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‘A delirious cruise through the strange and perplexing mind of 
Australia’s pre-eminent songwriter, legendary mischief-maker 
and cosmic hipster, Dave Graney. Funny, wise, narcissistic, 
deluded and anarchic. Pure genius.’ 
– NICK CAVE

‘Who is Dave Graney? After reading his book I still don’t know 
but I can tell you that he is unique, extremely entertaining and, 
man, he ain’t no square.’ 
– JUDITH LUCY

‘Diving into Dave’s book, mid-grind, is like witnessing a big 
dicked technicoloured Shiva materialising rudely inside an 
episode of Korg: 70,000 BC.’ 
– GARETH LIDDIARD





Some of the names in this story have been 
changed to protect the guilty. 
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In the beginning it was so hard to breathe, so hard to see.
So hard to find some space. Like the air was earth, 
packed tight.
So many people, all around and above and below.
Anchors aweigh.

The crimson tide
We were sitting on the Paris Metro, on the way to soundcheck 
at the Olympia. We had just had some lunch with an old friend 
and were looking forward to playing in a legendary Paris theatre. 
I coughed into a tissue and was alarmed to see some red matter 
appear. I coughed again and a whole lot of deep crimson blood 
came. This happened again and again. I ran out of tissues. My 
hands were dripping red. Someone gave me a plastic bag and I 
began to fill that up. It seemed to calm down a bit. None of the 
other commuters were impressed. 

The interior of the carriage was so bright and clean. 
Underground in an unfamiliar city, we decided to go to the 
theatre where we would find some people who could speak 
English and would know where medical help could be found. 
We got to the venue and a doctor was summoned. He gave me 
an antibiotic shot and told me to get an X-ray the next day. I 
did the show and went to the hotel. The next day I went to a 
clinic to get the X-ray. The doctor came out in a black T-shirt, 
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mirror shades, denim jeans and jacket and had long greying 
hair. A rock’n’roll doctor. He held the images at arm’s length. 
He assured me there was nothing to be seen.

While drinking a celebratory cup of tea at a nearby cafe, 
I coughed blood again and the flood resumed. I stood on the 
street heaving red liquid into a rubbish bin as Clare Moore 
hailed a cab. 

At the hospital I queued in emergency with all the other 
street-life casualties. Lots of face pulling and hand waving, 
interrupted by broken English and smashed French, ensued. I 
was placed on a bed in a corridor for twelve hours.

Then I was taken to another hospital, suddenly, in an 
ambulance with flashing lights and siren. A lovely French siren. 
Both kinds. The nurse in the back had a beauty spot and looked 
just like the actress Lilli Palmer. She had things on her mind. I 
saw the names of streets with famous writers speeding past the 
window.

Eventually I was sent to a room in an identical hospital, 
where I was put on a drip and stuck in a bed, sitting up. The 
clock moved only between 12.30 and 12.32 for several days. I 
kept hearing an old man coughing his guts up and wheezing 
his life out but the only figure I ever saw was this skinny  
young junkie cat changing the channel on the TV. It took me 
a while to figure out that they were the same person. When I 
went to the can I saw people struggling for their last breaths 
in all manner of contraptions. Word spread that I was an 
Australian musician. They thought I was Angus Young (AC/DC 
were touring at the time). The French Open was on. I still 
cough involuntarily if I see that clay court on the box. There  
was no window. Communication was hard. After a while it was 
decided I had a vein bleeding at the back of my lung and that 
it would have to be stopped. Zapped, exploded. Late one night 
they described the operation to me. If the vein was close to the 
spinal cord, there was a one-in-a-thousand chance I could come 
out of it a quadriplegic. This was explained by a doctor who 
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couldn’t speak English very well, and my French was no better. 
They took me off and sent some dye into my bloodstream. They 
pushed a catheter up the main artery in my groin and wheeled 
it around to the back of my lung, found the offending vein and 
closed it. It was like being in an alien spaceship; a large white 
room with the MRI machine making an unholy din and a man 
shoving a tube through me while the main medico issued orders 
from an adjacent room. This took more than an hour. I was 
allowed to watch it on the monitor if I liked. I declined, opting 
to watch the edited highlights later on. It looked like some sort 
of interplanetary war. 

