
One Sunny Afternoon 
 
Hilda Evelyn South                                                                                         1965 
 
A story about the countryside, Victoria Australia. 
 
It was the last week of August, and the gray rainy days of winter were this year 
ended by an early burst of sunshine; for ten days the sun shone, the winds were 
stilled, and the clear cool air rejoiced both man and beast. Flowering sourgrass, 
yellow or pink, decorated the road-side grass, while golden wattle along the 
creeks burst into powderpuff bloom each day more shining and glorious. Some 
paddocks, cleared these hundred years of native gums and dry grasses, held 
hundreds of white lambs and their dull-coated ewes: other paddocks were bright 
with dense green growth of young wheat or oats. 
 
In his Australian-made car the mailman had this afternoon a companion, a city 
girl staying with his neighbors. As they drove, he told her about the people along 
his run. Here was a cream brick house in process of erection before an old 
wooden cottage, dry and comfort-less, but shaded by a verandah on which many 
had sat overlooking a property steadily responding to thought and work. 
Paddocks which had fed two sheep to the acre now in 1965 carried double that 
number on improved pastures. 
 
"These people, the Roberts, have been here ever since the country was opened 
up. The young Roberts have some youngsters.”  
 
He dropped from the box the flag which warned him to stop and collect outgoing 
letters; these he removed and replaced with a loaf of bread, as well as a couple 
of letters. To Joanne he remarked: showing her a memo to himself which said 
'Will you please collect the meat and bring out 1 lb. nails from the co-op. 
tomorrow?' 
 
"I’ll call for those in town and leave them in their box tomorrow.” 
 
There was also a note in the next mailbox. “Dear Mr. Thomas, could you please 
collect our papers from the post office and get an extra half-loaf of bread for the 
next week. Please leave our letters in the post office as usual. Thank you.” 
 
"Their children will be home from boarding school, that's why they will be needing 
more bread” explained Donald. 
 
Before the next box the car halted while two mounted stockmen drove a flock of a 
couple of a hundred ewes and lambs through a gate to their new pasture; in a 
few minutes the frightened lambs and anxious mothers were re-united; 
perturbation, uproar and confusion changed. to reconciliation, recrimination and 
noisy conversation as the flock settled down to peaceful feeding on the fresh 
pasture. 
 
The properties here were far apart. Sometimes no homestead was visible; but 
often new brick homes, architect-planned with every modern convenience, were 
replacing weathered, tired cottages built with a central door, on either side a room 
to receive guests and a pair of bedrooms at the back; behind these the kitchen, 
often built with the stove in a recess so that the unfortunate cook peered 
uncomfortably at her cooking pots and avoided bumping her head at the same 
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time. As the family grew in size, an outside detached shack was built for the lively 
growing boys and another room attached to the cottage for the bigger girls. 
 
Don wore no watch but took the time from his transistor radio. "I'm a couple of 
minutes early here. I like to be right on the dot so we'll wait until the half-hour in 
case they come down with letters." 
 
In the surrounding paddocks more gums than usual had been left standing. On a 
great limb over the roadside some Pied Currawongs called "Curra-wong, curra-
wong, curra-wack". A kookaburra flew in the leisurely manner that suited his 
sturdy frame and solid head to join a mate on the far side of this same tree, while 
a small band of Little Lorikeets, mainly green in colour, flew noisily and swiftly 
through the trees. A couple of Magpies paced about the grass in search of 
insects, their demeanour rather that of the solid citizen who has come to umpire 
at a sports meeting; and this whimsy was encouraged by the falling call of the 
crow, perched high to observe all entrances, actions and exits on the field below, 
and whose derisive note sounded rather like some disappointed partisan at a 
football match shouting "Foul! Foul!" 
 
Don gestured towards a modern house, its wood oiled and shining, lying on the 
hillside ahead. "These people made a lot of money in business - in the city – 
they’re new here. You won't find a horse on their property; they do their ploughing 
like everybody else around here by tractor; they use a station wagon and a car 
for bringing in supplies and for running around. They haven't a cow on the place 
either, they run into town pretty often and bring back enough milk in bottles for a 
few days. I leave fresh bread in their box when I come, which is every second 
day here. They even have their laundry done in town.” 
 
Driving again, and looking at fields of improved pasture, Don continued: "This 
chap’s old grandfather made a lot of money in the gold rush days. They used to 
live a few miles out of Wangaratta, and the children went to a local school until 
they were eleven, then they went to boarding school in Melbourne.” 
 
A station wagon appeared as they neared another property, and sped towards 
them, stopping almost as they did. A tall man in old overalls opened his door and 
strode from it with the minimum of time and effort. Donald introduced his friend 
and the girl's hand was gripped by the powerful handshake of the countryman. 
They spoke briefly then she, mindful of university lectures, asked "Do you have a 
parasite problem here?" 
 
