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To our beloved son Russell who, at the tender age of 22, with maturity 
far beyond his years, became a Bill King’s Northern Safaris Tour Leader, 
pioneering Australia’s virgin outback and taking people where nobody had 
taken them before.

Now you are on the road again.
The endless highway in the sky, 
and even though you’re not with us now, 
‘Boss’ will never die.
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FOREWORD 

AFTER MY WIFE AND kids convinced me that I should write my memoirs, I began to seriously think about how to do the same. I cannot spell, I have no academic track record and I have certainly never passed an English exam, so it took me years to get this document started. The hardest part was deciding where and how to begin my life story.

I had several of them actually—lives, that is. I got swept out to sea when I was a young bloke and without the help of a lifeguard I would have been a goner. I had a coronary thrombosis in Berlin when I was 51 years of age and I would have been a goner then, too, but swift intervention by the medical profession got me going again. I had a pulmonary embolism in Los Angeles in 1993 and thought, ‘This is it,’ but had another escape. Then, in 2000, I had another brush with the Grim Reaper—a heart attack that needed a triple bypass. Apart from a second heart failure in 2007 that necessitated the installation of a pacemaker, I feel pretty good.

Oddly, it was only when I began to put all the stuff that I had in my head down on paper that I realised I had actually lived many lives, and while they did not necessarily coincide with the health problems I encountered along the way, they may have had some bearing on decisions I made from time to time. Anyway, a lot of people over the years have said I have been blessed by good luck. But there is no rule that says all luck has to be bad luck.

I asked advice from many people on how to write a book—my niece Susan King and her partner, Helen Razer, who are both journalists, my editor, Cathy Alexander, publishing agent, John Ross, and publisher, Stuart Neal—and in the main the message was write it all down and sort it out later.

Essentially this is a story about Bill King’s Northern Safaris, an idea that had its beginnings in the 1960s when I began taking people to the outback. Not easy in those days either, with two-wheel-drive vehicles along dirt tracks. ‘Ayers Rock or bust’ was the adage, and sometimes we got there and sometimes we didn’t. It is also a story about Australian tourism and its evolution from a cottage industry that after World War II grew into Australia’s largest employer of human resources.

The stories contained in this yarn were accumulated over time and many of them concern the young men and women we employed. Bill King’s Northern Safaris also gave me the opportunity to work with my kids in later years: Russell as a full-time tour leader, Martin as a backup tour leader, Melissa in reservations, and Bradley worked in our maintenance depot in Alice Springs. Furthermore, I must note my appreciation for the dedication and pride all of our people displayed when going about our business. I always said that it was not our intention to be the biggest in the industry, but let it be known that we would move Ayers Rock (as it was called then) to ensure that we were the best.

We believed that, we really did. We were the elite, and while our competitors handed out community singing leaflets to entertain their passengers, we were distributing literature for our travellers to absorb. Each itinerary had recommended reading in the documentation and it was also available on the vehicle. There were guides to Australian birds, wildflowers and trees. We also carried books on the explorers in whose footsteps we were travelling and on the Aboriginal mythology that was significant to our regions.

Our crews had studied the literature and absorbed the contents. Imparting that knowledge became their life. Their work was not just a job; they were selling ‘creative leisure’. It was an educational experience, having a holiday and learning a little at the same time. I went to an industry symposium a few years back and heard a guest speaker talking about eco tourism, a couple of buzz words that appeared from nobody seems to know where, and he said it was a movement that started in the late 80s. Now if he was talking about biodegradable dunny paper, solar energy and the like in accommodation houses, he was probably right. But if he was talking about travel with an emphasis on Australia’s unique natural environment, he was 30 years too late.

We had white (plastic) tablecloths to cover the folding tables, too. We served table wine with the evening meal: it may have been ‘Chateau Cardboard’, but nevertheless it gave a touch of sophistication. We had fresh food storage for five days and a company cookbook with recipes that were workable in a primitive environment.

So here we go. As this book is a historical narration I believe it is imperative to tell the story as it was, so the name Ayers Rock has been used where historically accurate; the change in name throughout the book reflects its transition over time. I also have changed a few names and places to protect the guilty, so only they will reflect on their misdemeanours. I may have got the odd date wrong here and there, but it is how I recall it all happening. For those who take the trouble to turn a page, I hope you enjoy the ride. 

Bill King 
 October 2011 





CHAPTER 1 

BECOMING A REAL 
LIFE BUSSIE 

MY BEING INVOLVED IN an enterprise that was so far out of the ordinary has prompted many people to ask, ‘How did you ever get into such a business?’

Well, I grew up at a time when families ate their meals sitting at a kitchen table; my father carved the roast, told the little people at the table to mind their manners, and talked about the old days. He told us stories about our family pioneering the North West Cape of Western Australia, about my grandfather prospecting the Bangemall and Coolgardie goldfields, and my great-grandfather, Juan Bancells, a Spanish immigrant who became a brumby trapper and horse breaker, shipping remounts to the British army in India. I was always an avid listener, enthralled by his many stories of the outback, and thought, ‘One day I’m going to go there.’ And I did. 

My father, Billy, as he was known, was a great raconteur who harboured a passion for everything Western Australian and forever talked about our family’s involvement in the founding of the Swan River Colony. After leaving school in Perth he took his first job as a jackaroo on the family property, Exmouth Gulf Station. Later he became manager of Yardie Creek Station on the Indian Ocean side of the Gulf and later again licensee of the Bangemall Inn.

My grandfather, Joe King, was a true pioneer and jack of all trades: carpenter, fencer, shearer, miner, bore sinker, soldier, windmill builder and publisher of the Miners Right newspaper in Kalgoorlie in 1897. But most of all he was a prospector and sold his strikes to miners with the capital to develop a project, or collected a government reward and moved on.

In 1899 he began fossicking in some old workings in Greenbushes, south of Perth, where he successfully set up a tin-mining enterprise. He did well with the tin mine and sold the lease in 1908 to enter into a partnership with his half brother, William, taking up the lease on 200 000 acres of virgin country on the North West Cape of Western Australia to establish Exmouth Gulf Station.