The nearest cemetery was Père Lachaise, where poor Jim lay.
We then went back and finished the tour.
I’d learned a couple of years before that I’d been born with 

some bad blood, some genetic trash that should have finished 
me off at about four or five at the latest. It didn’t switch on until 
many decades later. The whole thing in between was some sort 
of gift anyway. When it switched on, I started to cough like a 
coalminer. I got acquainted with disgusting green junk coming 
from deep inside my corporeal self. It was eerie and exhausting. 
So when I started to move that crimson stuff in the Metro, it 
was a kind of relief. Lungers will know what I mean there. 
Gettin’ some action! The tide had turned. 





Par t  One 
WHERE I ’M LETTIN’  YOU ON
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Australia. It was a country that didn’t know how to take itself 
seriously. Neither did I. Everybody giggled when they talked 
of grave matters. Or they never smiled at all. They just looked 
at you from a great distance. What the fuck were we gonna  
do now?

I’d cottoned on to the fact that there was an unease around 
serious matters in our scene. As a kid, I’d delighted in saying the 
wrong things, really dragging them out. I loved transgressions. 
Putting people on was an hilarious, giddy dead end. A wall. 
A cliff. Later, as a musician, I took this to be my attitude, my 
modal sense. Only I was actually in a scene that had grown 
real conservative and square. I’d taken it to be a different world 
where I could stretch out and be myself. By the time I got my 
legs it was all in a kind of sleepwalking drag of blue denim and 
cowboy boots. 

Anyway, in the future. Now. People had gotten my measure 
as a kind of  ‘exotic’ and that was a way to keep me a little out 
of the picture. I wouldn’t be embarrassing anybody too badly. I 
tried to merge the best I could but found it a little too taxing.

I’d been playing music for all my adult life. I got the bug 
early and then flew really high when punk rock happened. I 
learned that it hit a lot of hicks like me pretty hard. We were 
in square, out of the way places all over the world, reading 
about the big city where it all happened in magazines that took  
two months to get to wherever you were by sea and land. It  
was cool to see things happen across such a time lag. I never 



8 | dave graney

got over that. Later, seeing Yankee things on TV, I could never 
quite believe it wasn’t news from a couple of months ago.

Then there was a time of great confusion in the world. I 
drifted, free from the earth’s drag. There were no borders, 
there was no night or day. There was no end in sight, 
there was only the vast and weightless pull of the time 
around and ahead. Anchors aweigh.

The main thing to me was the stop that I had gotten on, so to 
speak. Punk rock. Though no one was ever really punk rock. 
People tried to have all the right credentials, like a feel for 
drama and a background of suffering. A few even fit the profile. 
But most couldn’t hold the pose and that’s where all the most 
interesting music and musicians came into play, in the post-
punk scene. Afterwards. Now. Here. People had stumbled into 
this vague, empty space and they had to do something. They 
had to bring something out of themselves, into the picture. 
Suburban or country Australia had to climb into the bohemian 
slum – flat white style of the inner cities of Sydney, Melbourne 
and wherever it chose to happen in Adelaide, Brisbane, Hobart 
or Perth.

There was also the untidy and annoying presence on the 
scene of people and historical contexts that just couldn’t be 
denied. This was the greater scene itself. All that news and the 
trade winds and those characters from across the seas were all 
well and good but things were different here. Even the seasons, 
as the first settlers had found. The lay of the land and the back 
story, the general environment. There was no blank slate, yet 
some people tried for a ‘year zero’. 

Before punk rock? Me and my friends had all of Lou Reed’s 
albums. Not the Velvet Underground stuff, just his solo albums. 
We devoured his first, self-titled album, then Transformer, Berlin, 
Rock’n’Roll Animal and its sequel, Lou Reed Live. A friend shelled 
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out for the amazing-looking double Metal Machine Music and we 
sat around the speakers for all four sides of white noise, agreeing 
that it was pretty good. My friend said it was even better on 
headphones. The fun continued with Sally Can’t Dance and the 
amazing Coney Island Baby and Street Hassle. I’ve been chasing 
the vibe of those last two records all my life. Something about 
Lou was unknowable. He left it up to you to make sense of it. 
I’m still amazed whenever I play Street Hassle or Coney Island 
Baby… And his interviews are hilarious. Fawning journalists 
get treated the same way as everybody else, ie at a very long and 
stiff arm’s length. They always end up calling him ‘grumpy’, 
anyway. He never sooks up for them or does things at their beck 
and call.