"Parasite?" He uttered the word slowly, as if surprised. 
"Yes...  Do your cows get worms?"  
"Well yes, I had to drench a couple of weaners six months ago." 
 
Donald spoke of the time, and on they travelled, he promising that in a few miles 
she should speak to another cattleman, of whom she asked the same question. 
 
Back went the felt hat, and a finger scratched a graying temple as the question 
was considered. "Ye-ah, I have to drench my cows every year." 
 
"Our lecturer is misinformed" Joanne told him. "He thinks you people have to 
drench every couple of weeks." 
 
Donald suggested stopping at his Uncle's place. "We’ll ask him what he does with 
his stock; he has horses, too - breeds racehorses as a hobby. 
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"Parasites!" said the Uncle, pausing to think. "Yes! Yes, we do have quite a 
problem here. I have to drench some animals twice a year!” Then cheerfully he 
invited "Have you time to see my horses? This place has always bred good 
horses. In my grandfather’s day two men rode up here on tired nags. He 
recognized them as they came up to the homestead – everybody knew what Ned 
Kelly and his brother looked like. They were wanted for robbery under arms and 
for murder. They said good-day and then told him they would swop their nags for 
his two horses in the saddling paddock - two thoroughbreds as it happened. As 
they had guns and he didn't, grandfather didn't argue.” 
 
"Ned Kelly was caught same months later, and stood the first part of his trial at 
Beechworth, where the miners struck rich gold in the early days. Just outside that 
town there's a cairn commemorating the day the miners' chosen representative 
Donald Cameron rode in on polling day at the head of thousands of miners. He 
rode on a horse which they had shad with golden horseshoes. That was at the 
time of the election for the first Victorian Parliament." 
 
The mail route now led through an avenue of gums - old trees which met 
overhead for a mile or so, while in the distance could be seen the inverted heart 
shape of pale road in full sunlight where the gums ceased. The country grew hilly; 
granite boulders, lichened or shining like glass where water seeped over them, 
enlivened the wild hillsides where man had explored, not for pasture but for gold. 
Here stood only a few habitations, built long ago of boulders, for innkeepers, 
storekeepers and others who throve temporarily on the trade brought by 
thousands of miners, come from across the Atlantic by rumours of nuggets 
picked up in the streets and gold "neath the river's flaw." The villages that 
appeared now had many vacant lots amongst the remaining houses where 
miners' shacks had fallen in or been pulled down. In the mail box of one of these 
old timber cottages was a note to Don - "Will you call for me at the pub on Friday 
on your way out?" 
 
"He'll be full - won't be able to get home under his own steam. He gets his 
pension cheque on Thursday and I pick him up and bring him home on Fridays. 
He lives on trapped rabbits and spends his old age pension mainly at the pub." 
 
The next township, once in goldrush days populated by miners living on both 
sides of the creek, has now but few homes; The State School where 300 children 
learnt to read and write has 15 pupils. Its playground, aromatic with pepper trees, 
is grass covered and stretches past a tennis court up the hillside, where in 
August blooms the tiny star-shaped Harbinger of Spring, the blue iris, and in 
rocky crannies the slender Sarsaparilla vine, writhing tangled over speckled 
granite boulders, is profuse with heavy purple clusters of bright flowerheads. In 
this valley are almond orchards in full spring bloom, the trees blossoming in all 
shades of white and pale pink but appearing mauve in the distance. Rabbit-proof 
fencing protects these orchards, in some of which fowls roam. They also glean 
from fields planted with potatoes. 
 
It is a beautiful valley. But the shopkeeper says "We shall have to give up if one 
more family leaves. Everybody seems to want to live in the big cities nowadays." 
 
The largest almond orchard seen by Joanne was here - owned by a man with a 
paralysing handshake. 
 
“I like to put a lot in a handshake" he said cheerfully. "Sometimes I feel the other 
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chap weaken and pull back; then I let go. As a boy he milked 70 Cows before 
breakfast, and in winter put out their ration of hay too. His expression, grim when 
speaking of his hard work as a boy, relaxed into the habitual tranquillity of the 
countryman, as he said "Milking cows by hand gives you strong muscles.” 
 
Joanne commented on the score or more of hives owned by an itinerant bee 
keeper and set in rows alongside his property. The bees were working so busily 
that their buzzing was almost as noisy as city traffic. 
 
“Do you pay the beekeeper?” 
 
"The chap asked me to pay him; he said the last owner of this place did. But I told 
him I'm not going to pay anybody for their bees. The bees come to the almond 
blossom whether I pay or not." 
 
He showed his great new workshop, uncrowded, airy, with at one side a machine 
for peeling from almonds their olive-coloured skins. There were new pig pens to 
show, well-drained and clean. 
 
"Pigs are just as clean as people if you look after them. See how clean they keep 
their bedding corner." 
 
The sow nuzzled the visitors, grunting anxiously as they crossed her yard and 
gazed at other pens, while her young scampered about. 
 