Then in 1925 Joe got a grass seed in his sock; growing wool and meat had never been his go. Gold was bringing a good price and he’d heard of some good strikes in the Gascoyne, an area he had worked 30 years earlier. Joe went back to the Bangemall goldfields and began mining the Eldorado. Unlike its namesake—a fictitious lost city of gold in the jungle of South America—Joe’s mine was a treasure trove waiting to happen and in 1928 he ‘struck it rich’.

The Bangemall Inn was up for sale, so Joe bought it with a view to running his enterprises as a family affair. That was how my newly wedded parents came to be living and working in the Bangemall goldfields, one of Australia’s more remote settlements.

By mid-1929 the inevitable had occurred and my mother was pregnant with yours truly. At five months she said she’d had enough and made the decision to return to Melbourne to have her baby. There was no way she was going to have a January child in that environment, especially when daytime temperatures in the 40s were normal and a 50 now and again was not uncommon, and there were no medical services on the goldfields. I wouldn’t have enjoyed it much either, I should imagine. She left Bangemall in September 1929 and, even though the goldfields were thriving, my father left in December to join her in Melbourne for my birth. So here I am, conceived in Bangemall, born in Melbourne and raised on my father’s stories of the outback.

Now you could legitimately wonder, ‘Where the devil is Bangemall?’

Well, it’s not on maps these days. It’s now called Cobra Station and it’s a bugger of a place to get to, more than 400 kilometres inland from Carnarvon.

I’ll never forget going from Meekatharra to get to Bangemall and then across to Carnarvon, over 800 kilometres on the roughest track I have ever driven on. There had been rain about and the potholes and tyre marks had dried out and set like concrete. What’s more, the track hadn’t seen a grader since cocky was an egg and the corrugations were dreadful. We called it the track that never ends. That was in 1999. Goodness knows what it was like in the 1920s. 
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In Melbourne my folks rented a house in Grange Road, Ormond, and my old man got a job driving a truck for Strang Brothers in Richmond. In later life he always said that he never had any fear of being sacked, or, for that matter, anyone ever coveting his job, which was carting hides from the abattoirs in Newmarket to a tannery in Richmond. The hides were dripping in blood and fat and stank to high heaven, and had to be loaded and unloaded by hand. His one regret was being shunned by fellow human beings when he travelled home from work on the train each day. But my father got his own back on hot days. Driving through the city on the way to Richmond his truck would be pursued by hordes of drooling blowies and smell so bad that people would put handkerchiefs over their noses when he stopped at intersections. He drove the truck for the first few years of the Great Depression and during this time he developed a burning ambition to drive a bus, the only means of motor transport he had ever seen where the load took itself on and off the vehicle.

There was a bus that ran past our door in Ormond. Continually pestering the owner of the bus service for a job eventually paid off and my father became a bus driver, piloting a Reo Speed Wagon along the length of Grange Road. That was about the time I began to have memories: my old man parking the bus out the front in his meal break and me climbing in to sit on his knee and hold the steering wheel and play with switches, and later sitting in the corner next to him on his Gladstone bag for a ride to the terminus and back. It seemed I was destined to be a bus driver.

It came to pass that a bloke named Wally Laidlaw and my father started talking about forming a partnership and in 1938 they took up the licences of the Coburg Heidelberg Omnibus Company, with four Federal buses and a garage and workshop in Bell Street, Preston. My parents rented a house on the corner of Banksia and Cape streets in Heidelberg. Soon after that, the bus company obtained a school contract driving kids from the Heidelberg area to Ivanhoe Grammar School, so my parents decided to send me there and my father could take me to and from school.

Changing schools is never easy, but Ivanhoe was different. The headmaster was the Reverend Sydney Buckley, ‘Cobber’ to the boys, and he knew everybody by name from the first time he met you. He really was a lovely man. Only today I opened my mail and there was an invitation to the annual lunch reunion of ‘Buckley’s Boys’, and I left school 65 years ago.
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My first job was at S.R. Evans Motorcycles in Elizabeth Street, Melbourne, in 1947. I had been fascinated by the two-wheelers ever since my father bought the bus company in Preston. Tom and Stanley Woods, the two mechanics who maintained the buses, both had Rudge Ulster bikes that they raced regularly on the dirt track.

My first bike was an ex-military model Royal Enfield 350 side valve. The former army dispatch rider’s machine was poor in power, used a lot of oil and handled very badly—in fact some experienced riders said it was bloody dangerous—but it was all I could get for 40 pounds, a year’s savings. I soon succumbed to temptation and upgraded to a really flash road bike, a 1937 Levis 500 D Special. It had a 21-inch speedster wheel and alloy cycle guard on the front, an 18-inch ‘fatty’ on the rear, and heaps of chrome—a real head turner. 

I left S.R. Evans in 1948 and started working for my old man at the bus depot in Bell Street, Preston. The four-vehicle business he bought in 1938 had expanded fourfold. I began in the workshop as a motor mechanic, working with people from all over the world: Greeks, Italians, Calabrians, Sicilians, Yugoslavs, Maltese, Dutch, British, Germans, and Joe the Latvian. I really enjoyed getting to know those blokes. Conversations in the lunch room would be about faraway places with customs or foods that were so different to Australia’s. Most of the blokes had been displaced in the Second World War, so there was never a shortage of stories, some amusing, some horrifying.
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Leisure time in those days revolved around motorbikes and I bought a 1938 249cc Empire Star BSA (Birmingham Small Arms Company), and with some help from the Woods brothers stripped and prepared it for scramble racing, an event similar to today’s motocross, only undertaken around bush tracks.

When there were no races on I just took off for a ride with a few mates to wherever. Favourite destinations were the Great Ocean Road, Phillip Island, or the Black Spur in the Great Dividing Range. It was exhilarating stuff.

Wednesday and Saturday nights became very special. Billy Glennon promoted the dance at the Heidelberg Town Hall, and I wouldn’t miss it for quids, always hopeful that I would meet a girl. There was a particular girl who was always noticeable because she was a good looker, could dance well and wore really smart clothes. One night the barn dance, one of those where you change partners throughout the dance, finished with me opposite this girl and we introduced ourselves. Valerie West, her name was. We had a bit of a chat and when I asked her for the next foxtrot, which happened to be the last dance for the night, she said yes. Then, when I asked if I could give her a lift home on the bike, she also agreed, but said that I would have to drop her off down the block from where she lived as her father forbade her to ride on a motorbike.