The Velvets? They’re interesting, but it’s Lou, solo, that 
I heard first. I guess I loved that VU album when it was  
issued in the 80s. On the Classic Albums TV show for  
Transformer, he shrugged his way through it and said it was  
just another album to him. Bravo! Let the cubes trawl through 
the ashes. 

We were into a lot of stuff that promised so much just 
before punk rock happened. In our tiny brains. Roxy Music, 
John Cale, Tim Buckley, Brian Eno, Southside Johnny and  
the Asbury Jukes, Eddie and the Hot Rods. Arcane 70s  
stuff like the Climax Blues Band, Norton Buffalo, Hawkwind, 
Crack the Sky, Pavlov’s Dog. Otherwise, we were big on the 
Allman Brothers and Blue Oyster Cult. The Stones, of course. I 
was a kid at school when Queen hit with ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’. 
I couldn’t stand it then. It’s worse now. People who liked it 
grew up to drive sensible cars with gloves on. Alan Partridge 
types. The general mood of the time was flat, like everything 
was over. Interminable, nostalgic TV shows like Happy Days 
and M*A*S*H only served to thicken the stifling atmosphere 
of nothin’ much.

So I’d gotten onto the boxcar, the travelator, at this particular 
point. And that’s how I would always draw my map. Those were 
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the bearings. That was my baggage as I rode off into the great 
wilderness. The great known, as I tried to make it. I had a ‘back 
in the day’ and it was a strong beacon for me.

Rock’n’roll is where I hide
So I had this rich and living map ref that kept me in good 
stead when things swung for or against me. In the way of luck, 
I mean. 

Years later, facing the audient void where, for a brief moment, 
too many people listened, as opposed to too few, I had all that 
with me. I was like a commie spy on a covert mission. Only  
it was like I’d forgotten something really important, like why 
or what, and the whole shithouse went up in flames and there I 
was, stranded, hiding out in a rock band.

With all those eyes upon me, I spoke about my power, about 
my mysterious kink. How I used to believe I was invisible. How 
I was actually the legendary, mysterious and invisible rock 
singer cowboy. How I wouldn’t sing any blues or read any 
news. I told them how I opened my mouth and just spewed 
forth. This was when I had some ears. For the first time. I 
was fucking with them too. I’d been playing for more than a 
decade and a half so, by my reckoning, people were walking 
in on a line I’d been stringing out for quite a while. I mean a 
line and a string like a confidence man. A long string taking a 
while to set up.

It was all real what I was saying. People ate it up. Or was it 
just the insistent, ringing octave and the ever-ascending chords 
playing against the one-note pedal that stayed constant to all of 
them? Did that construction have some shifting emotional tone 
that held the power?
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As they came into the room in greater numbers I told them 
how people started to come and see this mysterious, invisible, 
legendary, rock singer cowboy. I felt prophetic and told them 
how I began to be cool, how I ‘came back’, how I ‘materialised, 
even though I wasn’t meaning to’.

As they settled in their seats I told of how people would 
sit behind me in cafes and say how I thought I was invisible. 
They urged each other to watch. I told them the truth, right 
in their faces. I didn’t care. I said I was cool with it because all 
of a sudden I knew exactly where everyone was. I had their 
attention. Everybody was lookin’ so I didn’t have to. I knew 
exactly where they were. They thought that I thought that I 
was invisible, that I couldn’t be seen. I was acting so strange. 
Everybody stared as if I couldn’t see them, or just wouldn’t. I 
had a reputation as a guy who thought he could do anything 
because nobody was looking. So while they were waiting for 
me to disappear, I could get on with anything else. They could 
only see what they were looking for. 

I offered up a slew of aliases. Other operatives who had 
worked this line before me, is what I was suggesting. The 
world’s forgotten boy. The rambling man. The pirate of love. 
The love rustler. The rider on the range. The velvet fog. Meat 
man. Mister blues. And the best-dressed chicken in town. Look 
’em up!

