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This story is about some of my casual work, my early travels, and other strange experiences. 
 
I finished school at the close of 1965. During my teenage years I would occasionally be asked by 
friends of my parents “Jon, what are you going to do when you grow up?”  Sometimes I would 
reply “I want to retire young”, a reply which invariably embarrassed my parents. But the fact was 
that I did not have a clear idea of how I was going to earn a living in the marketplace of the 
world. Looking back now, I wish I had studied marine biology… and although I did think of this in 
my young years, at that time there seemed little demand for this skill. I had met marine biologists 
driving taxis and working in cafes, unable to find professional employment. But I should have 
studied marine biology. However life is a one way street; you can’t go back and fix mistakes 
made years ago. 
 
In 1966 I enrolled in the Arts Faculty at Monash University. The first year I studied sociology, 
anthropology, legal theory, and psychology. Going to Monash changed the course of my life, for 
there I met Rosemary Thorburn through another friend, Sylvie Shaw. Rosemary introduced me, 
possibly just in time, to the world of touch. My parents, although loving and devoted to their three 
children, were rather “stiff upper lip” people, in the best Anglo-Saxon English tradition. Cuddles 
and hugs were not part of our family culture. Thankfully, Rosemary changed all that for me. She 
was such a relaxed, loving, friendly person, with doe eyes which reminded me of an angel. But 
that’s another story.  
 
At the close of my first year at Monash I got good grades, but I felt my studies lacked a sense of 
direction. I decided to take a year off. I wanted time to explore… although just what it was I 
needed to explore I didn’t know. 
 
Before leaving Melbourne in 1967 I had the idea of travelling around Australia by motorbike. I 
bought an old AJS, an English bike, and spent two months reconditioning and rebuilding it. I was 
proud of my work, and looking forward to the trip. However I did not realise that I had forgotten to 
replace a stop-plug in the end of one of the crankshaft oil-ways. This meant that the main 
crankshaft bearing was not getting oil at the right pressure.  So, on the very first day of my trip,  
the engine seized. A disaster. All that work… I couldn’t face the repair job once my mind had 
turned towards my coming adventure. So I sold the bike for scrap, and headed north hitchhiking. 
 
My first job was working at a saw-mill in the Snowy Mountains. One of my work-mates was an 
old chap with the old-fashioned name of Milton. He was bright and well-educated, the sort of 
person you would expect to find lecturing at a university rather than working in a sawmill in a 
remote forest town.  
 
Moving on to Sydney, I tried door-to-door sales, but found immediately that I had no talent at all 
for persuading people to buy a product, especially one that they did not need. 
 
I moved on again, this time to Brisbane, where I applied for a job cleaning railway carriages. I 
had to take a dictation test and sit for a medical with the railways company doctor.  I responded 
generally with simple answers to his questions, like ‘yes’ and ‘no’. We didn’t really have any 
conversation during the check-up. At the end, he said to me: “You’re from the south, aren’t you?”  
I answered, that, yes, I grew up in Melbourne. “How did you know I was from the south?”  He 
answered with only one word: “Arrogant!”  I started the job the following week. 
 
By the time I reached Townsville, in northern Queensland, it was the start of winter. Just perfect 
timing. I found accommodation in a rooming house which provided breakfast. To my surprise, 
one of my school friends was already there, Bruce Reynolds. Bruce and I started to look around 
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for work.  There seemed to be quite a few jobs going… including the short term stuff we were 
looking for.  
 
Saturday evening came around. It was in our minds to find some way to meet local girls, but we 
really had no idea what to do. We ended up in a cinema, watching some B-grade action movie. 
On the way home we walked past a used car yard. We were not in a hurry… nothing interesting 
awaited us at the rooming house, which was run by a rather grumpy old lady. We browsed the 
cars. One of the cars was an enormous American Chevrolet, with tail fins and a huge boot. 
Although the car yard had shut down many hours ago, the keys were in the ignition. “Look at 
this!” Bruce was surprised. I was too. “Where could we go?”  “I don’t know, but who cares? Let’s 
just go”.   
 
So we drove out to the James Cook University building site, where we had seen jobs advertised. 
Of course there was no one there… nothing was happening at all. We both wondered why we 
had come. “Let’s go to Castle Hill”. So we did. Castle Hill was a lookout which gave an overview 
of the whole of Townsville (well, it was a small place back then). We spent a while there 
admiring the view.  “Now let’s see if we can pick up a couple of chicks in the main street”.  We 
were dreaming of course. The main street was deserted. So we drove back to the car yard, and 
parked the huge vehicle outside. I guess we should have put the car nicely back in its proper 
place, but we didn’t. However we did take the keys out of the ignition, and leave them in the 
glove box. We didn’t want anyone to steal the car! 
 
