
By BILL FRYER 

I grew up in the bush. My par‐
ents were hippies of the gen‐

uine kind. Dad built a house out 
of sticks; Mum fell in love with 
goats. But goats die. Stick 
houses get burnt up in bush‐
fires. And isolation and idealism 
have their limits. So while we 
still share a strong connection 
to our past and to the land, our 
life in the bush is now but a 
dream and a memory of a place 
where a billion stars shone 
down on a black landscape. 

Some of those memories are 
good. Some are funny. Like the 
time the rooster cornered my 
little sister April, who froze with 
fear and squealed a pure 
highC—the rooster ramming 
her from various angles before 
kicking her in the back. I would 
have helped her out, but I was 
busy tuning my ukulele to her 
scream. 

Or the time April took a bath 
on the hill. Our bathtub sat in 
the open, balanced on four 
planks of wood. I remember the 
look of terror on April’s face one 
afternoon when the tub overbal‐
anced and tumbled down the 
hill with her inside it. The bath‐
tub picked up speed on the way 
down. It hit the fence like a bull 
hitting a pram. Some mysterious 
law of physics must have taken 
over, because when we ran 
down and lifted up the rusty 
tub, she crawled out without 
even a scratch. 

One of the few times April 
and I forgot our natural enmity 
as siblings was when someone 
took a family photo and we 

would pose like a couple of ma‐
niacs—jutting our teeth out, 
going cross‐eyed and grinning 
hideously; then our fits of laugh‐
ter when we saw the result, and 
Mum and Dad scolding softly 
yet unable to repress a gentle 
smile. 

Yes, the memories are good, 
and the memories are funny. Yet 
the place we lived in was not a 
joke. In summer it was filled 
with snakes. The wild pigs were 
raw and angry. If you walked 
through unknown areas thick 
with scrub, a wrong turn could 
pit you against a gully of thorns 

or a rotting marsh filled with 
leeches and ticks. Of course, liv‐
ing is a learning process and if 
the bush had anything to teach 
in abundance, it was common 
sense. You learned to navigate 
the boundaries of the trans‐
gressible. When you climbed a 
mountain, you stayed on the 
ridge; when the river was rising 
three feet per hour, you pursued 
land‐based entertainment. 

 Also, the bush was not al‐
ways pretty. Most of it was 
harsh and scrubby. But there 
were many places where you 
could see it in perspective, take 
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in the wide splendour of its 
rugged beauty. If you were a 
sissy like me, you would get out 
your box camera, snap some 
blurry shots, and stick them on 
the splintery wall above your 
bed. The spirit of untouched 
country leaves you with strong 
images that will never fade. A 
childhood in such a place leaves 
a dark, sweet stain on your soul. 

The most beautiful thing was 
of course the river. It was the 
lifeblood of our existence. Its 
crystal waters flowed from dis‐
tant mountains, purified 
through a thousand miles of 
white sand. The river was our 
paradise, and we drank and 
swam its waters for fifteen 
years. 

We shared this river with the 
other families that lined its 
banks. Their stick hovels spot‐
ted either side of the river from 
the flat bend of Kiora to the 
sunny, green vale of Araluen.  

On afternoons, weekends, 
and summer holidays, the river 
kids would gather at the best 
swimming holes and engage in 
the finest recreation in human 
history. We rode the current. 
We slid down rapids. We dived 
from rocks, jumped off cliffs. We 
searched for eels, and ran 
around wreaking general havoc 
in the river: racing, strangling, 
splashing, thrashing, swinging 
and spinning in its waters to our 
heart’s content. If we tired, we 
ate fruit while sitting in the 
shallows and gazed on the bril‐
liant summer sky. 

Refreshment is one thing you 
cannot get too much of. You 
were refreshed when you re‐
moved your sweaty clothes, 
dived into the water, and felt 
the cool current flowing over 
your body. You felt even more 
rejuvenated when you climbed 

out and towelled yourself off as 
the wind and sun caressed your 
naked skin.  

And you felt refreshed again 
when you dived back in. When 
you ran home for dinner and sat 
at the table chewing hippy food 
with wet in your hair, you still 
felt refreshed. 

  Refreshment. Ah yes, the 
sweetest memory. But time is a 
fog, a hungry fog, and the mem‐
ories fade into a dark mass of 
muddy leaves and wet reeds. 
Still, one man stands in stark sil‐
houette against the blackness. 
Here he stands, strong and tall. 
An old man.  

His face is peculiar, or is it 
just the play of moonlight in 
shadow? His nose is a smudge 
and the bottom of his face lacks 
depth, as if missing something. 
A long, thick band‐aid runs from 
ear to ear under what used to be 
his jaw. He turns in the light and 
breaths out a white mist; he has 
a horseman’s gait. 

He leans over his left hand to 
light his pipe, then walks away 
into the night. 

Kevin. 

A fog of time and clouds of 
lives and life block me from the 
memories. But the image of 
Kevin in his smoky shack is as 
clear as daylight. I can still smell 
the mould on his colonial furni‐
ture.  

Here he is, burning a steak 
over the old woodstove. He 
doesn’t fry his meat in a pan. He 
takes the lid off the stove and 
holds the steak directly over the 
fire with a long fork. He watches 
hungrily as fat and blood drib‐
ble into the flames. When it is 
burned to satisfaction, he slaps 
the steak on a plate and cuts it 
into pieces. He has no jawbone, 
so he chews with his tongue. 
Tonight, like every other night, 
he sits alone at the musty table, 
pushing upwards with his 
tongue to break up the meat.