I pitched my tunes as far as I could. They were suspended 
and elevated and constructed with super high tension. Timing 
was everything. It smoked through the cracks. The joint was as 
tight as a plastic conga drum. I was shady. People laughed. It’s 
all they know how to do. I like it that way. I’m a funny guy. 
Keep ’em laughing. I acted like a fool. Not the fool. A fool. I had 
my payload of stuff I was carrying and my work stunk with it. 
But I didn’t want to scare people off. I sizzled it cute and light 
and I got by for a while on that sizzle. I didn’t want to put my 
anguish out front. That would have been undignified. I wanted 
my anguish to be the hidden core.
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I didn’t know much but what I knew I really knew, 
upside, over, back-to-front. My mind was like a torch 
light in a pitch-black room
but that light was hard, so hard.
I could even see through it. See through my world to the 
other side! If I’d’ve met you then, you wouldn’t be around 
now. I’d’ve slayed you where you stood. I knew everything!
Now, I don’t have the juice, I don’t have the concentration, 
I don’t have the power!
I don’t know anythin’! It’s like I’m standin’ in a floodlit 
stadium.
I’m at the centre square, I know the names of the streets 
outside
and where they go. I know the last time I went to the end 
of those streets. I know I’ll never get to the end again in a 
long while.
I know I don’t know anythin’!

The family cube
I’m swaying in the doorway of the family kitchen, weaving 
drunk. My head’s spinning in the sudden, warm light. I’ve 
walked from the pub, enjoying the all-enclosing ambience of 
my old home town. It’s years since I’ve lived here but I’ve always 
enjoyed walking the streets, drunk or sober, night or day. In the 
cold, dark air I knew so intimately as a kid. It was so nowhere. 
I was so nowhere. So nothing. 

It’s in me, it’s the funk, that town. It never fails to spook me. 
Having walked for several miles, I’ve let myself in the front 

door. It’s never locked. My parents are asleep and I’m about to 
raid the fridge. Something stops me. I see the small rectangular 
kitchen as never before. Fifth dimensionally. The Formica tabletop 



1001 australian nights | 13

with the green swirling design and four matching chairs suddenly  
seems such a natural, idyllic setting. Authentic, even. I’d never 
been gifted with this sort of detachment before. I’d just lived in it 
and now, occasionally, visited it, blithely and blindly. I was seeing 
it now, spinning perfectly through the cosmos like a landing 
vehicle. We had all clambered out from it and walked away. 

Long before the city pubs started redecorating with endless 
variations on 60s tables and chairs, the Formica setting was 
ubiquitous in Australian kitchens. The four matching chairs 
in my family had withstood eight people shoving and pushing  
and leaning and falling on them for an eternity. That table had 
seen so many arguments across and beyond that tiny room. 

I enjoyed my last two years of high school, doing homework 
at that table, late at night when the house was so quiet. My 
two older brothers and older sister moved out as soon as they  
thought they could, giving the last three a bit more elbow 
room. Late at night I had time to think. No radio, no TV; eating  
toast with jam and drinking instant coffee and enjoying the 
silence, a faint ringing in my ears and the present looming all 
around me.

Now I’m standing there, looking into the room from way 
outside. The timber mills are clanking and rolling out there in 
the night. I worked in one of the mills the year after I left school. 
My pals went to the city, to university. I could have but didn’t. 
I got a job sorting different lengths of wood into lots of five. 
At the end of a conveyor belt. I worked eight-hour day shifts 
and then a night shift. I bought an old FC Holden for a couple 
of hundred dollars and enjoyed having a weekly wage. Every 
day I drove a fellow worker to the mill. We’d been to the same 
school. He was a great cricketer and footballer, despite being 
born with one arm that had stopped developing at the elbow. 
He was big, quiet and brawny. One day I asked him what he was 
going to do. It was a common question in our teens. He looked 
at me with what I took to be a sneer but was probably just his 
default setting. Brown Steel. I got the impression, like a blow 
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to the face, that the options weren’t the same for everybody. I 
didn’t do a real lot of practical thinking back then. My mind was 
in knots as I tried to figure out how people lived as themselves, 
in all the different situations that life demanded. I was confused. 
Were you the same to people at work as at parties? I thought you 
should be. I thought that people were really themselves away 
from work or school and I didn’t want to be in any phoney 
situations. I wanted to have a grand, unifying, plangent self and 
I wanted it to be in action. In full effect. I got what I wanted, 
sometimes – buried deep inside a Music Life. 