Monday came, and we took a bus to the university work site. Bruce had persuaded me that we 
should apply for jobs advertised…  as Steel-fixers.  I didn’t know what a steel-fixer was, but 
Bruce said he did. I was not entirely convinced this was a good idea, but I couldn’t see any 
potential downside. “OK Bruce, I’ll go along with this, if you do the talking”  So the conversation 
went something like this: 
 
Bruce: We’re here to apply for work as steel-fixers 
Foreman: Are you qualified? 
Bruce: Yes 
Foreman (looking at us doubtfully): Where did you last work? 
Bruce: Civil and Civic Constructions, Sydney 
A long pause, as the foreman looked us up and down. 
Foreman: OK, get your tools and report to Graham, our leading hand. That’s him working on top 
of the platform over there. 
Bruce: Our tools were stolen out of the back of a van. 
Again, a long pause… what was the foreman thinking? 
Foreman: Hmmm… tell Graham what happened. He should be able to fix you up with tools. 
Bruce: Thanks 
 
We walked towards Graham. I turned to Bruce. “Now what are we going to do?” It all seemed 
crazy to me. We had got the jobs, knowing nothing about the trade. Bruce did not seem in the 
least concerned “Just keep quiet and leave the talking to me”.  
 
The upshot was, to my complete amazement, that we worked as steel-fixers on that site for two 
weeks. It actually wasn’t so hard. The tools were minimal, mainly a leather belt, a special pair of 
pliers, and a measuring tape. The plans were easy enough to read, and all the other materials 
were already on the site. The steel rods, the fixing wire, and the saddles. 
 
The worksite was great… Bruce and I were usually left to ourselves, with occasional inspections 
from the leading hand. It was winter, and each day was sunny, with a cool sea breeze. We made 
sandwiches at the rooming house, and took them with us each day.  
 
At the start of the third week, the Foreman called us aside as soon as we arrived on site. He 
explained that he knew right from the start that we had lied about our experience. He told us that 
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he had decided to give us a chance and see what happened. The quality of our work was up to 
standard, but we were too slow. And he had now located qualified steel-fixers. So he kept us on 
as unskilled labourers, at a much reduced salary. We were happy, and thanked him. 
 
Later, Bruce returned to Melbourne, his home town. I moved to Darwin, and worked as a 
labourer, building roads in a subdivision at the edge of the town. After that I got a job in a brick 
factory, stacking bricks after they came out of the kiln. Then I hitchhiked south to Tennant Creek, 
to the Peko Mine (base metals, mainly gold and copper).  
 
I asked the mine office if there were any unskilled jobs going. “Yes, fill out this form, and come 
back in two weeks”  “Why two weeks?”  “If you’re a drifter, you won’t come back in two weeks”. 
 
All I had was a back-pack with some clothes and a thin sleeping bag. But the weather was 
warm, and I slept out under the stars. I tried to find interesting things to do to pass the time, but it 
turned out there wasn’t much I could do at Tennant Creek.  I did not enjoy those days.  But at 
last the two weeks were up, and I started work as a “TA” or tradesman’s assistant.   
 
I was assigned to work with an electrician, Bruce, the same name as my Townsville friend. 
Bruce was a quiet, likable character. I asked him questions about his previous life, but it was 
soon clear that was not his favourite subject. He had nothing to say about his future plans, 
either.  
 
Life quickly entered a routine. The mine supplied accommodation. The tradesmen has sole 
occupancy of a small cabin. The unskilled workers, like me, shared a cabin with one other. 
However at this time there were extra cabins, so I ended up with one to myself, which suited me 
well. The mine also supplied three meals a day, and we worked six days, with Sunday off. 
Although the pay wasn’t great, with accommodation and meals provided, it was easy to save. 
Many of the workers were heavy drinkers, but to get a drink they had to travel the 8 km to 
Tennant Creek, where there were several hotels. The mine site itself was theoretically “alcohol 
free”. Again, that suited me, as I didn’t drink.  
 