Johnny Grayden, a local bloke with a real groovy band, had a gig at the Preston Town Hall on a Wednesday night, so I asked Valerie if she wanted to go. She said yes, but again I would have to pick her up down the block. On the night, I got toffed up in my best gear, looking sharp, but the Levis wouldn’t go. I messed about with it for a while, but there was no way I could get a kick out of it. No option—I grabbed a torch and some insulation tape and affixed it to the forks of the BSA racing bike as a headlamp and rode off to pick up my date.

It was a freezing night and as conversation was not possible I remember thinking to myself as we were riding across Bell Street, No wonder I can’t get a girlfriend. Even a good bike was second-class transport on a date; a BSA racing machine was ridiculous.

Then, as we pulled up at the traffic lights at Plenty Road, a police car slid up alongside us. Valerie immediately burst into tears, pleading with the cops not to tell her father she was on a motorbike. They weren’t paying her the slightest bit of attention, but were taking a real interest in my bike, which was unregistered, had no tail light, no proper headlight and an open megaphone exhaust system.

I was fortunate that our bus depot was only 600 metres down the road. We pushed the bike there and left it, walking the remainder of the journey to the town hall. We left the gig early to catch the bus home, Valerie got off at the Military Hospital to walk back to her house and I continued to Heidelberg station. And that was how the romance started.

I bought my first car soon after that for 60 pounds, a 1928 Singer Porlock Sports. It was a boat-tail two-seater with 27-inch wire wheels and a timber-framed fabric-covered body, built like the early aeroplanes. It was a bit sick when I bought it but looked really smart when the renovation was completed. I didn’t have the Singer for long, though, because a bloke came up to me in the street when I was parking it one day and offered me 125 pounds for it. ‘It’s yours,’ I said, as I snatched the money out of his hand, and so began a long history of buying cars to renovate.

I continued to see Valerie and we got engaged when she was seventeen and I was twenty. Was that not what life was all about? Get a girlfriend, get engaged, get married, build a house and have kids. That was how it was supposed to happen in the 1940s, and that is exactly what did happen.

Soon after this we saw a land auction advertised at Macleod and went with my father to have a look. It was the last block of about ten for sale and the auctioneer was struggling to get it to 190 quid. ‘Buy it,’ said my old man. We ended up buying the block for 196 pounds and were lucky to get it for that, because it left me with only 4 pounds in the bank.

It was a 50 by 150 foot house lot with electricity but no water, no gas, no sewerage, no stormwater drains, no phone, no road, just two wheel tracks leading to four survey pegs in a paddock. That was what you got in outer Melbourne in 1950.

Val and I got married on 5 February 1952 at St James Church of England in Ivanhoe. It was 105 degrees Fahrenheit (about 40 degrees Celsius) by 11 a.m.—a God-awful day with a howling north wind. Fortunately a weak cool change did arrive just before the ceremony, which made it bearable for people in suits, collars, ties and all the paraphernalia.

The bride was late and that got me stressed. My best man, Alan Cromb, said, ‘Don’t worry, they’re supposed to be late,’ but that didn’t help. Val eventually arrived with her three bridesmaids, looking gorgeous in the long white wedding dress she had made for herself, even though her features were concealed behind a veil—the custom at the time.

We had a reception at the Preston Town Hall, with Johnny Grayden and his band playing, then went to the Prince of Wales Hotel in Fitzroy Street, St Kilda. It was a swanky address in those days, but the trams nearly drove us to distraction. We were unaccustomed to city noises. We took off the following morning to drive to Surfers Paradise for our honeymoon. It was no Gold Coast back then, just Cavill’s Surfers Paradise Hotel and a few beach shacks owned by Brisbanites.

Val and I lived in Macleod for six years, had two boys, Russell and Martin, and developed a great relationship with our neighbours. We all built our own homes and had kids at about the same time. We played cards or square-danced on Saturday nights. The cricket test in England was eagerly awaited and listened to on the BBC until the early hours, and the Aussie tradition of getting together with an armful of beer and a plate of sandwiches was the routine.

It was around then that I got serious about renovating cars and bought another Singer sports, a 1938 model, to be followed by a 39 model, before an Austin 8, an Austin A40 and then I got into big horsepower when somebody told me about this 1939 Ford V8 Mercury sedan on a farm out at Rockbank. The 39 Mercury was a really smart car and I went to look at it with great expectations, but arrived at this run down property to find the car in a hay barn covered in chook shit from the hens that had been laying their eggs in it, and rat shit from the rodents who were after the eggs. What a mess! ‘Belonged to me old man,’ the bloke said. ‘He carked it a couple o’ years back and I ain’t got no money to fix it, mate.’ As if it would cost money to wind up the windows.

Anyway, I bought it, renovated it, kept it for a couple of years then replaced it with a 1948 Mercury and later a 1950 Custom, followed by a 1955 Ford Sunliner. I grew to love Ford V8s and still do. I now have a Mach 1 Mustang as my boy’s toy.
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My father and Wally Laidlaw decided to dissolve their partnership and sell the Coburg Heidelberg Omnibus Company in 1960. Wally wanted to retire and the old man wished to stay in business, so they sold the main part of the operation, the Bell Street route, and my father retained the licences for extensions in Glenroy that had yet to be fully developed. I was not privy to my father’s financial status, but I assume that when he cleaned off all of his debts and purchased the licences and buses, there was bugger all left.

We certainly did not start off in Glenroy in a big way. We rented an old barn on a rural property in Westbreen as a depot. It had three tin sides and a tin roof, and was big enough to fit two buses to work on, but it had a dirt floor that could flood in winter and choke you to death with dust on a windy day in summer. The mud and dust problem was not just confined to our depot either. Half the roads we ran our services along were little more than dirt tracks. Ted Wimble, another driver, and I built a 12 by 12 foot lock-up building alongside the shed that served as an office and store. The dunny was out in the back paddock and serviced by the ‘night soil’ man. 

My job? I was a bus driver, motor mechanic, body repairer, coachbuilder, panel beater, spray painter, and doer of anything else that needed to be done.