This is my story, as told to the man who appears before you.
I must approach you through the proper channels, through 
the formal process. I must make sure that I know what it 
is that I want you to know. I must lock and load.
I must make sure that my stuff is strong. It must travel 
through several time zones and consoles and conversations 
and be right for the local scene. Somethin’ of the core, 
somethin’ recognisably me must be manifest at the end of 
the chain. You’ll have to speak to my medium.

Midnight cats
This fellow I knew back in the Mount used to say there were  
few things so pleasurable as getting clean when you’re filthy. He  
was right. 

This guy went from sitting astride his dragster at the 
swimming pool, charming the sheilas, to riding a Honda 750. 
He and his mate never hung with the other bikies or party 
people much. I was always impressed by people who removed 
themselves from the crowd. I thought it meant they knew some 
things. When this fellow said that stuff about getting really dirty 
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and then really clean it stuck with me. A year or two later his 
body was found deep in the forest. He’d flown off his bike. His 
corpse had been there for a while.

Meanwhile, his mate, who used to dink me home from 
footy training on his pushbike, had apparently shot and killed 
both his parents and then holed up in the best motel in town 
until the cops came. He had his dog with him. 

They say that around 1600 people die on the roads in a year. 
Compared to 1970, when almost 3800 people died on the road. 
The population has pretty much doubled in the meantime. I 
always did have the impression that it was dangerous back then!

I never needed to go looking for wild times in those days. 
They went off all around me. There was what’s-his-name, 
choppin’ his parents up. And the boys drinking Draino together 
and checkin’ out. There was Box and Tricker, who got busted 
for pot. They were in the cells. The old gaol. Tricker rolled a 
joint that night, three blades, and they got so spooked at every 
midnight cat. 

There was Rufus the black kid, with his tobacco tin full of 
petrol and cottonwool that his dad dropped off, who cracked  
it and jumped the old gaol fence. Knocked a woman out of her 
car and drove it into a Stobie pole. Then he knocked a kid off 
his bike and hoiked it down to the lakes, a dead end, of course. 
So he lit a fire. The cops brought him back to the cells. That 
took all of twenty minutes. Box and Tricker gave him their 
grass and left him there.

Loopy grew all the weed and had some problems with his 
leg. It wouldn’t heal so they started to cut it, stopped at the knee. 
He’d stick knives in it at parties. One time he went for a ride 
on his motorbike, naked and stoned. The cops chased him and 
he dropped the bike, laughing. The younger cop was heaving 
into the bushes.

Beau was there too. Fifty-eight and three kinds of crystal 
meth, a bottle of liquid acid and so much weed. Saying, ‘When 
you’re this stoned, it’s no use sittin’ around. Let’s go!’ But they 
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were still stuck in the bush. Their options were limited, and 
started with the road out of town. They’d forgotten. Again.

He was worried his ex-wife would find his veteran’s 
mental health assessments. He didn’t want her to know all 
that shit he said about all those things he did. The Agent 
Orange and the rest. The boredom. The midnight cats.

And they went from Sunbury to the Diggers Rest and drank the 
bar dry and went back to the site, had some fights. That time, 
they were midnight cats.

There were nine kids, they all got consumption, this was back  
in the teens. With TB, you had to cut off the affected limb.  
The mother wouldn’t allow this on account of her being  
Catholic. Disfiguration of the body. So they all died, except for 
the one who would become The Grandfather. He was brought 
up as a golden child. Protected from work and left alone to read. 

So he was tough to the kids. His kids. Lucky they had a 
sweet mother but she died young and he married a different 
kind of woman. Older. She didn’t enjoy kids and strife began 
and damage was done. 