My favourite pass time was watching the storms. Savage storms, with lightening criss-crossing 
the sky, and great peels of thunder.  I took many photographs in the dim light. As I didn’t have a 
car, or access to a car, Sundays were mostly spent reading, or tidying up my cabin. 
 
As you might expect, an isolated mine camp, almost entirely male, collected a few strange 
characters. Many has little to say, and would not engage in conversation. Camp culture may well 
be different today, with many mines using FIFO workers (fly in fly out).  I was working at the 
mine for over three months. We had two suicides during that time. One guy spent a few weeks 
of his spare time constructing a large wooden cross, about 3 m tall. It was beautifully made. He 
was a craftsman. When asked what it was for, he would never reply. On completing the cross, 
he took it to the mine rubbish dump, erected it, and hung himself from it. No-one saw him do it. 
Another guy drove his car into the desert, where he was found, months later, his body dried up 
by the heat. 
 
The mine site saw very few women. One day I noticed a queue outside one of the miner’s 
cabins, but the miner himself was outside, talking with some of his friends. It was Sunday, so I 
wandered over to find out what was happening. “Lucy’s inside, taking customers” he said.. “you 
can join the queue, if you like. It’s only $50.”  I thanked him for the invitation, but courteously 
declined. I was later told that Lucy did not talk with her clients, in fact she seemed rather 
disinterested. Apparently she lay on the bed, with her legs open, reading comic magazines. She 
was, I was told, young and rather plump. I never actually saw her. 
 
On another day, I was summoned to a meeting. A strike was called. Three of the transport crew 
had been dismissed. Apparently these three truck drivers had been discovered by management 
with girls in their cabins. It seems the three girls were travelling together, hitch-hiking. The girls 
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had  been invited to stay a while at the camp site, and had accepted this invitation with 
enthusiasm. They were told to keep a low profile, to avoid detection by management. However 
the miners spilled the beans, so to speak, by being late (very late) for work the next day. So the 
drivers were sacked, a strike was called. The girls left, and the drivers were quickly re-instated. 
Peace and quiet was restored!  
 
On one occasion, Bruce and I had a wiring job to do. The mine was underground, a main shaft 
with horizontal tunnels running off it. On each level there was a stores shed, theoretically kept 
locked, but in practice never locked. We deposited a small drum with 300m of three core flex in 
one of these sheds.  
 
Bruce looked at the drum of flex, then glanced at me. “We’ll have to make sure we do the wiring 
this week. The store is unlocked, and that flex can be used for domestic work. It will disappear if 
we wait too long.”   
 
He was right. In fact, we weren’t able to get to that job during the coming week, due to more 
urgent work. We both noticed that the drum of flex got smaller and smaller each day. We never 
saw anyone take the flex, but then we only worked an eight-hour shift, and the mine operated 
24/6.  By the start of the next week, there was only 50m left of the original 300m! 
 
I never learnt anything about Bruce’s past, or his future plans. One day I showed up for work, as 
usual, but Bruce wasn’t there. I went to the shift boss. “Yes Jon, we were surprised too. He 
clocked off as usual yesterday evening. But that was the last anyone saw of him. The company 
owes him holiday pay as well as back pay for the week… that’s quite a lot. But he has just 
vanished. His cabin is empty and his car is gone. He left no messages with anyone, as far as we 
can tell. We don’t have a forwarding address, either. We’ve let the police know, but this sort of 
thing happens from time to time, and I doubt if the police have any interest in following it up.” 
 
The company gave me the day off work, and by the next day they had replaced Bruce with 
another electrician. As far as I know, nothing was every heard from Bruce. 
 
I worked at Peko Mine for the rest of that year, returning by bus to my parent’s home in 
Hampton, Melbourne, just before Christmas 1967. Dad, a mining engineer, encouraged me to 
start engineering studies at university. Dad never really liked his academic life, lecturing at 
Melbourne University, but he wanted to see his son focused on a career pathway. At heart dad 
was a prospector… that is to say a dreamer. He wanted to be in some remote place, exploring… 
not working behind a desk and a lectern. The company he wanted was that of mountains, 
streams, forests and rivers… 
 
At that time my younger sister was studying vetinary science, while my elder sister was already 
working as a country vet. Dad and mum had worked hard, and made sacrifices, to be able to 
give their three children a good start in life, and all they really wanted was to see their kids happy 
and settled. I enrolled in the Engineering Faculty, Monash University, and commenced study in 
1968. That course, and the girl I was seeing that year, changed the course of my life. But that’s 
another story… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