We had four 20-year-old Federals and two ten-year-old Bedford buses to call a fleet: four pieces of shit and a couple of fair vehicles. The Federals were built by coachbuilders Cheetham and Borthwick in Carlton, with lightweight sheet-steel panels screwed to a timber frame on an extended American Federal truck chassis. Much of the timber frame had rotted or come adrift in the joints after two decades and the bodies flexed all over the place as they went down the road. It was only the sheet-metal skins that held them together. The front mudguards flapped about as we drove them through the potholes—we called them ‘friendly fenders’ because they waved at the passersby.

It fell to Ted Wimble and me to solve the problem. We bought a bench saw, found a source in Coburg for good quality kiln-dried hardwood, and—as a pair of bus drivers—set out to build a bus. We stripped all the panels off the first Federal and gave the framework a kick, and it fell off the chassis—it was that bad. But we were not to be deterred. We rebuilt the four buses in eighteen months, as well as driving our regular shifts in the morning and afternoon.

Later we bought an industrial site in Walter Street, Glenroy, and constructed a purpose-built maintenance facility and office. By then my brothers Ron and Alan had joined the company and the old man gave the three of us a share in the business. Ron looked after the office, Alan the maintenance and I looked after the charter operations, which included rostering the drivers and allocating the vehicles for the following day’s work, and I also drove one of the buses.

I was a real live bus driver. I left home at 5 a.m., started work at 6 a.m., and finished at about 6 p.m. They were long hours but it was just how life was. But every day was exactly the same, every day was an ordinary day, I felt ordinary. I was getting bored, there was no time for renovating cars. I needed a project, and that’s what I got—though it wasn’t one on wheels.

After five years in Macleod the time came for us to move on. Val and I had two kids and another on the way, so our two-bedroom house had become crowded. We eventually found our ideal block of land, a 4-acre lot on Main Road, just near the Lower Eltham park. We designed our new home as a replica of the Bangemall Inn, of which I had a photo, where my parents lived after they married in 1928 and where I was conceived. And we decided to build it ourselves as owner-builders.

The house was to be a rectangle with a hip roof, belled out over a verandah all around, and constructed of all natural and recycled materials where possible. So after the site was excavated and we had the clay on hand, we got hold of a couple of mudbrick boxes, one for Val and one for me, and on weekends we became mudbrick makers.

During the week I had a lot of waiting time with drop-offs and pick-ups all over Melbourne, so with a copy of the page advertising demolitions and building materials in Saturday’s Age newspaper, I was able to haunt sites all over the city. I spent more than twelve months gathering stuff, much of it from the demolition of Presbyterian Ladies College in East Melbourne and the grandstand at the Melbourne Showgrounds, and I also haunted Whelan the Wrecker’s yard.

It was a very eventful time, and a lot of hard work, but eventually our home was built, and we lived there happily for over ten years. Today the property is known as La Fontana Ristorante.





CHAPTER 2 

IN SEARCH OF BURKE 
AND WILLS 

I WAS AT THE depot one day doing what I always did, writing out running sheets, rostering drivers, allocating vehicles for the following day’s work, when a bloke walked into the office and said, ‘You got a job for me?’ Now that question really took me by surprise. John Knox was a one-vehicle operator trading as Starliner. His main source of income was an overnight trip to Thredbo on Fridays, carting fresh produce for the ski lodges and weekend skiers to the snowfields. He had a good business going in winter, but seasonality had him struggling to maintain a viable operation.

John had actually walked in the door at the right moment with a proposal that was right for the time. Our midweek charter business was a real growth area. We had bought two new Leyland VK 43 chassis and Alan Denning, an up-and-coming Brisbane coachbuilder, fitted custom bodies to them. Alan then designed and built his own monocoach, the prototype of the Denning coach that in later years would set the standard for extended touring in this country. 

John’s proposal was that we would start selling charters to groups, social clubs, schools and whomever else on ski weekends and begin operating tours to Ayers Rock during school holidays. It was a plan that would virtually ensure a 7-day operational schedule for the vehicles throughout the year. This, of course, was new to us. We had never gone out and sold travel; we just satisfied the needs of those who walked in the door.

It was when I began to take tours to Ayers Rock that the seeds my old man had planted in my mind began to germinate. I was fascinated by the land itself: what lived in it, what grew in it, who discovered it, and the people who had pioneered this very different country called the outback. I had been camping with the old man many times when I was a little tacker, exploring the back country of New South Wales and Queensland, but this was different.

Talking about these things with folk on our Ayers Rock tours convinced me that there were a lot of people out there who shared similar interests to mine. Not content to just look at the country, they wanted to ‘feel’ it, to ‘live with the earth’, to be ‘touched by it’, to go where no tourist had ever been before, leaving nothing but footprints and taking nothing but photographs, before moving on to the next adventure and the next destination.

There were no ‘off the beaten track’ operators in the eastern states at that time. There were a couple of blokes in Adelaide, but they concentrated on the Flinders Ranges and Cooper Creek zones. So I began putting itineraries together on paper, following the journeys of Robert O’Hara Burke and William John Wills, Charles Sturt, Ernest Giles and others, also looking at four-wheel-drive equipment in order to embark on this pioneering venture taking people to the Red Centre, Arnhem Land, the Kimberley and along Cooper Creek.

I spoke with family members about the project. They saw merit in it, and so we settled on a Series 2 Land Rover safari wagon, carrying four passengers and a driver. I felt I was achieving something. There was, however, still much work to be done: survey expeditions to assemble workable itineries, and sales aids like brochures and display material to introduce the mysteries of Australia’s inland to the city dweller.