When I was a kid I visited her at the farm. The house was 
overrun by cats. Daylight cats, crawling across the food, pissing on 
the tabletops and running the show. My cereal had bristles from  
the cow’s teat, clumps of cream and blood. It steamed. I heaved.

I was living with her midnight cats. The ones she let loose, 
timed to go off slowly all through the night. 

Steve and John started on Friday. They had some grey dots. 
Nobody told them they were three-way trips. They sat out 
in the forest with the purple trees and drove around looking  
at the melting timber mills. Their girlfriends got bored and went 
home. They were still fizzing at work on Monday.

A pound of weed and a carton of mushrooms, plenty of beer 
and rum and Coke. The cops bashed down the window and put 
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a gun at Trev’s head and asked for Danny. But he hadn’t been 
around for six months. He asked the cops to clean up before 
they left. To fix the broken window especially. He mentioned 
that the Senior Detective was the chairman of selectors at East 
Gambier. And he was in the A-grade team. 

Doc took some red pills and water started coming from his 
hands. The fear and the darkness brought out all his mid- 
night cats.

I always laughed when I read about rock musicians being 
dangerous or wild! All the posturing chumps who ever tried 
that on were nothing to the heroic, swaggering, the driving and 
boozing, the prodigious intake of smoke, pills and liquid we’d 
lived out back there in Mt Gambier, South Australia. Down 
in a dark hollow by the highway where two Australian Rules 
football states met. These private school pipsqueaks with their 
money from home! Ha! Nothing!

Leaving the Mount
Elvis died in August 1977. I was at work and it was payday. We 
got paid in cash, in light brown envelopes with hand-written 
figures listing overtime, union dues and taxes. I must have 
started thinking about skipping town right about then. I put the 
two together, Elvis dying and me leaving home.

I drove out of town on a desolate Saturday afternoon. The 
emptiness was pulling me nowhere. It was always there, waiting 
behind whatever furious noise you could scare up. The stillness 
creeped me out. I needed to make something happen. There was 
no big goodbye from anybody to me and I don’t remember doing 
any formal taking leave myself. I’ve always been insensitively 
cavalier like that. I went to a house party and had a few beers 
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and drove off. I fell asleep at the wheel and woke up in the gravel 
by the side of the highway. Still rolling. That woke me up.

For a moment, I could see the world as it really was. 
Again… I could see how close I was to certain disaster. I 
grabbed the wheel.
Can I wake again? Am I asleep now? How long have I 
been gone this time? 
How many times do I get to wake? How many lives?
How many times do I get to know that I’m not here? 
That I haven’t been here? That I’ve only just been pulled 
back? So, where was I in that other world? 
Am I asleep there? 

I was on a Camus trip. That scene on the beach was strong for 
gloomy youths. We had piercing eyes that saw a long way. It  
was all bad! Everything was dull but bright. And empty and 
long. Melbourne was dead. I parked in the middle of it, in Market 
Street, and slept in the car. 

Some words about my car. The front bench seat rested on 
the bench of the back, all sagged and busted. This arrangement 
forced me to grip the wheel in a state of precarious anticipation, 
staring intently into the middle distance. It didn’t go any  
faster than eighty k’s an hour and used a pint of oil every one 
hundred clicks. But it had a glove box and a radio. It was two-
tone grey and was built to last, back in 1957.

As for me, I had a tent and a carry bag and a vague idea 
to head towards Townsville, where an old friend was stationed 
with the Army. He’d been there all through the previous year, 
when I was still in high school.

I headed north, through towns like Numurkah, Cobram and 
Deniliquin. I kept picking lonely side roads as I had no better 
flight plan. The one other time I’d been out of Mt Gambier was 
for a football trip to Melbourne. The Western Border Football 
League under-eighteen team. One guy, from Hamilton, who 
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carried off a sharpie haircut and burgundy platforms, wanted to 
fight some Melbourne people. So he got the two biggest, most 
freakishly tall kids to walk with him down Fitzroy Street, St 
Kilda, and kept bumping deliberately into likely types. People 
who might enjoy a scrap. I went to a pool hall above a shop 
and got exposed to some big city nightlife for the first time. 
I loved pool halls. They were full of aimless lairs who acted 
large and talked loud and wore great clothes. I’d spent a lot of 
time in Foster’s Pool Hall back home. Guys playing Kelly pool 
and kidding each other all day while other people worked. It  
wasn’t like the football club where it was all about physical 
power and holding your grog like a bloke. These guys were 
all shifty. They had all these elaborate, mock gags they would 
throw out all day. ‘What are ya…’ to anyone in the general 
vicinity. ‘Robbed’, as the other player missed a sitter of a shot. 
‘Squirrelin’ that one away for later’, when they’d missed a 
certain pot. ‘Playin’ safe’, was the bullshit term for a shithouse 
shot, yours or your opponent’s. It was all a put-on. Shittin’ on 
the world!

