: mornings poking and prodding the Cruiser, making lists of what we’d need, afternoons driving around sourcing gear, and evenings back at Monty’s place where the good life continued to roll on. Gin and tonics by the pool. Dinners where the wine was older than we were. Conversations that meandered from outback folklore to grand plans for the trip to whether Cooper Creek was photogenic enough for Monty’s purposes.

It was hard to remember, in that lush bubble of Toorak hospitality, that in a few days’ time we’d be rattling across the outback, eating flies and swearing at corrugations. For now, we were being treated like kings, kings who were about to be sent on a very long and very dusty crusade.
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