It was 1968 when our first survey mission got underway, with just four of us making up the ‘team’. John Knox and I would be lead drivers in this venture. Graham Rose, a mate of mine, was camp cook; he would also learn the ropes as a future backup driver. ‘Rosey’ had spent many years working in shearing sheds in southern New South Wales. Rennie Ellis, an aspiring young photojournalist who had just arrived back from overseas, was to make a twenty-minute 16-millimetre movie. It was to be simply titled ‘Outback Australia’ and we planned to screen it at social clubs, educational institutions, travel agents seminars and the like.
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We couldn’t believe our luck when we found Rennie, his price was so much cheaper than anyone else’s. Rennie told us he had worked on movie sets overseas and had already made one documentary, but all that turned out to be bullshit. He had never had anything to do with moving pictures other than sit in a cinema. But that was our Rennie, a great bloke who could talk himself in and out of anywhere. We became firm friends and I was to work on several projects with him over the years. I got him to help me write the introduction to our first brochure because he understood my message. He had never been in the bush before, but he had felt it:

It’s true that for most Australians, indeed the majority of people throughout the world, life is becoming a continuity of pressures and frustrations. Relaxed and mentally refreshing holidays are becoming increasingly necessary for the urban dweller, yet he or she is finding the holiday resorts a repetition of the environment they are trying to escape—the crowds, congestion, pollution.

This is why so many people are turning and returning to a holiday with Bill King’s Northern Safaris. In Australia we still have room to move. We still have frontiers where man is not just a cipher in a system.

We at Northern Safaris have the knowhow and experience to open up the remote areas of our country and share the outback experience with you.

Living close to the earth, following bush tracks and century-old camel-train paths, absorbing nature’s gifts and the peace of the bush, and swapping yarns around the evening campfire create a new quality of life that is only revealed to those who travel beyond the fringe.

That message about life and leisure was written 40 years ago. Nothing much has changed, has it?

[image: 9781742693842txt_0025_001]
Our main itinerary was to be the Burke and Wills expedition. We were to follow as closely as possible the explorers’ route, starting at the bluestone cairn in Royal Park in Melbourne from where the expedition departed on 19 August 1860, to the Gulf of Carpentaria, then return via Ayers Rock.

The departure of the Burke and Wills expedition was one of the biggest events Melbourne town had ever witnessed and was hours late leaving because it was so cumbersome. It took them seventeen days to get to Swan Hill and another month to get to Menindee, where they set up a major depot. Burke took a room at Maidens Hotel while the base camp was being set up. The pub was still in the hands of the Maiden family when we went through Menindee in 1968. They had kept Burke’s room intact: the iron bed, cedar wardrobe and chest of drawers, wash basin and water pitcher were all there. But you won’t believe it—the Maidens sold the hotel some years later and the new owner knocked out the wall adjoining Burke’s bedroom, tossed out the furniture and extended the bar to install a pool table. It makes you wonder about some people, doesn’t it?

We were then to drive to Broken Hill en route to Mootwingee to familiarise ourselves with what the ‘Silver City’ had to offer the visitor. Broken Hill was to be the hub of our operation, where people coming from Adelaide on Greyhound buses and Sydney on the Indian Pacific train would join the tour. So it was an important part of the itinerary.

It still is a fascinating place and, apart from the legacy of art left by Pro Hart and the Brushmen of the Bush, Broken Hill is historically significant for many reasons. It was where the boundary rider Charles Rasp first discovered silver in 1883, and that led to the establishment of Broken Hill Pty Ltd.

It was where war was declared on Australia for the first time, by two immigrant hawkers from Afghanistan and Pakistan on New Year’s Day 1915, in retribution for Australia going to war with Turkey. They opened fire on a group of Broken Hill picnickers en route to Silverton on the Silverton tramway. Six people were shot dead in the attack before the culprits were killed in a shootout with police. There was a sizable Muslim population in Broken Hill at that time, a legacy of the camel trains that were the only reliable form of transport in the early days. In 1891 they built their own mosque, utilising the popular construction material of the time—galvanised iron. It is now a heritage-listed building.

The settlement of nearby Silverton is unique. Regarded today as a ghost town, it is inhabited by about 50 people living in renovated ruins who are in the main associated with the tourist trade. Silverton is now known for its film sets—Mad Max, The Adventures of Priscilla Queen of the Desert, Razorback, and 30 or so other Australian movies and TV programs have utilised the pub and surrounding desert country in their productions.

The Silverton pub is an institution, the epitome of an outback watering hole. I was there one day and a horse that was wandering around the street stuck her head through the door and peered in. When her eyes became accustomed to the gloom she stepped in and breasted the bar. She was not a small horse either, and had to stoop to get in. Misty was a regular and came in every afternoon for a couple of pots of draught that the publican poured into a bowl on the bar for her. ‘Whose horse is it?’ I asked as Misty quietly lapped up her beer.

‘Dunno, mate. She just wandered into town one day and has been here ever since,’ said a bloke.

When the horse had finished she began staring at the publican, licking her chops and looking for another one. ‘That’s it, mate, no more. Bugger off,’ said the publican. With that the horse turned around and headed out the door, but as her back end passed through the doorway she lifted her tail in a most unladylike fashion and let out a resounding fart. I assumed it was to voice displeasure at being refused another drink.

Misty has gone now, off to that big pasture in the sky, and whether there is a friendly pub up there for her to enjoy a couple, who knows—but she is close to her beloved watering hole in Silverton, interred in the beer garden with appropriate recognition of her contribution to the local culture.

We followed the expedition’s route, which took us to Mootwingee, where the New South Wales Parks and Wildlife Service in the early 1960s had constructed quite a remarkable visitors centre, with excellent displays and a theatre that showed a film depicting the life of the desert people. It was appropriate because the Aboriginal artwork in that region was unique.

Now I have always subscribed to the theory that the quality of Aboriginal art is governed by the availability of food; the less time needed to hunt up a feed, the more time available to pursue the arts. In Arnhem Land and the Kimberley, where there are superb examples of paintings, or the islands north of Darwin, where Tiwi people carve elaborate Pukamani poles, tucker is easier to come by. Desert art is much simpler; in particular the desert people of Central Australia told their stories with stone arrangements, intricate patterns of rocks laid out on the sand, using the only material that was abundant. I only ever saw one, a real one that is.

We had stopped for lunch on the Mereenie Track next to a small watercourse. A fire had recently passed by and the ground was bare. I went for a stroll along the watercourse, looking at stones on the ground, and I noted they were in a line and of similar size. Then I saw another line, stones of a different size, then lots of lines. We were also beneath an escarpment, so I scampered up to the top and there it was, probably 20 metres across, a very elaborate pattern of pathways, like a maze, leading inwards to a pattern of circles (the sign depicting water).