The pool hall in Fitzroy Street had the same types but 
they were sharper and scarier. I got the job of buying all the 
booze for the football team and, with two boxes of beer in my 
arms, walked into a couple of foul-mouthed cops. I couldn’t see 
where I was going. They took the beer off me and I was driven 
the three hundred k’s home in silent shame with one of the  
support team. I asked him not to tell my parents. They had  
problems of their own.

Cherries!
Back in my car. I was alone and getting used to it. I had cash 
in my pocket and a bank deposit book with my signature in  
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it. I pulled into the town of Young on a Friday afternoon with 
not much cash and less fuel. It was after 5pm and the bank had 
closed. But being spring, it was fruit-picking season. A sign 
directed me to a cherry orchard, where the owner said there was 
plenty of work. Only I had to work for at least a week before 
payday. I said yeah, like I always would.

It turned out I was the first picker of the season. They  
had a few cabins for the itinerant workers and I had the pick of  
the lot. I went into a room, any room. It was dry, dusty and  
scabby. The mattress was worn and bare, blue-striped and 
collapsed in the middle. It had seen some awful dreary days. 
And nights. Crows, stale beer, blood, tedium. There was a 
set of drawers. I put my sleeping bag on the bed and crashed.  
During the night I kept hearing violent scratching and  
scurrying sounds. I turned on the light and opened one of the 
drawers. A wild, darting rat jumped back into the darkness 
as frantically as I did. There seemed to be several in there, 
chewing on a hard, old, pound brick of sugar. I went to my car, 
pulled out my plastic tent and put it up. I slept happily in my 
rat-free cocoon.

The next day I was given my basket. I was to hang it around 
my neck, climb a ladder to a tree, fill my basket and take the 
contents to the truck. We were paid piecework, by how much 
we picked. There were a couple of other people and the work 
was tough. Working for a week or two you could develop the 
brute skill to pick cherries quickly. After a few more weeks, you 
might pick enough to get a pay envelope to match the lowest-
paid job in the country. If you were really good.

After my first day I returned to my tent, bent double with 
exertion. I had a few dry biscuits and some tinned fish. I feasted. 

I’d had plenty of cherries during the day as well. More than 
I’d ever had before or would in the future.

A storm blew up that night and I was woken by water 
dripping onto my feet. The wind threatened to blow my plastic 
world clean away. I battled to bang the pegs back into place, 
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and to find some stones to steady them some more. It was a 
wild night. At some point I heard a big vehicle pull up and 
someone set about putting up their own tent. Lights came and 
went through my covering plastic. 

I was buggered and slept through until morning.
In the still, spring morning light I went out for a piss and a 

look around. The tent that had sprung up overnight seemed like 
a palace next to mine. 

‘You’re welcome to come in and share my tent if it’s  
like that again,’ said a smiling man holding a coffee mug with  
both hands. I mumbled something in my country way and  
shuffled off. Off to take care of some pressing business, was  
the impression I worked hard to convey. It was hard to find any 
business to attend to as the empty paddock gave me little to 
work with but I must have been happy with my performance 
and stage exit. 