"A buyer at the market took my young pigs yesterday. Seventeen pound ten for 
the big ones, fifteen for a couple of small ones." 
 
He kept a herd of cows, milking now in the off season fourteen in a small but 
smart well-planned shed lit by electricity; he had put in a travelling rail so that 
cream cans, rolled from the milking shed, would be loaded on the truck without 
handling. Not for his sons the hard work of his own youth! He equipped his shed 
with a separator, too; selling the cream and feeding the skim milk to calves and 
pigs. 
 
As they talked beside the house, which was being enlarged and made more 
comfortable, the almond petals drifted slowly to earth in numberless dreamy 
casts while the bees heedless of their beauty buzzed absorbed in their own 
diligence. A Scarlet-breasted Robin and his drab wife appeared but he, perhaps 
conscious of his own beauty and the human group, led her away through the 
trees, out of sight in the orchard. A Blue Wren with many minute tail-tilted wives 
hunted here and there for insects; their search was confined to the soil and the 
air above for three or four feet. On this sunny afternoon with its soft airs, their 
busy search for food, their jaunty demeanour and the flitting here and there of 
their group through the falling petals of the almond trees was watched by the one 
male in his bright freshness of new spring feathers, his blue cap most vivid. 
 
Apparently the farmer put his cows, when about to calve, in the orchard. "They've 
got a favourite spot," he said. There's a bit of a hollow and a tree comes down 
over it. They all like to calve there. " 
 
Joanne mentioned seeing a wedge-tailed eagle over the lake nearby in 
magnificent flight while a pair of swamp harriers had harassed and finally worried 
it into departure. The farmer spoke of one bird he had accidentally trapped: 
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"I had the traps out for dingoes. I was about sixteen at the time and I was that 
mad when I found the eagle in one that I grabbed a bit of wood and gave him a 
crack over the head. It ought to have killed him. I thought it had! Seven foot six 
his wing span was! I wanted to show him to the Dad so I put him in a big sack 
and I got on my horse to go home. Well! Old Tarn! He didn't like it. He didn't like it 
at all. He curvetted, he snorted, he sidled around, he played up! Anyway, we got 
home and I put the eagle in a shed. I went outside - without closing the door! 
Then I changed my mind and without knowing why! - I went back and I closed the 
door. 
 
"When I'd fixed my horse and done the jobs that were waiting, I went back. There 
was the eagle up on Dad's work bench! He was ready for me! I wouldn't have 
liked to take the crack he'd had but there he was! He had been held in my trap by 
just one claw" his eyes narrowed in recollection, the man gestured with his thumb 
and forefinger, repeating "Just one claw". 
 
"I got the idea of selling him to the Zoo in Melbourne. Well, we got him in an old 
cage we had - which wasn’t easy - and I wrote to the Zoo about him, telling them 
how he'd got caught in our trap by just one claw and there he was - perfect. I 
watched the mail and they sent me a letter. They offered £3 and when 1 was a 
boy £3 was worth a lot more than it is now. So I wrote back that I accepted the £3 
and would get him down to them. 
 
"Mind you, I don't know how I would have got him down to Melbourne. But our old 
pig-sow spoilt the whole thing. I had been killing a rabbit every day and putting it 
into his cage. There they were, four rabbits; but he was fretting and wouldn't eat. 
Then the next day he started to eat: he tore a rabbit open and it was gone in no 
time. Well, our old pig-sow, she must have felt like eating some rabbit, She 
rooted down under the wire and she got into the cage, When I went to it, there 
she was - in the cage - but the eagle had escaped! 
 
“So I didn't get my £3!" 
 
The mailman’s round accomplished, he drove Joanne to her friends’ house. He 
had enjoyed her young company, as she is; he had been happy to show her the 
country side and the friendly folk amongst whom he lived and worked, she in her 
turn hoping to find a country life awaiting her when her university training was 
concluded. Without the car engine humming, she heard the rich evening song of 
the Pied Currawongs perched in a large gumtree. Laughing Kookaburras 
overwhelmed this song with their hearty chorus, their great beaks visible in 
silhouette and their tremendous cheerfulness making conversation impossible, 
 
Don drove off smiling, and waved once. As Joanne walked to the house three 
black-breasted plovers flew high, following the creek and calling as they went 
"kiv-iv-iv-.iky" The distinctive quavering cry sounded clearly over the paling land 
as they flew swiftly from sight. The nearby marsh, misting with the approach of 
night, sent forth numbers of purple-backed swamp hens to patrol the potato fields 
and ploughed land; leaving the muddy, reed-grown marsh, they mounted the 
higher ground; as they paced unhurriedly to farm land and to grassy stretches 
their comical upright short tails, white underneath, flipped upright with automatic 
and unceasing regularity. They resembled nothing so much as the scut of the 
rabbits, which now also darted forth in search of succulent food, in some 
unfenced paddock or in the thickets of the creek. 