On one of the pathways you could see a serpent; on another a goanna, the rock depicting the head narrowing a bit, then fat rocks depicting the belly, with smaller ones making its skinny tail. The dozen or so people on that trip were really privileged. I later asked some rangers if they knew about it: they didn’t, and didn’t seem to care much. I never told anybody else and after the first bit of rain it disappeared under the herbage again. But in all likelihood it is still there, although the sighting was 40 years ago.

As we know, many artists of Central Australia continue to produce ‘sand painting’ on canvas, using dots and lines to represent stones, sticks and tracks. It was an art form introduced in the 70s by creative people to bring to the world their interpretation of the primitive desert art pursued by their ancestors. Now, elaborate works on canvas by famous artists like the late Clifford Possum, Emily Kngwarreye, Gloria Petyarre and Minnie Pwerle are worth thousands of dollars and are hung in many state and national public buildings as well as private galleries.

While there are examples of rock art found in many places in Australia, it is in the harsh environment of western New South Wales where the most spectacular rock ‘peckings’ are found. Rock peckings or etchings were created with the use of stone implements— rocks with varying degrees of hardness to use as hammers and chisels. Flakes of quartz, for example, were widely used by the desert people of New South Wales as chisels, spear points and the like. I make the point that the rock ‘peckings’ at Mootwingee are so elaborate they must come from a much more lush period in that part of Australia. Life-size emus and wallabies painstakingly etched into huge slabs of rock suggest a plentiful food source.

The rock art at the top of the Bynguano Range overlooking the surrounding plain is also a classic. A giant serpent surrounded by the hands of the tribe etched in ochre, it is among the best and certainly the largest example that I have seen.

Early pioneers used the place, too. They could fence off the gullies in the ranges to hold stock, and in one of the gullies near an old campsite there is a bit of authentic graffiti, including the signature of Ernest Giles. Those old blokes never ceased to amaze me. Giles worked on stations in New South Wales in the 1860s before heading off to South Australia to do the same thing. In 1873 he manned an expedition to Central Australia to explore the country west of the telegraph line. He took another expedition in 1875 and again in 1876, and on two occasions rode across the Gibson Desert to the West Australian coast and back. He covered more country on horseback during those years than most of the four-wheel-drive enthusiasts of today do in their lifetime.
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We discovered all sorts of interesting things on that survey trip. There was an old bullock trail that went from Broken Hill to the White Cliffs opal fields. If you looked hard you could still find signs, like the occasional oxen shoe, rock work bolstering the tracks on the hillsides, and marked trees. John Gerritsen, the ranger at Mootwingee, had told us about this waterhole to look for. It was a huge outcrop of rock and in the top was a deep fissure that was never known to be dry. In the old days they once found the bodies of two people who had died of thirst lying on the shady side of it. Poor buggers—they were only a few metres from life.

We stayed by the waterhole that night, and I got the biggest fright of all my born days. Can you imagine the sound of a steel trestle table with pots, pans, tin plates, cutlery and food supplies on top being rattled about in the middle of the night? I poked my head out of the tent I was sharing with Graham Rose and there was this great wild boar up on his hind legs, trying to steal our grub. Then he bowled the whole lot over on top of his sow, which let out an ungodly scream and backpedalled straight into our little two-man tent in which there were now three of us. The dopey pig couldn’t find her way out. We all ended up tangled in the tent and rolling around on the ground. Rosey and I yelled out for help, which sent the sow into a frenzy and the boar into a nasty mood, charging the other blokes when they stuck their heads out of their tents. Thank God the sow’s razor-sharp trotters tore the tent to shreds and they both raced off.

It was possible in those days to traverse New South Wales from south to north across stations and disused mining tracks to Milparinka and Tibooburra in the Corner Country. Milparinka was in a time warp, a remnant of the Golden Era in the latter part of the nineteenth century. Deserted historic buildings were still conspicuous in the ‘town’ that included the perfectly preserved stone courthouse and gaol and the ruin of the Commercial Bank and the bakehouse. The only inhabited building was the Albert Hotel. Built in 1885 at the height of the rush, it was the home of the Garland family, Alan, Jenny, and their two kids. It was an outback pub (and a petrol pump) where a cold beer had a flavour all of its own. The Albert is the last of four licences in Milparinka. It’s hard to imagine that the region was once home to more than a thousand miners.
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In later years we began to operate painting schools. I would select a destination that offered impressive subjects and landscapes and retain a known artist to accompany the tour as a tutor. We would provide all the equipment and knowhow; the participants only had to bring themselves, some gear and their paint case and easel. I advertised on Saturdays in the arts section of the Melbourne Age. And I will say to you without fear of contradiction that there was nobody in Melbourne’s art world in the early 1970s who did not know about Bill King’s painting schools and the unique destinations we chose. It was such a different concept of travel and we received a huge amount of free publicity and editorial space. At first they were all bush camps, and we had people on board who would never think of going on a camping holiday, yet it became fashionable to travel with us.

The tutor would do a demonstration each morning and then the students would go off and do their own thing, with the tutor checking in on them occasionally during the afternoon. Each evening prior to dinner and with the broaching of the ‘Chateau Cardboard’ they would bring their work out for discussion and critique. Some of the work was truly bad, but they didn’t care. They were away in the peace of the bush pursuing their hobby in a manner that had never been available to them before.

We ran our first painting trip to Milparinka and took Alan Martin as tutor. He was a well-known Eltham artist from the Max Meldrum School who lived not far from where I did. I had met Alan years before and was well aware that he loved the bush as he regularly went off on painting trips on his own. He was a bloody good teacher, too, the perfect bloke to kick this thing off. Alan was a short fellow, very short, and had a mop of jet black hair and a bushy black beard above which a white nose protruded and two dark eyes peered: he answered to ‘The Black Stump’.

I should say that the main participants in our painting schools were little old ladies, with a few younger ones and fewer blokes. On that first trip, we set up pretty good amenities. Our camp was only about 100 metres down the track from the Albert Hotel and we had done a deal with the Garlands to use their showers and toilets. 