That day out in the orchard there was another worker. A 
Jesus hippie man. Thin, bearded and intense. We talked as we 
picked fruit, putting some in the basket and a lot more into our 
mouths. I’d been travelling for a couple of weeks with nobody to 
talk to. I wanted desperately to get away from the past and into 
the lean, flat future that yawned enormously all around me, just 
so I could breathe a little easier. I had stuff on my mind. Big stuff. 
I was young and firing on all cylinders. My gaze was piercing 
and fearless. I could see for miles. The aperture wasn’t at all wide 
though. It was intensely narrow, in fact. I would fall asleep in 
the sun, like a cat but sitting up, tapping my foot and biting my 
nails all the while. I was unbalanced and out of focus. I had a 
vague flight plan though. It helped that I was rootless as well. I 
mean that I had some co-ordinates but they were all up in the 
air too. I was a country boy – boy was I country – I was outside 
lookin’ on. Everything was happening somewhere else. I could 
see the whole thing; everybody. I believed everything. I believed 
everybody else first. I couldn’t believe myself. I thought they 
must know what they are doin’ – who was I to enter the scene?
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Sex had come on me like a shroud that winter. I’d been 
a pretty untroubled kid up until then. I mean, sex had been 
action and reaction with hopeless crushes and fumbling moves 
on car bench seats. Hard-ons at inappropriate moments. All that 
physical stuff. But now it was upon me like a virus. I was full of 
beans. Raw beans. There was stuff running through my mind 
at all hours, hexing the scenes around me.

On that dull Sunday when I woke up in Melbourne I’d 
stepped on a paper bag full of skin mags on the footpath near my 
car. I was pissing on a tree. How did the world know? 

Driving down a highway later, my eye caught a tiny picture 
of a busty TV star on the open page of a discarded newspaper. I 
barred up. I was driving. Who was ever gonna know? 

One of the books I’d taken with me on the road was about 
an artist. A sculptor. It was full of coded language about creative 
angst. I found things of interest here and there. I thought they 
were all heading me some place in particular. I wanted to do 
something big. I thought I should.

So I had stuff to talk about, questions to ask. My co-worker 
the Jesus hippie man was happy to talk and did so at length. I 
learned he was actually, hilariously, a fruitarian. He ate nothing 
but fruit. If only that poor cherry farmer had known what he’d 
invited in to feast on his crop! The Jesus hippie was as skinny 
as Gandhi. He must have had his own tent, or perhaps he slept 
in the rat rooms. He was so gentle and mystic he could have 
soothed their angry, scratching ways. 

I had a few dollars to blow and felt like celebrating so I 
thought I’d drive into the centre of Young for a look-see at 
the pub. My fruitarian friend came along for the ride. It was 
like going out on the town with a medieval scarecrow. He 
shared some peanuts as I downed a few schooners of Old. I 
was comfortable in pubs. I liked to sit and get pissed. It was 
a trip I liked to take. It was in my blood. We all did it in my 
family. Heroically taking off for the hills. Getting the taste and 
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loosening up and talking. Always holding your grog, though. 
I couldn’t get too drunk here anyway as money was tight. I 
wasn’t concerned about drink driving at all. In the country we 
prided ourselves on disregarding that stuff. The drink driving 
laws were an imposition and an aberration. Things would get 
back to normal soon. 

There’s a show on up the road, someone’s puttin’ on a keg.
Your shoes are made of retread tyres, you drive an 
immaculate Morris Minor.
The guy you like has got greasy hair and a bad leg, he 
dropped his bike on a party night. You only see each other 
with a mob around.
He drinks until he gets carried home.
Green ginger wine and Buddha stick, chillums, shotguns, 
panel vans. Your high-waisted jeans are too tight. What’s 
that song you like? La Grange…
Some people you know packed up and flew north, that’d 
be somethin’, to just get in the van and go, you know.
Maybe as soon as his leg comes good, the skin graft and 
the bone.
As soon as the physio says it’s cool and the insurance 
cheque comes through.

My new friend told me there were people who believed that 
all food was an addiction. They strove to eat nothing and they 
succeeded. Not even water! I thought it was all a bit nutty but I 
kept that to myself. I didn’t disbelieve it, though. 

Out in the orchard there was another worker who had  
introduced a new element into our tiny world; a loud portable 
cassette player. The problem was he had only one tape, Wings 
over America, admittedly a double album but it was still too  
much to hear from top to bottom for several days. Cruel and 
unusual punishment. That Paul McCartney is one sweet-toothed  
fucking whacker.
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