I always tried to serve good meals in the bush, meals that would surprise people and that first night was barbecued lamb. We had picked up the meat from a station owner I knew on the way through. He had cut it into chops ready for a barbecue. It was beautiful meat, too, raised on salt bush and desert herbage, a very different flavour from the grass-fed meat we get in the far south. It smelled magnificent on the barbecue and I reckoned I had cooked it to perfection, just pink.

We had a crew of three on the job: Rosey, Riley Stevens, a young Eltham girl I was training as cook’s help, and myself. When it came time to serve up dinner, Rosey put the meat on a tray while I dished up the veggies. ‘Bring over the chops,’ I said, and behind me I heard Riley mutter, ‘Oh fuck.’

‘No, she hasn’t,’ went through my mind, but she had. I turned around to find Riley had dropped the chops on the floor of the cooking tent and most of them were scattered in the sand. The three of us tried to wash the things in a bucket of water, but all we did was ensure the ones that weren’t covered in sand didn’t miss out. We cranked up the barbie to heat them up again and by this time the campers were so hungry I thought they might start eating each other.

It was the worst meal that we had ever served—lamb à la grit is no bloody good, it’s a wonder it didn’t take the enamel off their teeth. Embarrassing moments, tell me about ’em.

Unlike our dinner on that first painting school, the bush telegraph was working very well—well enough to get out to Theldarpa Station where they were shearing. The station was about 80 k’s away, not far after a day in the shed, so it wasn’t long before they lobbed up at the Albert in clouds of dust. We were still tidying up camp after dinner when the painters took off to absorb the local culture and, I must say, for city folk it was an educational experience.

By the time the crew and I got over to the pub, the local lads were in full flight. ‘Toby the Camel’ was drinking his warm Melbourne Bitter out of 26-ounce bottles because it made him drunk quicker. Hookey, the shed boss, was telling a couple of blokes in no uncertain terms that they couldn’t shear one another’s boof heads and if they didn’t ‘speed it up a bit’ they could fuck off out of the shed. Alan Garland, the publican, was yelling at the mob to tone it down. Toby the Camel had latched on to one of our ladies and she was obviously enjoying the attention, even though Toby was no study in oils, with his two front teeth missing. (I was to notice over the years that some people do behave differently when on holiday.)

I soon got sick of the noise and was still grumpy about the meal being stuffed up so I headed off to bed. Hookey was hanging over the front verandah of the pub throwing up. ‘Bit crook, Hookey?’ I said.

‘Nope, just don’t want it,’ he replied, heading back to the bar to top up again.

In the morning the lady sharing the tent with the woman Toby the Camel was eyeing off in the pub told me, ‘Jill didn’t come back last night.’

‘Really,’ I said, not wishing to get involved and not knowing if she was telling me out of envy or indignation.
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The next stop on our survey was Tibooburra, just up the road. It is another old gold town and home to Barney and Jos Davies. Barney had worked on cattle stations all his life and ‘retired’ to town to take up the lease on the Family Hotel, famous for the murals by Sir Russell Drysdale, with his ‘Drinkers at the Bar’ sketched on the wall, and later for Clifton Pugh and Sydney artist Frank Hodgkinson’s work. There was also a Fred Williams on the bar wall. The art was worth far more than the pub.

Clif ’s mural was huge and covered one whole wall in the main bar. ‘The Bacchus’ was a sort of self-portrait of Clif, with devil’s horns on his head, sitting on a stool enjoying a drink. He was naked with his legs apart and his willy in full view and his ‘orchestra stalls’ hanging well below that, and he had several semi-naked female figures draped all over him. That was the original version, but the local cop freaked out and called it pornographic, instructing Barney and Jos to cover it up. They stuck a tea towel over the offending parts until Clif ’s next visit. He then painted a vine leaf over them and later, when the cop retired, Clif replaced the family jewels.

On our survey and film-making expedition we were also keeping our ears open for stories about Ludwig Leichhardt—wishful thinking, I know, but if you don’t talk to people about these things something might slip by. I used to get around to raising the subject of early explorers with everybody along the track.

Leichhardt had left Brisbane in April 1848 with four white companions and two Aboriginal trackers to travel to the Swan River Colony in Western Australia, and they were never heard of again. Four years before, he had successfully manned an expedition from Brisbane and reached Port Essington, on Australia’s northern coastline, so it seems logical to me that Leichhardt would use a route he was familiar with on the first part of his 1848 journey. He would then break into new country south of where Tobermory Station is situated today, on the Queensland–Northern Territory border, and that was where we were.

After we had visited the historic Burke and Wills sites along Cooper Creek and Camp 76 on the Diamantina River near Birdsville, we veered off along station tracks skirting the fringe of the Simpson Desert. We were heading out through Cravens Peak to Glenormiston Station when we came across a stockmen’s camp.

There were three Indigenous stockmen with a big string of horses and a fair mob of cattle settled in by a waterhole. They were working deep into the Simpson Desert, rounding up scrub cattle for Glenormiston. They had shot a steer and invited us to stay for a feed. Why wouldn’t we? They had meat and we had beer. They’d been out in the bush for ages, so even a warm stubbie was seen as nectar from the Dreamtime.

That night around the campfire we had a really interesting conversation. The stockmen were locals, born in that country, and the two older blokes had heard about Ludwig Leichhardt. Stories had been handed down to them from their ancestors about white men and horses coming through their country.

Then the conversation got even more interesting. It appears that many years before, the same two blokes were rounding up scrub cattle deep in the desert and stumbled across the remains of a campsite gone terribly wrong. Under the lee of a huge dune they found skeletal remains, saddlery and gear. The leather was so old it was brittle. There were also iron stirrups, buckles and other relics.

Excited by their find, they poked a stick into the top of the dune as a marker, took a rough bearing of where they were and got on with earning a living, vowing to return and investigate further. They informed the powers that be about the discovery, but it was many months before a group from Brisbane arrived to research the site. However, they couldn’t find the dune marker again—which is understandable in thousands of square kilometres of desert country where every sand dune looks the same—so it is a mystery that in all likelihood will never be solved.
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Burke and Wills of course never actually made the waters of the Gulf of Carpentaria. They reached impassable mosquito-infested mangroves and headed back to enact the tragedy at Cooper Creek. We continued north through Cloncurry to Burketown on our journey, then turned south and travelled back through Camooweal and Urandangi.

Urandangi is another of those strange locations with no reason to be where it is. It’s a pub and a petrol pump located 1600 kilometres northwest of Brisbane, with a population of about 50 people who are probably there because they have nowhere else to go. It was established in the 1880s and went past its use-by date when the cattle drives ceased coming down the Georgina stock route to the rail head in Dajarra. Road trains with the capability of picking up and delivering stock at the station gate put the rail service and the drovers out of business.

We were after a feed of meat as well as fuel and beer, and when the publican told us they’d killed a steer a couple of days before, I bought a big lump of hindquarter. We had no refrigeration, but fresh meat in a sugar bag on the roof rack with a bit of air getting to it will last three days or so. We already had some spuds, onions and a small pumpkin so Rosey announced that roast beef and veggies were to be the fare for the night, and he got his cooking fire going in the hole he had dug.

We settled in for a few tinnies, waiting for the coals to slow-roast our dinner in the camp oven. It’s not a process that can be hurried so a lot of tinnies had passed by and a lot of lies had been shared before Rosey said, ‘Grub’s up!’ We all agreed the meal was absolutely delicious and Rosey’s ‘special sauce’ was really something.

‘Bloody beautiful. Compliments to the chef. It’s an appropriate night to open our Macquarie port,’ I said, rummaging in the back of the truck for a bottle I had secured in a safe place for a special occasion, and there it was—empty.

‘Which one of you buggers has been drinking the port?’ I asked. Silence. I couldn’t believe it. There were only three of them and they were all shaking their heads. ‘Okay, where did it go then?’ Rosey was looking at the ground sheepishly and shuffling his boot about in the dirt.

‘You bastard!’ I said to him. ‘You drank it!’

‘No, I didn’t,’ he said. ‘I cooked the beef in it. You said it was for a special occasion, and this meal was special.’

Spare me.

We turned west down a couple of wheel tracks heading into the Northern Territory near Tobermory Station. Our plan was to reach Harts Range, about 350 kilometres along the track, then go south over the mountains, using old mining tracks into Alice Springs via Arltunga. We were well on our way, heading around this dune, and were dumbfounded to find that sitting on a claypan on the other side was an old flat-sided Land Rover utility, and there sitting in a deck chair was this bloke surrounded by ‘stuff’, more than you could ever imagine, coming out of the ute.

He was dressed in a blue boiler suit and a blue beret like the RAAF ground crews had in the Second World War. He had a big black beard and there was a pipe sticking out of it. ‘G’day,’ he said as we pulled up. ‘Alby Shultz,’ he introduced himself.

‘You in trouble?’ I asked.

‘Nah, I was. I blew a top radiator hose and didn’t have a spare, so I shot a kangaroo and skinned his tail to make a sleeve to patch it up.’

He’s kidding, I thought, but the bonnet of his vehicle was up, so I walked over for a look and sure enough there was this furry radiator hose bound with insulation tape. Bloody hell!

‘Now I don’t have enough water to fill him up,’ Alby said. ‘Gotta keep a bit to drink.’

We topped up the radiator and he tried to start the Landy, but the battery was too low so we jump-started it. I checked out the radiator hose and it had billowed out a bit, but there was no leak. ‘Genius,’ I said to myself.

‘Wouldn’t have any spare meat, would you?’ he asked. ‘I’ve eaten all me roo.’

‘Aw, yeah,’ said Rosey, and pulled the bag off the roof rack to cut him off a lump.

‘Wow, that’s a good piece of meat,’ said Alby, when Rosey handed him the lump. ‘I’ll just chuck it in the fridge.’

Among the huge pile of stuff that surrounded Alby was a small household refrigerator, of all things. There was no generator to power it and I was wondering if he’d invented some other power source when he said, ‘Been below zero at night here, so I leave the fridge door open at night and shut him in the day—works fine.’

But this wasn’t the end of the Alby Shultz story. We move on about twenty years and Melbourne Sun journalist Keith Dunstan and cartoonist Jeff Hook went off to the United States to ride bikes all over the place and send stories back to the newspaper. I was reading The Sun one morning and as I turned a page I was confronted with a sketch of this bloke in a boiler suit and beret with a big whisker and a pipe sticking out of it. ‘Bloody Alby Shultz,’ I said to myself, and it was. Dunstan and Hook had come across him in the Mojave Desert or some such obscure place. He was an international character, our Alby.
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We returned from the outback armed with the information we needed to operate an educational expedition following in the tracks of Burke and Wills. We had enough 16-millimetre film in the can to produce a feature twenty-minute doco and stills for a high-quality brochure. We were ready. So we ran our first advertisement in  Walkabout, a prestigious Australian magazine at that time, and it worked—we received nearly three hundred reply coupons.

Then one day the old man arrived at the depot and said we needed to talk about the direction the company was taking. ‘Okay,’ I said, wondering what might be different to the status quo. So I sat down with my brother Ron and he proceeded to tell me that we were going to cease the public touring and concentrate on the charter and route services.

‘There’s no future in public touring,’ he said.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. We had established the foundation for this new business and Ron was telling me there was no future in the tourist industry. I was in shock, really; the dream of establishing Northern Safaris, our concept of creative leisure, was no more. There had been no warning—it was just out of the blue. The significance of what had been said began to sink in. I was back to being a bus driver, back where I started. Not that I believe there is anything wrong with being a bus driver, but I didn’t see that as my career path.

It came to me all of a sudden; there was no planned decision. I just thought, That’s bullshit, as I walked out the door and in through the next to speak to my father. I started with: ‘Ron believes there’s no future in the travel industry. He believes the business is best suited to charter and route operations. I believe there is a future in public tours so I wish to sell my share of the business and I’ll purchase the Denning, the Land Rover and the sales aids we have produced.’ And that was it. All those proceedings took about an hour—an hour that changed my life for all time.

So, I have related the first 39 years of my life and cannot even fill 39 pages, a very ordinary life indeed; it was to me, anyway. But it wasn’t without some trepidation that I considered the future: ‘Now, you’re on your own, sonny boy, with a wife and family to feed, no business, no income and the biggest project of your life.’
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